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    Chapter One 
 
    Except for the towel draped across her backside, Dana Lawson lay naked on the massage table. A pair of skilled hands moved over her back, kneading her tired muscles. The scent of lilac and soft instrumental music filled the air creating an atmosphere of peace and relaxation. Dana needed this; she deserved it. Besides, what was wrong with pampering one’s self after working hard. Over the last 12 days, the 35-year-old author had visited ten cities in Canada and the US, spending several hours at each location signing copies of her latest book, What the Heart Desires. 
 
    Dana loved meeting her fans and chatting with them, even if it was for only a few fleeting moments as she signed their copy of her book. She gladly endured the rigors of planning and executing a whirlwind book tour to see the joy on the faces of her readers. Her signings took place in bookstores, from large retailers, such as Chapters and Barnes & Noble, to small, privately-owned shops, such as the one in her hometown. Regardless of the venue, the people were the same: happy about the new book and excited to meet their favorite author. 
 
    What the Heart Desires had been a labor of love, and she had spent many long hours working on it. She worked late into the night, tweaking paragraphs and sentences, sometimes skipping meals while she was ‘in the zone’ as she liked to call it. Dana became so lost in the world she was creating with her keyboard that the real world passed by unnoticed. During those times, only blurry vision from fatigue or lack of food, or a bladder that refused to wait any longer could pull her out of the zone. 
 
    This was her tenth book, her second this year, and as with the others, it had met with great enthusiasm. Everyone from her editor to her publisher had thought it would immediately soar to the top of the best sellers list, and it did. But not for the reason she expected. Though she had maintained her usual style and theme with this book, it had sparked controversy. It wasn’t because it was a lesbian romance novel or that the love scenes were somewhat descriptive; nope, that was fine. It had been the mere hint the protagonist may have had a taboo relationship with her aunt when she was attending a nearby college that had caused many people to speak out against the book. 
 
    There were also many people interested in reading about such dark secrets, and thanks to social media, her fan base grew right along with her profits. In no time at all, the book’s popularity skyrocketed, and it spent several weeks at the top of The NY Times Best Sellers list. The hate mail dropped off to nothing after a few weeks. 
 
    For several minutes, the masseuse worked on a particularly tight muscle on the inside of Dana’s right shoulder blade, the source of an ache that had plagued her for the better part of a week. Finally, after the attractive Asian woman worked her magic, the muscle relaxed, and the bothersome knot melted away. The discomfort had pestered her for so long, she had forgotten what it felt like to not have it, and as the pain faded, she breathed a long moan of pleasure. 
 
    “If I didn’t know better, I would think you just had an orgasm,” a voice to her right said. 
 
    She snorted and turned her head to look at the woman who lay on the massage table a couple of meters from hers. After her best friend Jenny’s constant urging, she had given in and came for a massage; she was now delighted she had. “Almost as good as one,” she replied with a broad smile. “Lien has very talented hands.” 
 
    Lien laughed as did her co-worker who was tending to Jenny. “You are too kind, Miss Lawson.” 
 
    “It’s true, Lien,” Dana said with a contented sigh. “You are very good at what you do.” 
 
    Dana felt Lien’s hands move to her lower back, and a little tingle of excitement raced through her. She let her mind wander, imagining what it would be like if Lien’s hands were touching her in other places, more intimate places. Lien was a beautiful woman. Tall, thin, with long jet-black hair and a brilliant smile. She was also quite straight. God, how long had it been since she had been with someone? More than a year had passed since Gail had walked out of her life to be with Clair. 
 
    Gail had blindsided Dana when she sat her down one evening and told her she was leaving. Dana couldn’t understand why—she thought things were going great between them—but Gail believed Dana favored her writing over spending quality time with her. She felt Gail was being ridiculous and told her as much. Gail had simply sighed and shook her head slowly, pointing out the fact that Dana hadn’t at all noticed she had already moved her belongings out, and that’s when she told her about Clair. Dana was devastated, and it was then she decided to put the idea of any sort of romantic relationships aside and lost herself in her work. 
 
    Lien’s fingers moving up her spine brought her attention back. Shit! She cleared the memory from her head and enjoyed the rest of her massage. 
 
    “I think I need a vacation,” Dana said after several moments. 
 
    “Pardon!” Jenny replied wide-eyed. 
 
    “I think I need a vaca—” 
 
    “I heard what you said. I just can’t believe that’s what you said. You haven’t taken any real time for yourself in I don’t know how long.” 
 
    She sighed. Her best friend was right. It had been forever since she took the time to relax. “I know. I know.” 
 
    “Any idea where you’d want to go?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I was thinking someplace quiet by the ocean. Maybe rent a cottage for the summer.” 
 
    “The whole summer?” She studied her friend intently, one eyebrow raised. “Who are you, and what have you done with Dana?” 
 
    She chuckled. “No, I’m serious. I need to get out of the city for a while. Recharge. Who knows, maybe I will find inspiration for another book.” 
 
    “Oh, I agree,” Jenny said. “It will do you a world of good to get away. I just didn’t expect you to suggest it. And to want to go away for such a long time. Not really the Dana I know and love.” 
 
    “I’m not that bad,” she said in mock annoyance. 
 
    “Yeah, you are,” Jenny said with a chuckle and winked. 
 
    “Okay, ladies. All done,” Lien said when there was a lull in the conversation. 
 
    “So soon?” Dana whined playfully. 
 
    “I’m afraid so, Miss Lawson. We’ll leave you two alone to get dressed.” Lien left the room with her co-worker behind her. 
 
    Reluctantly, Dana sat up and swung her legs over the edge of the table, watching Jenny do the same. They sat facing each other, the towels over their laps. She glanced at her friend, stealing a quick peek at her bare breasts before quickly looking away. Though Jenny was her best friend and had been since the eighth grade, she couldn’t help but admire the woman’s sexy form. Jenny stood the same height as her at 165 centimeters. Her flowing blonde hair hung over her shoulders, and her blue eyes sparkled. A small band of freckles she found adorable crossed the bridge of her nose. 
 
    Dana had tried to move their relationship in a romantic direction while they were in university. They had spent one incredible night together, wrapped in each other’s arms, making love by the lake. But in the end, Jenny knew she wasn’t in love with Dana and couldn’t love her that way. The experience had brought them closer together though, strengthening their friendship and creating an indelible bond between them. 
 
    When the two women finished dressing, they left the spa and got into Jenny’s car. Steering her vehicle onto the street, Jenny headed for Dana’s uptown apartment. 
 
    “I was thinking,” Jenny said. “If you really want to spend the summer by the ocean, you’re welcome to use my summer place in Emerald Bay.” 
 
    “No, Jen. I couldn’t do that. You may want to use it.” 
 
    She glanced over at her and smirked. “No, I insist. As you know, I’m going to be in Europe and then Vancouver for the better part of the summer, so it’s not an issue.” 
 
    Dana sat quietly thinking about it. She had spent a weekend or two there with Jenny each summer since she had bought the place five years before. It was in a quaint little town not too far from the city, and the house had a commanding view of the ocean. It would be perfect. 
 
    “Okay. If you’re sure it’s not a bother.” 
 
    “Great!” Jenny replied as she pulled her car up to the entrance of Dana’s building. “Give me a few days to have the place opened up and made ready, then it’s all yours for as long as you want.” She placed a hand on Dana’s knee and gave it a gentle squeeze. 
 
    “No rush. Remember, I have to fly to LA this week for that spot with Ellen,” she said wearily. 
 
    “You don’t sound enthusiastic about it. I thought you were looking forward to meeting Ellen.” 
 
    She gave her friend a grimace. “Meeting Ellen, yes. Flying across the continent again, not so much.” 
 
    Jenny laughed. “I understand. Well, rest up. Try to enjoy your trip to LA, and your oasis by the sea will be ready and waiting for you when you return.” 
 
    After unbuckling her seatbelt, Dana shuffled over, wrapped her arms around the pretty blonde, and gave her a squeeze and a soft kiss on the cheek. “Thanks, Jen. You’re the best.” 
 
    “My pleasure, sweetie.” 
 
    Dana stepped out of the car, shut the door, and leaned in the open window. “Call me later?” 
 
    “Of course.” Jenny winked and shifted her Lexus into gear.

  

 
   
      
 
    
    Chapter Two 
 
    Dana sang along with the song that blasted from her car stereo. Katy Perry would cringe if she heard her rendition of Dark Horse, but Dana didn’t care. She had been in a good mood when she left her Spring Garden Road apartment that morning, and her spirit improved as the city disappeared from her rearview mirror. 
 
    After she had finished packing three suitcases and a travel bag, the ones now containing her entire inventory of clothes and all the items she may require over the next eight weeks, she loaded them into her convertible. Before she left, she stopped by apartment 1A, home of her landlord. 
 
    Maggie answered the door wearing a nightgown and housecoat, both pink and tattered, and fuzzy slippers. A cigarette hung from her mouth, and a cup of coffee rested in her free hand. The woman, in her mid-60s, beamed happily when she recognized her. 
 
    “Dana! So nice to see you.” She pulled the cigarette from her mouth, coughed, and motioned her inside. “What can I do for you, my dear?” 
 
    The last thing she wanted to do was walk into the smoke-filled apartment, but her mother had raised her to be polite. She stepped in far enough to let Maggie close the door before speaking. “I wanted to…” She coughed as she inhaled a lung full of second-hand smoke. “I will be out of town for the summer.” 
 
    Maggie raised an eyebrow. “A vacation I hope and not something serious.” She crushed out her cigarette in one of the many overflowing ashtrays scattered around the otherwise well-kept apartment. 
 
    Dana nodded. “Yes. I will be spending it in Emerald Bay. At a friend’s summer house.” 
 
    “Splendid. I always thought you worked too hard. It’s about time you took some time for yourself.” 
 
    “I will have to agree with you there.” Dana tried to stifle a cough but failed. 
 
    “Is this friend going to be there with you? Maybe a new lady friend?” A mischievous grin lit up her face. 
 
    Dana chuckled. “No, Maggie. No new lady friends.” Maggie was a kind well-meaning person with a heart of gold, always having her tenants’ best interests in mind. Though, she did like to snoop and gossip. 
 
    “Too bad. Maybe you’ll meet someone new while you’re away,” she said with a cough. 
 
    “Maybe. Anyway, I wanted to let you know I would be gone and to make sure you had my cell number. Everything in my apartment is turned off or unplugged, so you don’t need to worry about that.” 
 
    “That’s wonderful, dear.” Maggie waved a hand dismissively as she pulled a smoke from the pack on the counter and grabbed the lighter. “I have your number on file. You go and have a great summer and do try to relax.” She pushed the cigarette between her lips and lit it. 
 
    “I will. You have a good summer too.” Dana turned to the door. She couldn’t wait to get out of the apartment. The amount of smoke she had inhaled during the short conversation had probably taken two years off her life. 
 
    Once outside, she took several deep breaths, and the burning in her lungs eased. She hoped the drive to Emerald Bay would be sufficient to air out the clothes she wore. 
 
    Dana slid into the driver’s seat and pushed a button. Motors came to life and whirred as the convertible top folded itself into its storage space. She slipped on a pair of Oakley’s and fired up the engine of her BMW. Leaving the parking lot, she intentionally barked the tires and grinned at the two teenaged boys who stared at her wide-eyed from the sidewalk. 
 
    Instead of taking the shortest route via Highway 103, she opted to travel along the scenic coastal road which would take her twice as long to reach Emerald Bay. It was worth it. On her right, lush green virgin woodland intermixed with golden hues of farmers’ fields. To her left sat the Atlantic, its waves crashing against rocky outcrops at some spots, while at others, it rolled gently onto sandy beaches. The salty ocean breeze filled her nose, and she breathed it in, relishing the scent. The view, for the most part, was spectacular, broken only by single-family homes and the occasional tiny hamlet that dotted her route. 
 
    Two hours after leaving her apartment, she passed a large roadside sign that welcomed travelers to the small town of Emerald Bay, population 1002. She couldn’t help but smile at the specificity of the count. Turning left, she headed toward the heart of the community. To say the town was colorful would be putting it mildly. All the buildings, houses and businesses alike wore bright coats of paint. The mixture of yellows, greens, reds, and blues made for a picturesque scene. 
 
    She was familiar with the street having traveled its length when she visited Jenny at the summer home. Yet, she had never bothered to stop at any of the shops or eateries. It was then her stomach growled, reminding her she hadn’t eaten anything since the muffin and coffee she had wolfed down at breakfast. She had planned on unpacking, then going to the grocery store to stock the summer home. Unfortunately, the town of Emerald Bay didn’t have what she considered a real grocery store. 
 
    Sighing, she turned off the road and pulled up to a long, single-story building. The large, hand-painted sign that sat high on the roof read Emerald Bay General Store. An open porch ran the length of the building, decorated with old buoys and fishing nets. A pair of old fashion gas pumps, the kind with the transparent glass cylinder on top, flanked the steps leading up to the porch. On the porch, by the front door, a vending machine for soft drinks hummed noisily, the red company logo faded to almost white. 
 
    Dana exited the car, made her way to the entrance, and stepped inside. She paused for a moment, making a cursory survey of the store. There were rows of short shelves filled with canned and boxed goods. On the back wall, to one side, coolers with milk, juice, and other items requiring refrigeration glowed a soft white. There were also bins and shelves of locally-grown produce on display on the opposite side of the store. 
 
    Picking up a small shopping basket from the floor near the door, she headed toward the back of the store. She picked up a loaf of homemade whole wheat bread from a shelf next to an assortment of cookies, pies, and squares, making sure to take a small package of date squares for dessert. She pulled a carton of milk and a package of sandwich meats from one of the coolers. After collecting the rest of the items she would need to tide her over until she went shopping, she made her way to the counter. 
 
    As she approached, a girl, probably no more than 14 years old, emerged from a small office behind the counter. The girl didn’t notice her as she was too engrossed with her phone, her thumbs scurrying over the keys. Dana watched her for a moment. She wore a simple black tee shirt and a pair of those jeans which came off the rack pre-ripped. Her long brown hair hung down over her face. Dana wondered how she could maneuver without running into anything. 
 
    She placed her basket of goods on the counter a little harder than necessary. The girl jumped, almost dropping the phone as she looked up. Dana watched her, not saying anything as the girl’s face flushed red. She fumbled with the phone, tapped out a quick message and set the phone on the counter. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I didn’t see you there,” the girl said, pushing the hair back over her shoulder. 
 
    “Apparently.” Dana took the items out of the basket. 
 
    As the girl rang in the items, she kept glancing at her as if she were studying her. Dana couldn’t help but notice the girl’s eyes; she had never seen eyes so green before. 
 
    “You have very pretty eyes.” 
 
    The corners of the girl’s mouth curled upward. “Thanks. Had them all my life,” she said, then batted them at her. 
 
    She laughed. “And a sense of humor. I bet you’re the class clown.” 
 
    “Nah. Not really. My teachers won’t put up with any shit like that during class.” 
 
    “Mind your tongue, lass!” A distinctively Scottish voice boomed, seemingly from nowhere, giving the girl and Dana a start. 
 
    The disembodied voice had come from the office behind the counter. Both Dana and the girl glanced at the door as a man in his 60s emerged. He wore pressed grey pants with a crisply pressed, short-sleeved shirt. His hair was thin and grey, and the small, round-framed glasses he wore sat at the end of his pointed nose. He peered over them at the girl, his expression stern. But Dana could see the corners of his mouth twitch upward, threatening a smile as he glanced over at her and gave her a wink. 
 
    “Sorry, Papa.” The girl cast her gaze to the floor. 
 
    The man stepped forward, tousled her hair, an amused expression on his face as he looked back to Dana. “Please excuse my granddaughter’s wayward tongue. Sometimes Ellie forgets herself.” 
 
    “No harm done,” Dana said. 
 
    “Did you find everything you were looking for, lass?” 
 
    “Yes. Thank you, sir.” 
 
    The man laughed. “Please, my name is Joseph. But folks around here call me Old Joe. Or just Joe if you want.” He extended his hand toward Dana. 
 
    She took the man’s hand and winced at the firmness of his grip. “Dana,” she said. “Pleased to meet you, Joe. And a pleasure to meet you too, Ellie.” She offered her sore hand to the young girl. 
 
    Ellie took it and said, “You look familiar. Do I know you?” She stared intently, her head cocked slightly to the left. 
 
    Dana cringed. The last thing she wanted was a fangirl during her vacation. Maybe she should have gone to someplace where no one had heard of Dana Lawson. Siberia for instance. She shook her head. She was a child. She wouldn’t have read her books. Would she have? 
 
    “I don’t think so.” 
 
    Ellie shrugged and withdrew her hand. “That will be twenty-seven forty-five, please.” 
 
    “Are you in town on vacation?” Old Joe asked as Dana pulled her debit card from her wallet. 
 
    “Yes, you could say that. My friend is letting me use her summer house for the season.” 
 
    “Must be Jenny’s place then.” Joe leaned against the counter. 
 
    “Yes, it is,” she said hesitantly, eyeing him. 
 
    Old Joe chuckled. “Lass, I know everyone who has a summer home here. Jenny’s is the only place still empty this time of year.” 
 
    “Yes, of course.” 
 
    “You’re here for the summer then?” Joe asked as he helped Ellie bag the groceries. 
 
    “Yes. A long-needed vacation.” 
 
    “Will Jenny be around?” Ellie asked. 
 
    “She’s traveling a lot this summer, but I wouldn’t be surprised if she made her way here at some point.” 
 
    “Well if you’re going to be in town for the summer, make sure you visit The Rusty Anchor. Best seafood in the province. Ask for Mac and say Old Joe sent you.” He puffed out his chest. 
 
    “I will certainly do that.” She took the brochure Joe offered. 
 
    “And tonight is ladies’ night.” Ellie giggled. 
 
    “Thanks, I’ll keep that in mind.” She raised an eyebrow at the girl, then picked up the bags of groceries and headed for the door. “Have a nice day.” 
 
    Her stomach growled again, and she decided unpacking could wait. She would take Old Joe up on his suggestion and grab lunch at The Rusty Anchor instead of making her own. 
 
    It took only a minute to drive the short distance to The Rusty Anchor. Stepping inside, she took in the spacious room. Padded booths lined one wall, and a long bar ran the length of the opposite wall. Several tables that could seat four dotted the remaining space. At the far end was a small dance floor with a DJ booth in one corner. Large flat-screen TVs hung from the ceiling in various locations displaying some sort of sport she didn’t care about. She stepped forward as a young woman approached her from around the bar. She was a bubbly brunette who smiled sweetly at her. 
 
    “Hi, I’m Sara. Sit wherever you like. Can I get you a menu?” 
 
    “Please.” Dana moved toward a small table near the back of the room. As she waited, she took in the details of the tavern. It was warm and friendly, and she considered coming back later in the evening for a drink. Ellie had said it was ladies’ night tonight. Sara was soon back with a menu and a napkin-wrapped set of utensils. 
 
    “Thanks,” Dana said. 
 
    “No problem. I’ll give you a few minutes.” Sara turned to leave. 
 
    “Is Mac around?” she asked, for no other reason than because Old Joe had suggested it. 
 
    Sara paused. “I think so. Let me check.” And then she was gone. 
 
    Dana looked at the menu and perused the choices. When it came to seafood, she was a glutton for fish and chips. She loved fish and chips. Her favorite childhood memory of the yummy meal was when she visited Scotland with her parents. They had stopped into what her father had called a ‘hole in the wall’ fish place. The battered fish and chips had come in a large cone of newspaper. For a girl of ten, this was so strange yet so cool. 
 
    As Dana studied the other choices on the menu, she saw a figure stop to her left. Thinking it was Sara returning to take her order, she looked up. Except it wasn’t the waitress. 
 
    “I understand you were looking for me. I’m Mac.” 
 
    Dana stared at the newcomer. Surprised it wasn’t Sara but more so because a beautiful woman stood there. She had mistakenly assumed Mac was a man. She met the woman’s gaze, and brilliant emerald green eyes looked back at her. Her complexion was fair, with a light dusting of freckles on her cheeks and forehead. She was a redhead, and the hues of burnt orange reminded her of a sunset. Her hair framed her face and hung in loose, gentle waves over her strong shoulders. But, oh my god, those eyes were captivating, and Dana found it difficult not to lose herself in them. The woman cleared her throat as she looked at her quizzically, head cocked to one side. 
 
    “Um, yes. Sorry. Hi. I’m Dana.” Realizing she was staring, heat crept up her face. 
 
    The woman remained still. 
 
    “Joe. Old Joe. He sent me. Said I should mention his name to you,” she stammered. Damn it all. What was the matter with her? 
 
    Mac’s lips curled into a smile, and her eyes sparkled brighter if that was possible. “Old Joe, eh? Well, if he sees fit to give you his name to throw around, then you must be good people. Hi. I’m Taylor Mackenzie. My friends call me Mac.” The woman held out her hand. 
 
    Dana released a breath, not realizing she had been holding it. She took her hand and a spark of excitement ran through her at the touch, causing her to shiver. The visceral reaction surprised her. She had shaken lots of hands, many of them belonging to very attractive women. But none of them ever elicited this kind of response from her. Gail hadn’t managed to evoke feelings like this in her either when they had first met. Setting the thought aside for later study, she spoke. “Hi again. You work here then?” 
 
    Mac laughed. “You could say that. This is my place.” She pulled a chair out from the table and spun it around, straddling it as she sat, her arms resting on the back. “So, Dana, are you in town for a while or just passing through?” 
 
    “The summer.” Dana swallowed hard. She couldn’t take her eyes off the woman, and she was sure the woman’s eyes had done a bit of wandering of their own. Mac was gorgeous, probably the same height as her, and it was evident she took care of herself. The red short-sleeve polo she wore gave testimony to that fact, showcasing her flat abdomen and toned arms. 
 
    “Oh, Yeah? Renting a place on the beach then?” Mac asked, pushing a strand of red hair behind her ear. 
 
    Dana followed her hand as it moved over her ear and down the column of her neck, admiring the flawless skin. She nodded. “Kinda. My best friend Jenny is letting me use her place for the summer while she’s off galivanting around the world.” 
 
    “Would that be Jenny Chatsworth?” Mac’s eyes widened as she spoke. 
 
    She nodded. “Yes, it is.” 
 
    “Nice. So how is Jenny?” Mac gently touched Dana’s hand. 
 
    “She’s good.” Another shiver ran through her. She wanted to pull her hand away but didn’t. Fortunately, or not, the touch lasted for only a moment. “So, you two are friends?” She wondered why Jenny had never mentioned Mac before. She and Jenny shared everything. There were no secrets between them. Well, at least she thought there weren’t. 
 
    “I like to think so. But, acquaintances would probably be a better description.” Mac glanced up at the ceiling, then back to Dana. “She stops by and says hello when she’s in town. We hang out for a bit, have a few drinks, shoot the shit. That’s about it.” 
 
    Mac had a faraway look and the corner of her mouth pulled up as if she was remembering something pleasant. Dana couldn’t help but wonder if she might be leaving something out. She watched her further, smiling to herself as she admired Mac’s beauty. She opened her mouth to speak as Sara returned to her table. 
 
    “Ready to order?” 
 
    Mac stood and turned the chair back around. “I’ll leave you in peace and let you order. It was nice meeting you, Dana. Don’t be a stranger.” She held her gaze, briefly touching her hand again as she had earlier, and she instantly missed the sensation when Mac turned to leave. 
 
    She paused and looked back at Dana. “Ladies’ night tonight if you’re interested, and ten percent off your meal because Old Joe sent you.” 
 
    “Thanks. I might try and stop by.” Mac nodded and gave her a little wave. She watched her walk away, her hips swaying gently in the tight blue jeans she wore. Damn. 
 
    She ordered the fish and chips and devoured them with zeal. Her meal was as scrumptious as Old Joe said it would be and then some. While she ate, she found herself glancing at the bar or the doors leading to the back of the tavern, hoping to catch sight of Mac, but the sexy tavern owner never made an appearance. She sighed as she paid her bill and left The Rusty Anchor. She wasn’t looking for a relationship or a one-night stand for that matter. But the thought of Mac pulled at her in a way she hadn’t felt for a long time. Maybe she would come back for happy hour. Just for one drink and perhaps a peek at the sexy redhead. There was no harm in that. Right? 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    
    Chapter Three 
 
    Taylor Mackenzie didn’t stop walking until she found herself in the back room of the tavern. She stared at the cases of beer sitting on the floor, stacked neatly against the far wall. She didn’t see them though. Nor did she see Ricky who stood nearby, clipboard in hand, checking off each item on the purchase order against the shipment of beer, wine, and spirits that arrived moments ago from their supplier. Her mind was still on the stunning brunette with the deep brown eyes she talked with a moment ago. 
 
    “Mac? Are you okay?” he asked. 
 
    Mac jerked her head toward him. “Damn, Ricky! You startled me.” She crossed her arms over her chest and turned toward him. He was a tall man with broad shoulders and kind eyes. He kept his black hair buzzed and wore a goatee. She had known Ricky for many years. In fact, he had been there since the day her brother, Jack, had opened the place. After the accident that had taken Jack and his wife, Melissa, from them, Ricky had been there for her. He was her rock, taking the reins and ensuring the continued smooth operation of The Rusty Anchor during the rough months which followed. That was four years ago, and he was still there for her, a true and loyal friend. To honor her brother and help keep his memory alive, Mac had vowed to keep the place open and had asked Ricky to stay on, helping her as he had done for her brother. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Ricky. What did you say?” 
 
    “I asked if you were okay.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure. Why wouldn’t I be?” She glanced away, feeling heat in her face. 
 
    Ricky moved to a stack of rum boxes and counted them before checking it off his list. “You burst in here, then stop and stare into space. That’s a perfectly normal thing for someone to do. Right?” 
 
    “I guess my mind was elsewhere.” Her mouth moved into a wide grin. 
 
    Raising an eyebrow at her, he moved to the door she had come through and peered out the small window. Scanning the tavern his own smile grew, and he turned back toward her. “Was that elsewhere you mentioned possibly the table with a very attractive brunette sitting at it?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Maybe.” 
 
    “Maybe my ass.” He leaned against the wall and gave her a devilish grin. “So, did you ask her out?” 
 
    “No!” Her brow furrowed at the question. Though the thought had crossed her mind. The woman, Dana was it?, was attractive, and she did mention she was here for the summer. A fling might be fun, no strings of course. A serious relationship would be out of the question, as they always were. With the tavern and her niece to worry about, there wasn’t room in her life for a romance. 
 
    “Why not? She looks like your type.” He walked over to count the cases of beer by the loading door. 
 
    “My type! How do you know she’s my type? From a two second glance through a dirty window, you figured that out?” Mac placed her hands on her hips as she stared at him. 
 
    Ricky laughed and raised his hands in surrender. “Okay, boss. I guess I don’t know. But I do know that grin I saw on your face, and you think she’s hot.” He waggled his eyebrows for effect. 
 
    Mac couldn’t help but smile back. “She is hot, and she is in town for the summer.” She leaned her back against the wall and bent her knee, bracing a foot on it also. “I may have mentioned it was ladies’ night tonight.” 
 
    “Ah ha!” Ricky pointed an accusing finger at her. “I knew it!” He took another look in the direction of the dirty window and shook his head. “Poor girl. She doesn’t stand a chance.” 
 
    “Don’t you have work to do?” she asked with mock irritation, then straightened and headed to her office. 
 
    “Yes, boss,” Ricky said with a chuckle. 
 
    It was a couple minutes after five when Mac looked up from her paperwork. She tossed the pen onto the desk and stretched. Her niece Ellie would be home from her part-time job at the General Store by now, and Mac needed to get supper made for them. She also wanted to spend some time with her before heading back downstairs to start her shift behind the bar before business picked up later in the evening. Maybe, if the fates where on her side, Dana would make an appearance too. 
 
    Conveniently, home was a charming loft apartment above The Rusty Anchor with a spectacular view of the bay. The loft was spacious, lovingly decorated, and soundproofed from the loud bass of the Friday night DJs below. It used to be her brother’s place, and Ellie still slept in the same bedroom she had since the day Jack and Melissa had brought her home from the hospital almost fifteen years ago. Ellie had taken the loss of her parents hard. The tavern, the loft apartment, and her bedroom were all she had left of them. Mac knew this and giving up her own apartment and moving into the loft was the right thing to do for both of them. It helped with the healing, having a bit of normalcy for her niece in an otherwise upside-down period in their lives. 
 
    Mac shut down the computer and pulled the door closed as she left. She stopped long enough to say goodnight to Ricky, who was getting ready to head out himself. The evening shift was already there, and Ricky had finished ensuring everything was prepared for them. 
 
    Unlocking the door to the apartment, she called out for Ellie. There was no answer. Figuring the girl had her earbuds in and the music cranked on her iPhone, she tossed her keys and phone onto a table by the door and checked Ellie’s bedroom. Empty. Mac retrieved her phone and was about to fire off a text when typhoon Ellie burst through the door. Mac jumped and stared bewildered at her niece. 
 
    Panting, Ellie held up a hand indicating she needed a minute to catch her breath as she dropped the bag containing a sketch pad and pencils, laptop, and phone, along with numerous other sundry items only a 14-year-old girl would find necessary. Moving deeper into the apartment, she collapsed onto the sofa and kicked off her sneakers. “Sorry I’m late,” she said between huffs. “I was at Birchwood and lost track of time.” 
 
    Mac studied her for a moment. The girl’s face was red from her run, and she grinned up at her. “Did you run all the way home?” 
 
    Ellie nodded. 
 
    “You could’ve sent me a text. No need for a marathon.” Mac picked up the discarded bag from the floor and handing it to Ellie. “Not where this belongs, and neither are your shoes.” 
 
    Taking the bag, she smiled meekly. “Sorry.” 
 
    “Tell me about your day,” Mac said as she entered the kitchen. 
 
    “It was good. A lot of customers. Mostly tourists.” She kicked her sneakers haphazardly until they were somewhat closer to where they were supposed to be. “Have you ever seen someone that you think you recognized but have no idea who they are?” She set her bag beside the desk she used for homework and her drawings. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve had that happen. Why?” 
 
    “It was strange.” She pulled her phone from the bag and stuck it in her back pocket. “A woman came into the store around lunchtime. She looked so familiar, but I have no idea who she is. Papa didn’t know either. It’s been bugging me all day.” She joined Mac in the kitchen. “Can I help?” 
 
    “First you can give me a hug, then you can set the table, please.” She embraced her niece and kissed her forehead. “I’m sure it will come to you. So, other than your mystery lady, anything else exciting happen?” 
 
    “Nope. I finished up at the store early and went to Birchwood to do some writing. It was very peaceful and quiet there today. I can think when I’m there without any distractions.” 
 
    Mac gave her a warm smile. She knew exactly where in Birchwood Ellie had been: on a wooden bench next to a huge oak tree, only a half-dozen meters from where her parents rested. The amount of time she spent there, sitting against the headstone lost in thought, had worried Mac in the beginning. When the colder weather set in, Ellie didn’t visit nearly as often, and when she did, she only stayed for a few minutes. 
 
    As the weather warmed the following spring, Ellie had once again stopped off at Birchwood on a more regular basis. Now she took her sketch pad with her, and over the past year, she had filled several. The first drawings were crude, but her art teacher saw the potential and encouraged her to keep practicing, and gladly volunteered his time to mentor her. The quality of her work and her overall disposition improved quickly, and Mac had to admit the visits to Birchwood along with the drawing did more for Ellie than any professional therapy could have. It wasn’t long after that Ellie discovered she enjoyed writing little stories and the occasional poem to accompany her drawings. 
 
    “I’d like to do that. Go somewhere quiet and forget about the world for a while.” Mac sighed as she spooned the homemade corned beef hash into the frying pan. “Can I read what you wrote?” 
 
    Ellie shook her head. “Maybe when it’s done.” 
 
    “Fair enough. Now go wash up. This will be ready in two shakes.” 
 
    *** 
 
    With the groceries in their rightful place, Dana poured herself a coffee and strolled onto the large porch at the back of the house facing the ocean. The view was breathtaking, and she leaned against the railing as she admired it. The beach was a long thin ribbon of sand that stretched off into the distance in both directions. Waves gently rushed ashore only to retreat seconds later, leaving the sand dark and wet. A couple was on the beach, walking barefoot, their arms linked together. A dog raced around them and jumped up with eager anticipation as the man threw a ball several meters ahead of them. The dog barked and bolted down the beach after it. The woman laughed and happen to glance in Dana’s direction and gave her a friendly wave. Dana waved back at the stranger and sighed, remembering when she used to be happy like that couple. 
 
    She sat on the porch swing, alone with her thoughts, and watched as the blue sky slowly turned to shades of red and orange as the sun set. It was peaceful here. The hum of the city was gone, replaced with the new sounds and smells of her summer retreat. The rhythmic melody of the ocean waves and chorus of seagulls calling out as they soared overhead was a welcome change. She drew a deep breath and enjoyed the salt air, then took a swig of her coffee, immediately spitting it back into the cup. It had gone cold. 
 
    She was on her way to get a fresh cup when her eye caught the colorful brochure advertising The Rusty Anchor. She picked it up, remembering the brief encounter with Mac, still not understanding why she had reacted the way she had to her touch. What was it about this woman that caused her body to betray her. Sure, Mac was attractive. In a sexy, I want to rip your clothes off, sort of way. 
 
    She shook away the naughty thoughts dancing around inside her head. Get a grip, Lawson. This isn’t what you want, she thought, staring at the brochure. Deciding not to heed her own warning, she grabbed her keys and headed out the door. 
 
    The Rusty Anchor was alive with activity when Dana arrived, and there was a good size crowd, mostly women of course. They were gathered in groups around the tables and in the booths, talking and laughing and having a good time. Glancing around the room, Dana was unable to find an empty table to sit at. She stood there for what felt like an eternity, not sure what to do and feeling completely awkward. It wasn’t like she knew anyone here that she could join at their table. She didn’t really want a drink anyway, she told herself. Maybe she should go home and curl up with a good book. Yeah, a book. That’s what she needed. Mind made up, she headed for the door until a familiar voice brought her to a stop. 
 
    “You’re not leaving, are you?” 
 
    Dana turned, and she suddenly felt her heart race. Mac was standing there, her expression warm and inviting. She had her hair pulled back in a loose ponytail and wore a pair of snug jeans and a red polo with The Rusty Anchor embroidered on the left breast pocket. 
 
    “I…um…Couldn’t find a seat.” 
 
    “No problem. Come with me.” And with that, Mac grabbed her hand, which sent all sorts of wonderful sensations through her, and led her toward the bar. Mac tapped the shoulder of a man who was sitting on a barstool and said something to him Dana couldn’t make out. The man gave her a friendly nod, grabbed his beer, and vacated the seat. 
 
    “Here you go. Best seat in the house,” Mac said as she offered her the stool. 
 
    “Thanks, but did you just kick that guy out of his seat for me?” Dana asked, shocked and a bit flattered at the gesture. 
 
    Mac smiled that smile again. “Sorta. He’s with a group over there.” She pointed in the direction of a rowdy table not far away. “Besides, there is someone here that you may be acquainted with already.” 
 
    The man who was sitting to the right of the now vacant barstool turned as Mac placed a hand on his shoulder. He looked up at her before catching sight of Dana. 
 
    “Well hello, lass,” Old Joe said. “It is nice to see you again.” 
 
    “And you, Joe.” Dana was happy to see the friendly shopkeeper from earlier. 
 
    “Where are my manners? Please. Sit, and keep an old man company for a bit.” He patted the barstool. 
 
    Dana sat and watched Mac move behind the bar. She stopped in front of her and placed a coaster on the well-worn surface. “So, what’ll it be?” 
 
    “White wine, please.” 
 
    “All right.” Mac reached for a glass from the overhead rack, and Dana took the opportunity to let her gaze travel the length of her torso. 
 
    “Have you settled in all right, Dana?” Old Joe asked. 
 
    “Hmm? What? Yes, thank you,” Dana stammered realizing she was being spoken to. She turned to Joe, feeling warmth in her cheeks, and wondered if he had seen her checking out the bartender. “I took you up on your suggestion and had lunch here today, and you weren’t joking about the food. It was truly wonderful.” 
 
    “Aye, lass. It is,” Old Joe said with a wink. 
 
    “Dad. You want another beer?” Mac asked as she set the wine in front of Dana. 
 
    “No, love. I’ve had my fill. I’m going to finish this and be on my way.” Old Joe pointed at his nearly empty glass. 
 
    Dana’s eyes widened. “You’re Mac’s father?” Of course, he’s Mac’s father, and he probably just watched her ogling his daughter. 
 
    He nodded. “You know,” he said leaning in a bit closer to Dana, “Mac isn’t actually her name.” 
 
    “Dad,” Mac said in warning. She gave her father the evil eye but still smiled at him. 
 
    Old Joe ignored her protest. “She was born Taylor Elizabeth Mackenzie, but for some reason, around age ten or so, she decided she wanted to be called Mac. And quite insistent on it too. Her mother and I figured it was a phase, and she would grow out of it but no; it stuck.” 
 
    “Okay, Dad. Dana doesn’t want to hear my life story.” 
 
    “Oh! But I do. It sounds interesting so far.” Dana patted Old Joe’s hand. 
 
    “Maybe some other time, lass.” He downed the last of his beer and slid off the barstool. “I must be off. Jeopardy will be on soon.” 
 
    “Some other time then,” Dana said. “Have a good night, Joe.” 
 
    “Night, Dad. Love you.” 
 
    “Love you too, honey. Take good care of our new guest here.” He gave Dana a wink before heading for the door. 
 
    “So, Taylor Mackenzie. I see why this is the best seat in the house. Your father is a charmer.” 
 
    “Please, don’t call me Taylor.” Mac groaned as she handed a cocktail to the woman sitting to Dana’s left. “And yes, he can be a charmer.” She leaned in closer, and Dana thought she caught a hint of lilac. “But, it’s the best seat in the house because it's much easier for me to flirt with you sitting here as opposed to the other side of the room.” She pulled back and gave her a look that sent a pleasant warmth to all points of her body. All points. 
 
    “Oh, really? Just what makes you think I would be interested in such flirts?” Dana asked and ignored the warning bells ringing in her head. 
 
    “I’m a bartender. I can read people, and I’m rather good at it too, if I do say so myself.” 
 
    Dana’s stomach flip-flopped as Mac gave her the smile she liked so much. Damn, she was good, and the thought of Mac flirting sent tingles down her spine. Dana took a large swallow of her wine and watched Mac move down the bar to serve another customer. She couldn’t help but let her eyes follow the swaying of her hips and admire how those painted on jeans hugged her ass. 
 
    “What if I told you I was straight?” Dana asked, pushing her empty glass toward Mac when she returned. 
 
    Mac eyed her for a moment, then filled a clean glass and placed it in front of her. “But you’re not,” she said confidently. 
 
    “Okay. Hypothetically speaking then.” 
 
    “I don’t speak hypothetical.” Mac pulled a beer from the tap and handing it down to her co-worker. 
 
    Dana pursed her lips in frustration. “You know–” 
 
    “You’re really cute when you do that.” Mac pointed at Dana’s mouth, making little circles in the air with her finger. 
 
    “Do what?” 
 
    “That face you make when you’re frustrated.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I didn’t make a face.” 
 
    “Yeah, ya did. And it’s cute.” 
 
    As the evening went on, Mac continued to flirt with her all the while serving the other patrons seated at the bar. To Dana’s delight, there was another bartender on duty, which meant she could enjoy more of Mac’s company. She felt a bit light-headed, not sure if it was the wine, Mac’s playful banter, or the gentle touches to her forearm. Either way, she could have sat there all night and let Mac flirt with her, but her bladder had other ideas. 
 
    Sliding off the barstool, she wobbled and grabbed the edge of the bar for support. Seeing the look of concern on Mac’s face she raised a hand. “I’m okay. Foot’s asleep,” she lied. “I’ll be right back.” Dana steadied herself and made her way to the washroom, concentrating on each step she took. How much had she had to drink? Maybe she should call it a night and catch a cab. 
 
    Once she finished washing her hands, she stayed in the washroom for a few minutes and studied her reflection in the mirror. The good feelings she felt wasn’t the alcohol talking. She was having a good time tonight, thanks mostly to Mac. She wasn’t entirely sure if Mac was naturally friendly and flirtatious with everyone or if she merely wanted to get into her pants. But she didn’t want to go down that road, though her traitorous body was more than ready to at that moment. Deciding it would be best for her to head home, she left the washroom and glanced around for a payphone, confident she would find business cards for local cab companies there. Not immediately seeing what she was looking for, she headed back to the bar. Mac would most likely have a number for her. 
 
    Approaching the bar, she didn’t hear the warning cry from Mac over the din of the crowd, nor did she see the puddle of spilled booze and ice on the floor until it was too late. A sharp stab of pain shot up her leg as her foot twisted inward. Her vision blurred momentarily, and the world moved in slow motion as the image of the bar turned into a view of the ceiling. The pain of hitting the floor was nothing compared to the throbbing in her ankle. She lay there for what felt like an eternity. Her head was swimming, and she had to fight back against the wave of nausea that passed through her. 
 
    “Dana? God, Dana, are you all right?” a voice asked. 
 
    Dana turned her head and looked at the person who had spoken. Mac was kneeling there, her eyebrows knitted in concern. 
 
    She nodded. “Yeah, Mac. I’m…shit!” She winced at the pain as she tried to move her foot. “I think I twisted my ankle.” 
 
    Mac motioned for the other bartender to come over. “Help me get her into a chair, then get a bag of ice and a towel.” 
 
    “I can manage.” Dana tried to get up and instantly regretted it. 
 
    “Don’t be silly. Let us help.” Mac and the other bartender helped her into a chair. Mac gently removed the shoe from the offending foot and examined her ankle. “Some mild swelling. We’ll get some ice on it, and you should try and stay off it for a few hours.” 
 
    Well isn’t this great. She was already embarrassed enough. Of course, everyone had stopped to look at her when she fell, probably thought she was a drunk. Now Mac wanted her to sit around for a few more hours. Not going to happen. 
 
    “Actually, I was going to ask you to call me a cab before I landed on my ass like a drunken boob. So, if you wouldn’t mind, I will go home and get out of your hair.” 
 
    Mac caught her eye. “Yeah. No. When Steve gets back with the ice, we’re going to help you upstairs to my place where I can keep an eye on you for a while,” she said matter-of-factly. 
 
    She was about to protest, but Mac shushed her with a finger to her lips. “Doctor’s orders.” And she gave her that smile. Dana’s belly tightened. That smile really should be illegal. 
 
    “Oh, so you’re a doctor too?” Dana guffawed. 
 
    “I’m whatever my customer needs at the time. A shoulder to cry on, a sounding board, a priest, even a doctor as it turns out,” Mac said as Steve returned with the ice and towel. “Steve. I’m going to take Dana up to my place so I can better attend to her ankle. Would you mind handling the bar on your own for a while?” 
 
    “No sweat, Mac. Sorry about your ankle, miss. Hope you feel better soon.” Both Mac and Dana thanked him, and he headed back to the bar. 
 
    Mac helped her stand and draped the arm of Dana’s injured side over her shoulder and placed a hand on her opposite hip. Dana clutched the towel-wrapped bag of ice in her free hand as they made their way through the bar and up the stairs. The much more enjoyable sensation of Mac’s proximity and her hand on her hip overshadowed the throbbing in her ankle. 
 
    “You planned this, didn’t you? Used some sort of bartender voodoo to get me to fall so you could get me back to your place. I’m on to you Taylor Mackenzie, and it’s not going to work,” Dana teased and enjoyed the pained look Mac gave at the sound of her name. 
 
    “Yes, I intentionally threw ice on the floor in hopes a beautiful maiden would slip and fall so I could swoop in and carry her off to my bed,” Mac said playfully. 
 
    “Beautiful maiden, huh?” She gazed into Mac’s amazing green eyes as they stood at the door of her loft. 
 
    “I don’t know about being a maiden. But, you certainly are beautiful,” Mac replied softly. 
 
    Heat radiated from her core, and Dana swallow hard. She looked down only to catch sight of Mac’s full lower lip. It so needed to be kissed. A bolt of fear shot through her. What was she doing? This so wasn’t how she expected the evening to go. She should run, but her ankle would only betray her. This didn’t surprise her. It was as if her body, along with the rest of the universe, was conspiring to make her go somewhere she didn’t want. Damn, this wasn’t fair. The sound of the door distracted her, and she turned to see Mac had opened it. 
 
    “Come on. Let’s get you on the sofa and some ice on that ankle.” 
 
    When they reached the sofa, Mac changed her position and faced her. Grasping both shoulders so Dana could place most of her weight on Mac and not her foot, she guided Dana back toward the sofa. That’s when a misplaced sneaker joined the conspiracy and Dana stumbled over it. Suddenly feeling herself falling, and not the controlled descent she expected, Dana shrieked and grabbed at Mac’s arms. 
 
    Unprepared and entirely off balance, both women fell onto the sofa. Dana landing flat on her back with Mac on top of her. When Dana opened her eyes, ones of emerald green looked back at her. She stared, and her heart raced. The scent of lilac from earlier filled her nostrils once again, only stronger now as Mac was much closer and her ponytail hung down and rested against her cheek. Time slowed as they lay there, mere centimeters separating their faces. She glanced at Mac’s mouth and licked her lips as if by instinct. 
 
    Her brain registered the presence of the body on top of her, and it sent excited little shivers through her. Mac’s thigh was resting between hers, which only added to the warmth she felt throughout her abdomen. She stared into Mac’s eyes again and ever so slightly nodded, betrayed once again by her own body. 
 
    She watched luscious red lips part and move ever closer. Her heart pounded in her chest and breathing became a chore. Eyes closed, she felt soft lips brush against hers. Their shared breath was intoxicating. She moaned and brought a hand to the back of Mac’s neck. 
 
    “Mac? What’s going on?” A sleepy voice asked. 
 
    

  

 
   
    
    Chapter Four 
 
    Mac quickly pushed herself from Dana and stood, her hands moving over her clothes as if to hide evidence of her activity. She smiled meekly at the girl who looked at her questioningly. Mac glanced at Dana, watching her for a moment as she pushed herself into a seated position on the sofa. She took a calming breath and spoke. 
 
    “Ellie, hey. What are you doing up?” 
 
    “I thought I heard someone yell. I came out to see if you were okay.” Noticing Dana sitting there, she gave Mac a knowing grin. “Oh, I’m sorry; you have…company.” 
 
    “No, Ellie. It’s okay. This is Dana. She slipped on a spilled drink and twisted her ankle. I was putting ice on it to help with the swelling.” She sat on the sofa and acted as if nothing intimate had happened. 
 
    Ellie moved deeper into the living room. “Hi, Dana.” She cocked her head, studying Dana more closely. “Hey, you were in the store earlier today, weren’t you?” 
 
    “Hi again, Ellie. Yes, that was me.” Dana smiled until Mac lifted her injured and shoeless foot onto her lap and applied ice to it. She sucked in a sharp breath. 
 
    “You two already met then?” Mac asked. 
 
    “Yeah. This is the lady I was telling you about. The one who I said looked familiar but didn’t know.” 
 
    “Well, I would introduce you properly, but I don’t know your last name, Dana,” Mac said. 
 
    At the lack of a response from Dana, Mac glanced at her and noticed she was watching her hands with great interest as they moved the ice bag around her ankle. This wasn’t the first time she had brought a woman home without knowing her last name. That had been before her brother died when she had her own place, and before the responsibility of raising Ellie had turned her sex life into a mere shadow of its former self. She wasn’t going to parade women in and out of her bedroom with a young girl in the apartment. Now, on the rare occasion she did meet someone and it looked like she might get lucky, she insisted they go to her place. If that wasn’t an option, she would, reluctantly, end the evening unless Ellie was at a friend’s house or her grandparents’ for the night. She scolded herself and made a point to apologize to Dana for almost taking advantage of the situation. Damn, if Ellie hadn’t walked in, how far would she have gone? On the other hand, Dana hadn’t resisted. So, there’s that. 
 
    “Dana?” Mac said. 
 
    “Huh? Sorry. I was lost in thought for a moment,” she stammered, looking up. 
 
    “I asked you your last name. You never told me.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s Lawson.” She returned her eyes to the bag of ice. 
 
    “Wait! That’s it. That’s where I know you from.” Ellie squealed and hopped up and down excitedly. “You’re Dana Lawson, the author. Oh, I’m such a fan.” She scurried around the living room desperately trying to find something. “Where is it? Where is it?” she muttered as she searched. 
 
    “Ellie! Slow down. What are you looking for?” Mac asked. 
 
    “My book, my book. I must get Dana to sign it. You will sign it, won’t you, Dana?” Ellie asked with much enthusiasm. She didn’t wait for an answer and tore off down the hall to her room only to return moments later with a pocketbook and pen in hand. 
 
    “Ellie! Stop. Calm down,” Mac said sternly. “Dana is our guest, and she is hurt. I’m sure she is in no mood to be signing autographs?” She gave Dana an apologetic look. 
 
    “No. That’s okay,” Dana said. “I don’t mind signing it.” She took the book and pen. It was a copy of What the Heart Desires. She glanced up at Ellie and then signed the inside cover. “You’ve read this?” 
 
    “Oh, yes. I’ve read all your books, and I loved every one of them.” 
 
    “Well thank you, Ellie.” She handed the book and pen back. 
 
    “You sound surprised.” Mac checked the swelling of her ankle. 
 
    “It’s your business of course, but I figured my stories might be a bit…too mature for a young girl.” 
 
    Mac chuckled. “I’ve read a couple of your books, and they are wonderful by the way, but there is nothing in them she wouldn’t hear or see on TV.” 
 
    “Thank you, and you have a point.” Dana sank into the sofa. “If you keep rubbing my foot like that, I am going to fall asleep right here.” 
 
    Mac looked down. When did she put the ice aside and begin to massage Dana’s foot? “You can sack out on the sofa if you want, but there is a spare room, and it would be more comfortable.” 
 
    “No. That’s okay. I feel much better. I’ll head home.” She tried to sit up. 
 
    “Forget it. You need to keep your weight off that ankle. Besides, you only have one shoe; not that you need it right now,” she said firmly, her expression warm and caring. She knew she would have to search for the errant shoe later though. 
 
    Dana frowned. “Fine. Whatever you say. And just where is my shoe anyway?” 
 
    *** 
 
    Sunlight filtered through the curtains and bathed the bedroom in a yellow hue. Dana groaned and stretched before opening her eyes. Confusion washed over her as she took in her surrounds. This wasn’t her room. She sat up and waited as the fog of sleep slowly cleared and the events of the night before came flooding back. 
 
    She tentatively tested her ankle, rotating and flexing it. Nothing. Thank God. Swinging her legs out of bed, she stood and slowly transferred her weight to the injured foot. A mild ache greeted her but nothing she couldn’t handle. Glancing around for her clothes, she spied them laying on the chair next to the bathrobe Mac had left for her the night before. She had helped her into the bedroom and laid out the robe to use if she wanted to grab a shower in the morning. Mac had been very caring, and Dana was grateful. 
 
    Flirty Mac had disappeared after Ellie had interrupted them, and they engaged in small talk once she had gone back to bed all bubbly and excited about meeting her. They too went to bed after Mac gave her ankle one last check and was satisfied the swelling had gone down. Dana had lain awake in the guest room replaying the wonderful time she had had in the tavern flirting with Mac, and what had almost happened on the sofa. 
 
    What had almost happened? They were going to kiss; that much was certain. But what then? Would they have made out like a couple of horny teenagers, or would Mac have taken her to her bedroom and made love to her? Dana felt a pleasant warmth radiate from her core and immediately shook the thought from her head; she was glad for Ellie’s interruption. She didn’t need this, another relationship that could only end in heartbreak. They always did. 
 
    Refreshed from her shower, Dana found Ellie sitting at the kitchen table typing on her laptop. She paused when she saw Dana and gave her a huge smile that reached her eyes. Dana remembered first noticing the brilliant green of Ellie’s eyes when they had met at the General Store, the same green as Mac’s. Must run in the family. 
 
    “Morning, Dana.” She typed for another second or two before closing the laptop. “Sorry, needed to get that thought down before it disappeared from my head. Mac has stepped out for a moment, said something about a mission to find a wayward shoe, I think. She’ll whip up breakfast when she gets back.” 
 
    Dana laughed and pulled out a chair. “Good morning to you too, and the wayward shoe would be mine. So, the thoughts.” She pointed at the laptop. “For your diary?” 
 
    “Huh? No. Nothing like that. I like to draw, and sometimes I make up stories to go with the sketches. So, when an idea comes to me, I write it down. Sounds silly, I know.” 
 
    “Doesn’t sound silly at all. I do the same thing. You never know when a story idea will present itself.” 
 
    “That’s true I guess.” The sound of the door drew her gaze. “Oh, look. Mac’s back and she seems to have found your shoe.” 
 
    Dana turned in her chair and saw Mac’s face light up. She tried to stop herself from letting her eyes wander the length of her body and failed miserably. Mac wore her hair loose and had on a tee shirt and pair of denim cut-off shorts that showed off her curves. Damn it all. 
 
    “Good morning, Dana. How’s the ankle feeling?” Mac placed the shoe with its mate by the door. 
 
    “Much better thanks. I can walk on it without pain. Did you have any trouble finding my shoe?” 
 
    “Nope. Steve grabbed it and put it in my office after you and I headed upstairs.” 
 
    “Good, I’m glad it didn’t get lost. I happen to like that pair of shoes.” She grinned. 
 
    Mac laughed and took a seat at the table. “Can you stay for breakfast?” She touched her arm. “My cook is bringing up pancakes and French toast in a few moments.” 
 
    Again, with that magical touch. Between that, her million-dollar smile and those eyes, which she stared into, she feared she may not make it through breakfast without coming undone. Mac’s hand remained on her arm, her index finger moving back and forth, and she stared back at her. She could not deny the sparks that flew between them as they gazed into each other’s eyes. Her stomach twitched, and she forced herself to look away. 
 
    “Thank you, but I don’t want to impose. You’ve already done so much for me. Which, by the way, I appreciate very much.” 
 
    “You are welcome, and you’re not imposing at all. Please stay and have breakfast with us.” She pushed her bottom lip out in an adorable pout. 
 
    “Okay. Okay.” Dana raised her hands in surrender. “I’ll stay, but you have to let me make it up to you.” 
 
    “Okay, you can let me take you out to dinner.” 
 
    Her pulse quickened and her face warmed. Oh, wow. Mac just asked her out. “Shouldn’t it be me taking you out?” The words spilled from her mouth. 
 
    “Great. It’s a date then.” 
 
    She gave Mac a dirty look. “I see what you did there. More of your trickery!” She glanced at Ellie who enjoyed the exchange and happily watched them. Dana was about to protest further, but a knock at the door interrupted her. 
 
    “Saved by the bell.” Mac jumped up and headed for the door. “Too late to say no.” 
 
    “So, do you normally have your kitchen staff make your meals and deliver them to you?” Dana asked as Mac walked her to her car a couple of hours later. 
 
    “God no. They offered, not sure if you would be mobile yet.” 
 
    “Well, in that case, please thank them for me, and I think they deserve a hefty raise for their efforts.” 
 
    Mac nodded. “I’ll be sure to pass it on.” She laughed. “Don’t know about the pay raise though.” 
 
    When they reached the car, Dana turned to Mac. “I had fun last night, bartender voodoo, and twisted ankle aside.” 
 
    Mac pursed her lips and shoved her hands into her pockets. “Listen, Dana. What happened on the sofa. I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have taken advantage of the situation like that.” 
 
    She studied her face and saw her sincerity. “Did you hear me complain? But it is probably for the best that nothing happened.” 
 
    “I understand.” Mac glanced at the ground for a moment. “You don’t have to worry about dinner if you don’t want to. I mean…” 
 
    Disappointment clouded her face and filled her voice, and it tore at her. She swallowed. “Don’t be silly. Of course, I want to take you out to dinner. Besides, there are no expectations here other than dinner and a new friend.” 
 
    Her expression warmed, and she lightly touched Dana’s arm. “I would like that.” 
 
    “Me too. I will call you later and make plans.” Mac stepped back. 
 
    Dana wondered what it was about this woman’s touch that excited her. She said good-bye and got into her car. With a wave, she headed back to the beach house. 
 
    For the rest of the day, Dana busied herself with unpacking and finding a place for her clothes. She set up her laptop and writing materials on an antique desk situated near the big bay window overlooking the Atlantic. Tomorrow she would go into town and check out the shops. 
 
    After she ate supper, a simple pasta dish with tomatoes and a small salad, she decided a trip down to the beach was in order. She removed her shoes and socks and let the wet sand squish between her toes as she walked the beach enjoying the warmth of the sun and the breeze from the ocean. It was calming and tranquil, nothing but the sound of waves and occasional gull. She had walked the length of the beach twice by the time the sun set. 
 
    It was after ten when she stripped off and climbed into bed. Every time she closed her eyes, the sexy redheaded owner of The Rusty Anchor popped into her mind. She had to admit, Mac was a beautiful woman, but she hoped befriending her wouldn’t lead her down a path she wasn’t ready to travel. As her thoughts wandered back to the memories of Mac and the kiss that could have been, she wondered, fantasized really about what it would have been like. The taste of Mac’s lips, the feel of their tongues exploring, their naked bodies pressed together. As her mind wandered, so did her hand, sliding over her belly and under the band of her panties. She touched herself and breathed a soft moan, unable to deny her body the release it craved. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    
    Chapter Five 
 
    Dana sat at a small table in the town’s Tim Horton’s coffee shop. She watched the steady stream of people come and go as she sipped on her large double-double and nibbled on a blueberry muffin. People, she mused, could be so different yet so alike at the same time. Everyone regardless of their sex, age or heritage were friendly and polite, and in true Canadian fashion, muttered a stereotypical sorry if called for. 
 
    A soft vibration in her pocket drew her attention. Pulling her phone out, she was happy to see a text from Mac. Hope you’re having a great morning. This had become a daily occurrence since her night in Mac’s spare room a week ago, and she found herself looking forward to the morning texts. Dana fired off a reply saying she was and hoped she was too. She felt guilty for having not taken Mac out to dinner as she said she would. Why was she so hesitant about this? It was only dinner, after all, and it’s what they had agreed upon. As she formulated what to say in the text to Mac, a familiar voice spoke to her. 
 
    “Hey, Dana. How’s it going?” 
 
    She looked up to see Rhonda Blake approach her table. The woman, who she had first seen when she had waved to Dana from the beach a week ago, pulled out a chair and sat, coffee in hand. She was a plump woman in her late forties and of average height. Short brown hair hung in loose waves framing her warm, friendly face, and a broad smile showcased bright white teeth. 
 
    “Hi, Rhonda. I’m well thanks. You?” She put her phone down. Their paths had crossed daily since Dana began to stroll the beach in the evenings. Rhonda, she had learned, lived a few houses away with her husband, Carl, and their rambunctious black Lab, Buster. Carl managed the local hardware store, and Rhonda operated Between the Covers, a bookstore in town. 
 
    “I’m great. I’m glad I ran into you. Have you got a minute?” 
 
    “Yup. No plans and no cares for me today.” Which was true except for the calling Mac thing. “What’s up, Rhonda?” 
 
    “Well, I have a favor to ask of you. But feel free to say no. It’s just a thought.” 
 
    Dana looked at her expectantly. “I can’t say no if I don’t know what it is.” 
 
    “Yes, right.” Rhonda laughed. “Well, the town library is in desperate need of repairs, but the town council says it doesn’t have the budget to cover all the costs. They are, however, willing to consider matching dollar for dollar any monies raised by the community.” 
 
    “So, you would like me to donate then?” 
 
    “If you would like to, that would be great. But no, that’s not it,” Rhonda said. “The town has been holding many fundraisers over the last several months. Things like bake sales, suppers put on by the local Lions Club, concerts by the school children, and things like that.” 
 
    Dana sipped at her coffee, peering over the rim at her as she listened to her animated explanation. “Well, unfortunately, I don’t bake, and I can’t sing worth beans.” 
 
    “I guess it’s lucky for the town then that I’m not going to ask that of you.” She smirked playfully. “What I was thinking was a book signing, with the proceeds from the book sales going to the library fund.” 
 
    Dana only had to think about it for a second. “I would be happy to do that for you. When were you thinking?” 
 
    “Terrific!” Rhonda almost bounced in her seat. “Well, foot traffic picks up during the summer with all the tourists. But during the town’s Lobster Days festival, which is in a few weeks, would be ideal. There are always huge crowds around then.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan, Rhonda. Send me a text with details when you can.” 
 
    “I will do that for sure.” She stood, the thrill of the positive response evident on her face. “And thank you so much for doing this.” 
 
    “My pleasure.” 
 
    “I will leave you to your day then. Talk to you soon.” She waved over her shoulder as she headed for the door. 
 
    Dana laughed to herself at Rhonda’s exuberance. It was as if the woman had received the best news ever. Once Rhonda was gone, she picked up her phone and her thoughts went to Mac. She liked Mac. Truly she did. Mac was beautiful, warm, and funny; did she mention beautiful? Because she was. And her flowing red hair, something Dana had always had a weakness for. Damn. Maybe it was time to get back in the saddle and put her heart out there. Her stomach tightened, and she set the phone down. 
 
    Looking out the window at the passersby, she sighed. She wished Jenny was here to talk sense into her. She knew precisely what Jenny would say and could almost hear her voice in her head. Stop feeling sorry for yourself. Go out and have some fun with Mac and get laid while you’re at it. She would be right as usual, Dana decided. Not the getting laid part mind you, not yet anyway. But the rest of it for sure. More than a year had passed since Gail walked out of her life. It was time to move on, and that’s what she would do. 
 
    She picked up the phone again, forgetting about the text, took a breath and called Mac. 
 
    *** 
 
    “How many outfits are you going to try on?” Ellie asked from her position at the end of Mac’s bed; a pile of discarded clothes lay beside her. She had watched her aunt for the last hour rifling through her wardrobe for the perfect outfit. 
 
    “All of them if I have too.” Mac looked at herself in the full-length mirror, turning left and then right studying the blue, off the shoulder blouse she wore. It was pretty, yet simple. “How does this look? It isn’t too much is it?” 
 
    “Mac, it looks great. You look great.” 
 
    She saw Ellie in the mirror, giving her a nod of approval. “Thanks, El.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m here for. Now, wear your white jeans and sandals, and you’ll be all set.” Ellie retrieved the pants from the closet and handing them to her. 
 
    “Since when did you become a fashionista?” She wiggled into the jeans. 
 
    Ellie shrugged. “What time will you be home?” 
 
    Mac raised an eyebrow as she turned to Ellie. “Not late I imagine. Why? Got somewhere to be?” 
 
    “No.” Ellie giggled. “I thought you might have more than dinner in mind for tonight.” A mischievous grin crossed her face. 
 
    “Ellie Caitlin Mackenzie. You’ve been reading far too many of Dana’s novels,” she said in mock annoyance. “Besides, we're just two friends going out for dinner. Nothing more.” 
 
    “Yeah, right. It looked like more than just friends on the sofa the other night. And then there is this whole trying on every outfit thing.” She grabbed a top from the pile, holding it up as evidence before letting it drop. 
 
    “The sofa happened. Yes. But Dana made it clear she only wants to be friends.” She put on a pair of small gold earrings. 
 
    “But that’s not going to stop you, is it?” Ellie hung the unfortunate contenders back in the closet. 
 
    “Stop me from what?” 
 
    “Getting to second base of course. I saw the sparks flying between you two at breakfast the next morning. You can’t deny it.” 
 
    Mac had to snort at that. Ellie was right; there had been something there if only for a moment, and she wanted to pursue it. “What do you know about second base anyway. Wait! On second thought, I don’t want to know. I trust you; that’s all that matters.” 
 
    Ellie laughed and headed for the door. “Not to worry. I just like to read about romance. There’s no second base, first base, or even a ball field in sight for me. Now, hurry up. Dana will be here any minute.” 
 
    As if on cue, they heard a knock at the door. “I’ll get it,” Ellie called cheerfully as she dashed to answer it. Mac could make out Dana’s voice returning Ellie’s greeting, and she tingled with excitement while also feeling a bit nervous. She rushed to finish and made her way to the living room, pausing for a moment to admire Dana. The sundress she wore had a floral pattern, and it fell to just above her knees. Her dark brown hair hung loose, touching her shoulders. Mac stood quietly, taking in Dana’s every movement as she talked with Ellie. She felt her own smile grow bigger when Dana laughed at something Ellie said. 
 
    The heat rose in her face when Dana stopped in mid-sentence noticing her, doing a double take before turning toward her. Busted. No denying it. Dana didn’t speak, not right away, but her eyes spoke volumes. Slowly the corners of her mouth climbed as Mac approached. 
 
    “Hey there. You look stunning in that dress,” Mac said. 
 
    Now it was Dana’s turn to blush. “Why, thank you, Ms. Mackenzie. You look rather striking yourself.” 
 
    She bowed dramatically. “I do say, Ms. Lawson, you are far too kind,” she said in her best southern drawl. 
 
    Ellie rolled her eyes and groaned. “Please.” 
 
    “Shall we go?” Mac laughed. 
 
    Dana nodded. “Your car or mine?” 
 
    “Oh, definitely yours. I’ve been dying to go for a spin in that sexy little Beamer since I first laid eyes on her.” Mac waggled her eyebrows. 
 
    Dana laughed. “Well, my sexy little car and I would be happy to take you for a spin.” 
 
    “Yes!” Mac did a little fist pump in celebration. “Okay, Ellie, I’ll see you later. Try not to burn down the house.” 
 
    “Goodnight, Ellie.” Dana walked out the door Mac held open for her. 
 
    “Good night, you two. Have a good time. Feel free to bring me home a piece of cheesecake,” Ellie called after them. 
 
    A short time later, they arrived at a restaurant a couple of towns over. Mac had laughed when Dana asked her to pick the destination as Dana had no idea what the local area had to offer. Mac had suggested The Restaurant, a quiet place that had an elegant charm without being ostentatious. 
 
    The hostess showed them to a table for two near a large window which provided a picturesque view of the ocean. Once they had given their drink orders, a glass of Sauvignon Blanc for each of them, they fell into easy conversation, catching each other’s eyes as they spoke. They filled the time with small talk as they read their menus and waited to have their orders taken. 
 
    “Have you lived in Halifax your entire life?” Mac asked after their waiter left. 
 
    “No, I grew up in the Annapolis Valley. I was lucky enough to land a position with a firm in Halifax right after I graduated from Dalhousie.” Dana picked a breadstick from the basket. “How about you?” 
 
    “Emerald Bay, born and raised. Just a small-town girl I’m afraid.” Mac watched Dana take a small bite. Her eyes were on her full red lips as she chewed, and her stomach tightened. Damn, that was sexy. She glanced up to see her raise an eyebrow. 
 
    “What? Why are you looking at me like that?” Dana brushed her mouth self-consciously. “Do I have something on my face?” 
 
    “No.” Mac chuckled. “You’re fine. I was just…um… admiring your lipstick.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “My lipstick? Right.” She took a sip of her wine. “And there’s nothing wrong with being a small-town girl. I recently met a charming one who happens to own her own bar and has a wonderful daughter.” 
 
    That threw her for a moment. Daughter? Then the light came on. Of course, Dana would have no idea, and it was a logical assumption to make. “Ellie’s not my daughter; she’s my niece.” A look of surprise crossed Dana’s face, and she opened her mouth, then closed it as if she wanted to ask something and changed her mind. 
 
    The corner of her mouth raised in amusement. Dana looked so cute, all embarrassed and at a loss for words. Saving her, Mac spoke. “Ellie’s parents, my brother, Jack, and his wife, Melissa, died in a boating accident four years ago.” She paused for a beat. “Shortly after Ellie was born, we had agreed that I would assume responsibility for her in the event of their death.” 
 
    “Mac, I am so sorry. That’s terrible.” She reached across the table and took her hand in hers. 
 
    “Thanks. It was hard for everyone at first. Especially Ellie. But we worked through it.” Mac went on to explain how Ellie had taken up drawing and writing, which seemed to help her. While she talked, Dana continued to hold her hand and gently rub her thumb over her knuckles. She was enjoying the pleasant sensations that chased through her and was disappointed when the waiter brought their meals and Dana withdrew her hand. Damn, couldn’t he have waited a bit longer? 
 
    “Do your folks live close by?” Mac wanted to steer the conversation away from the unpleasant memory. 
 
    Dana nodded as she patted her mouth with a napkin. “My parents divorced when I was young. I don’t know where my father is. My mom though, still lives in the Valley.” 
 
    “Siblings?” She cut into her steak. 
 
    “A brother. Jason,” Dana said. “He’s a couple years older than me.” 
 
    “Oh? And what does Jason do?” 
 
    “He’s a lawyer. Lives in Halifax with his wife and two darling daughters.” 
 
    Mac nodded as she chewed, not taking her eyes from Dana. “This steak is delicious. How about your fish?” 
 
    “It’s wonderful.” She glanced up and caught Mac’s gaze. They held each other’s eyes for a long moment until a loud laugh from a nearby table broke the spell. Dana looked away and cleared her throat. “Say, how come you don’t have an accent like your dad?” 
 
    She snorted. “Oh, I have an accent. Just get me pissed off, and you’ll hear it.” 
 
    Dana laughed. “No thanks, I’ll pass on that. I’ve heard too many stories of redheads and their fiery temper.” She took another forkful of her salmon, savoring the taste. “You’ve never mentioned your mother.” 
 
    “Alive and well. She and dad have a house not too far from the General Store. They built it after immigrating from Scotland a couple of years before my brother was born. They both worked hard, dad on the trawlers and mom at the bakery, until they had saved enough money to buy the General Store when I was around three or four.” 
 
    Dana held her gaze and Mac could tell she was genuinely interested in what she was saying. Her smile was bright, and her eyes sparkled. For the rest of the meal, they talked about everything and anything. When Dana spoke, Mac found it difficult to keep her eyes off her mouth, and the desire increased the pull in her stomach. 
 
    They split dessert: a slice of the best cheesecake Mac had ever tasted, drizzled with chocolate and a dab of whipped cream, topped off with a strawberry. With the dessert done, Mac plucked the strawberry from the plate, leaned forward and reached across the table. She held it close to Dana’s lips. Dana looked at the plump red berry, then to Mac. Never breaking eye contact or blinking, she gradually took the berry between her lips and enveloped it. Biting it clear, just shy of Mac’s fingers, she sat back and chewed, then slowly licked her lips, catching a drop of strawberry juice that hung at the corner of her mouth. 
 
    Mac drew a breath. She had felt Dana’s lips brush her fingertips where they had held the berry, and now her body was on fire. It took every ounce of willpower she had to keep from leaping across the table and kissing her right here. Damn. 
 
    “What’s the matter? You look all… flustered.” Dana grinned from ear to ear. 
 
    “You! That’s what. That was so not fair.” 
 
    “I’m sure I don’t know what you’re talking about.” She waved down the waiter as he passed. “Check please.” Turning back to Mac she said, “Shall we go? Or do you need a few minutes?” 
 
    The ride home was quiet except for the radio playing softly. Mac turned in her seat to study Dana. The top was down on the car, and the wind whipped her hair, making it dance around her head. Dana stared straight ahead, but Mac saw the corner of her mouth turned up. My god but she was beautiful. As if reading her mind Dana glanced over at her and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Nothing. Just watching you drive.” 
 
    Dana laughed, and Mac’s heart skipped a beat when she reached over and took her hand, weaving their fingers together. Mac looked at their hands and enjoyed the contact. Not wanting to spoil the moment, she said nothing the rest of the trip home. 
 
    Dana stopped the BMW behind The Rusty Anchor as Mac had asked, not because she didn’t want anyone to see her with Dana but because that’s where the private entrance to her loft was. As soon as the car stopped, Dana got out, and Mac grabbed the package with the slice of cheesecake they had bought for Ellie. She exited the car and came around to the driver’s side where Dana stood, her backside resting against the fender. Dana took the takeout container from her and set it on a wiper blade to prevent it from slipping off the car, then without a word, she pulled Mac close and pressed her lips to her mouth. 
 
    Mac stiffened for only a second before leaning in and deepening the kiss. Dana moaned against her lips, and their tongues met. She grasped her hips and pulled her closer, and the urgency of their kisses grew. Dana’s hands roamed her back and tangled in her hair. Mac reached down and lifted Dana up onto the hood of the car with ease, never breaking the kiss. Her hands caressed her knees, then slid up her thighs until she felt the lacy material of her panties. 
 
    That’s when she felt the pressure of Dana’s hands against her shoulders gently but firmly pushing against her. Mac pulled back and looked at her, panting and confused, wondering if she had crossed a line. Shit. Please don’t let her be mad, she begged the universe silently. The universe listened. 
 
    “Slow down, tiger.” Dana paused for a moment, catching her breath. Sliding off the hood and letting her dress fall into place, she once again leaned against the fender. Reaching for Mac’s hands, she pulled her in close. “I like you, Mac, and I want to spend time with you, get to know you. But I will be honest. It scares the hell out of me, this whole dating thing.” 
 
    Mac dipped her head to catch Dana’s eyes. “Hey, I understand. Slow is good.” Not exactly what she wanted to hear, but she could live with it. After all, there were no expectations tonight. Right? 
 
    Dana nodded. “Thanks. I feel I should explain though.” 
 
    “Okay. But you don’t have to if it makes you uncomfortable.” She rubbed her knuckles with her thumbs. 
 
    “I know.” Dana took a breath. “I was living with someone. Gail was her name. We lived together for four years. Dated for a couple of years before that.” She paused and in the dim light, Mac saw she was trying hard to hide her emotions. “A little over a year ago, she left me for another woman, and I didn’t even see it coming. It really hurt, so I’ve avoided dating, mostly out of fear of being hurt again.” Her expression saddened, and Mac was afraid she might cry. She pulled Dana into an embrace. 
 
    “She was a fool, and I for one am delighted you decided to take the risk and put yourself out there.” Mac caressed her back. 
 
    Dana withdrew after several moments and looked into her eyes, then glanced down at the ground. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to get all depressing and weepy eyed on you.” She wiped her cheek with the back of her hand and giggled. “Some date I turned out to be.” 
 
    Mac lifted her chin with two fingers and kissed her gently. “So, this was a date then?” She raised an eyebrow. “For the record, I kinda like you too.” She kissed her again. Dana deepened the kiss and sucked on Mac’s lower lip as she drew back. 
 
    “Yeah, I guess it was, and thanks for understanding.” 
 
    Her words stirred the need to protect her as if she wanted to take her into her arms and never let her go. This only confused her as long-term had not been her goal. 
 
    “I think we should call it a night.” Dana slipped from her arms and retrieved the cheesecake from its perch on the wiper blade. 
 
    “If you insist.” Mac sighed dramatically. Taking the dessert, she asked, “When will I see you again?” 
 
    Dana slid into the driver’s seat. “Oh, I don’t know. I’ll have to confer with my social calendar,” she said playfully. “I’ll call you. Good night, Mac. I had a really good time, and hey! That cheesecake is for Ellie, not you.” 
 
    Mac laughed and waved as she pulled away. The night had turned out completely different than she had expected. Things had escalated quickly from what they were the week before. This usually would have been a good thing, as it meant she would now be much closer to second base, as Ellie had so eloquently put it. Not that she was complaining. Not in the least. But she couldn’t help but wonder what the rest of the summer would bring. A long-term relationship maybe? No. Couldn’t happen. Just a summer fling, that’s all. Besides, Dana lived in the city, and she was far too busy with Ellie and the tavern for a real relationship. Right? For the first time Mac was unsure of the answer. 
 
    She took a deep breath and slowly released it. Her body still thrumming from their hot little make-out session. She would probably need a cold shower or two tonight. Whistling, she turned and headed up to her apartment, cheesecake safely in hand. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    
    Chapter Six 
 
    Mac was at The Rusty Anchor early Sunday morning. It meant it was time for the semi-monthly cleaning of the draft beer system. This was the perfect time for taking care of any maintenance and cleaning as the bar didn’t serve alcohol before noon on Sundays; the kitchen, though, was open for brunch. Mac cursed softly from where she knelt under the bar. She kept her voice low to not disturb the older couple who sat a couple of meters away enjoying their meal of eggs, bacon, and hash browns. 
 
    “Something wrong?” Ricky asked as he removed the beer taps. 
 
    “Yeah.” Mac held up the coupler she had removed from the line. “There’s a big gouge in the seal of this one. It’ll need to be replaced.” 
 
    “Hmm. I never noticed that when I cleaned them last.” Ricky took the coupler and examined it. “Somebody must have handled this one roughly. Though I’m not sure how they could have damaged it this bad.” He pulled at his goatee studying the seal. “I’ll have a chat with bar staff.” 
 
    “Thanks, Ricky. Do we have any spares out back?” She stood and dried her hands with a rag. 
 
    “There should be. I’ll grab—” 
 
    Mac looked at Ricky, confused at his sudden silence. He was staring in the direction of the front door, a disapproving crease on his forehead. She followed his gaze, and her body tensed and her jaw clenched recognizing the person who had entered. 
 
    Standing in the doorway was one Doris Pennington, the mother of her late sister-in-law and grandmother to Ellie. The older woman’s attire was typical for her: elegant dress, heels, long sleeve gloves, and a fedora. She looked as if she was worth a million bucks and should be hob-knobbing with the rich and famous. She was the matriarch of two women’s clothing stores in the city. They were upscale stores with a wide variety of clothing and accessories suitable for young girls, elderly women, and all ages in between. But by no means did the store’s success put Doris in the social circles she thought she belonged. So, Doris made herself up to look the part instead. 
 
    To say the two women didn’t get along would be a gross understatement. Doris’s pompous, self-important attitude had always gotten on Mac’s nerves, but she was able to live with that. It wasn’t like she had to interact with the woman. She was Jack’s mother-in-law after all, not hers. 
 
    Doris had never approved of Mac’s reckless lifestyle. Though Mac had made tremendous strides to straighten herself out, it didn’t matter. When Jack and Melissa were engaged, Doris vehemently opposed it, feeling Jack was beneath her daughter, being a simple store clerk and son of an immigrant. Thankfully, Melissa didn’t think the same way as her mother. 
 
    When Doris found out Jack and Melissa had appointed Mac as legal guardian of Ellie after their death, she went ballistic. She had tried to have the will contested, claiming that because Mac was a lesbian, she was unfit to raise a child. The judge, after tearing a strip off Doris, threw both her and the case out of his courtroom. 
 
    Mac watched as Doris crossed the short distance from the entrance to a spot across the bar from her, carefully avoiding the furnishings as if in fear of catching something. With her lips pursed, she glanced around with disdain, stopping short of the bar. 
 
    “Doris,” Mac said flatly. “What brings you here?” 
 
    “Taylor, I have come to—” 
 
    “Mac. I go by Mac. You know this.” She clenched her fists out of sight. 
 
    “Yes, well. I only stopped by this dreadful place because you don’t seem to be able to return my calls,” Doris said with annoyance. 
 
    This only made Mac happy, knowing that coming here had caused her some level of discomfort. “Huh. Must be something wrong with my phone.” She picked up the broken coupler and cleaned it with the rag. Not that it needed cleaning. It was on its way to the recycling bin, but she needed to keep her hands busy instead of them doing something that might land her in prison. 
 
    “Must be. You should have your man there look at it for you.” Doris gestured dismissively toward Ricky. 
 
    Mac stopped and glared. “My man?” she said loud enough that the couple at the table looked at her. The vein in her neck throbbed, and she was sure her face was a dark shade of red. 
 
    Ricky took her wrist in his hand and squeezed. “Mac,” he warned. “Let it go.” 
 
    She shot a look at him and saw an equally stern one looking back at her. He was right. She didn’t need to get into it with this woman; it wasn’t worth it. She nodded and took a breath. “Right, thanks,” she said softly. 
 
    Pausing for a moment longer, she turned back toward Doris. Lowering her voice, she asked, “Now, what was it you wanted, Doris?” 
 
    “I am having a get together to celebrate Stanley’s birthday. I would expect that Ellie will want to be there for her grandfather.” 
 
    Mac wanted to tell Doris to go pound sand, but the truth of it was, Stanley was a nice person. Nothing at all like Doris. Sweet and kind and down to earth. It amazed Mac how he put up with his wife’s crap. Also, they were Ellie’s grandparents, and she didn’t feel she had the right to stop Ellie from seeing them if she wanted to. 
 
    “I will certainly let Ellie know and have her call you about the details.” She gave her a fake smile. 
 
    Then without a word, Doris turned and walked importantly toward the exit. 
 
    “Oh, and Doris,” Mac called after her, “do have a nice day.” Sarcasm dripped from her words, and Doris gave an indignant humph as she pushed the door open and left. 
 
    “Man, she is a piece of work.” Ricky shook his head. “I thought for sure you were going to bounce that coupler off her head.” 
 
    Mac snorted. “The thought had crossed my mind, believe me.” She set off to find the replacement coupler and gave Ricky a pat on the shoulder. “I’m glad you were here to stop me. Now let’s get these lines flushed so we can enjoy the rest of our Sunday.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Dana pushed her chair back from the antique desk and stretched her arms and legs. The late morning sun shone brightly through the bay window, and she had drawn one of the blinds to keep the light from blinding her while she typed. Before closing the document, she saved it and check the word count. Forty-five thousand three hundred and twenty-six. Nice. That meant she had typed over 2500 words this morning as she crafted the romantic rendezvous which led to the first love scene between Jessica and Cassandra. Pleased with herself, she closed the laptop and made her way into the kitchen and poured a cup a coffee. 
 
    She liked this kitchen; it was bright and spacious with warm colors on the walls and cupboards. The entire home had a cozy country feel to it and still had all the modern amenities one could want. She grabbed her phone from the counter and strolled out onto the porch, her favorite place to relax now. She set her coffee and phone on a small decorative wrought iron table and folded her legs under her after sitting on the swing. Watching the ocean, her mind wandered to Mac, and she wondered what she was doing. 
 
    It had been a few days since they had gone to dinner. Dana fondly remembered the playful banter of the evening, how with every passing moment she realized how much she liked Mac and wanted to be near her. Then there was the kiss. Better than she imagined it would be. She had surprised herself when she pulled Mac in and kissed her. Totally spontaneous without fear. Well, maybe a little. 
 
    When Mac had lifted her up and placed her on the car, an excitement she hadn’t felt in a long time had raced up her spine. Then there were Mac’s hands on her skin, sliding up her legs to her hips. Everything had happened so fast she thought she was going to explode. That was until the panic set in. So, she did the only thing she could do. She had to stop or at least slow things down. And that’s what she did. 
 
    She had worried about Mac’s reaction to the sudden change in attitude, hoped she wouldn’t think she was a tease and walk away from her. But Mac stayed, and as she explained her fear, Mac understood. It seemed a little more of the wall Dana had erected around her heart was crumbling away, thanks to Mac Mackenzie, the hot bartender from The Rusty Anchor. 
 
    Her phone buzzed, and she wasn’t at all surprised at seeing the text from Mac. Right on time. 
 
    Good morning, sleepy head. Are you up? 
 
    She sent a quick reply. Been up for hours. Just relaxing on the porch with a coffee. 
 
    Nice. Like some company? 
 
    Would love some. Know anyone who would be interested? 
 
    I just might. She’ll be there soon. 
 
    Can’t wait. Dana added a couple of smiley faces and hit send. 
 
    Putting her phone down, she settled into the cushion not trying at all to suppress the excited feeling that rushed through her. It had taken longer than she thought, but the sound of footfalls on the walkway caught her attention. She turned and gazed at the corner of the house where she expected Mac to appear. Except it wasn’t her. A momentary wave of disappointment washed over her when Ellie came into view. She watched the corner for a moment longer, hoping Mac was behind her. She wasn’t. 
 
    Ellie was all smiles as she climbed the three steps to the porch. She wore jean shorts and a tee shirt and carried a brown paper bag. “Hi, Dana,” she said, a bounce in her step. “Mac said you would like some company.” 
 
    “I did say that. I was expecting Mac, but your company is just as welcome. Come. Have a seat.” Dana sat up and patted a spot on the swing. 
 
    “Mac said to say she was sorry.” Ellie sat beside her. “She ran into some issues with the draft beer system while they were cleaning it. Ricky’s gone to get parts so they can have it working by lunch.” 
 
    “That’s okay.” Dana motioned to the paper bag in her hand. “What’s in the bag?” 
 
    “Oh! Almost forgot. Blueberry muffins. Mac sent them over. They’re homemade.” Ellie handed her the bag and glanced at the ocean, watching a seagull soar by. 
 
    She took the bag and found it warm. Opening it, she peered inside, and the most delicious aroma of blueberry wafted from the bag. “These muffins smell divine. Did you make them?” 
 
    She nodded proudly. “I did. With Mac’s help.” 
 
    “Well, I am going to have one. Want one?” She tilted the open bag toward her. 
 
    “No thanks. I’ve already had two this morning.” 
 
    “How about something to drink then? I have juice, milk, water, or maybe a nice glass of white wine?” Dana offered with a playful wink. 
 
    “No thanks. I’m good.” She took her phone from her pocket, checked the screen, then put it away. “Not sure Mac would be down with the whole giving alcohol to a minor thing.” 
 
    “Umm, good point. Ixnay on the wine then.” 
 
    Tearing off a piece of muffin, Dana popped it into her mouth and let it melt on her tongue. She closed her eyes and gave a soft moan as the flavor washed over her taste buds. “Damn,” she murmured. 
 
    “Should I leave you two alone?” Ellie giggled. 
 
    Dana took a swallow of coffee. “Not necessary,” she said, giving the teen a wink. “So, Ellie, what’s new with you? Still jotting down story ideas?” 
 
    Her face lit up. “Actually, I am entering a short story contest that is being put on by the library. The winner will get a fifty-dollar gift certificate from Between the Covers bookstore.” 
 
    “That sounds awesome. What sort of stories are they looking for?” She was glad to see her excited. 
 
    “Well, there are different age groups and suggested word counts. Any genre is accepted, and bonus points will be awarded if it has an Emerald Bay connection in it.” 
 
    “Have you decided on anything yet?” 
 
    “Not sure. Maybe a love story?” She looked up at her shyly, her green eyes sparkling. 
 
    Dana couldn’t help but give her a big grin. “A girl after my own heart.” She patted her knee. “If you like, I could look at it after you've finished your first draft. Give you some pointers.” 
 
    Her eyes went wide. “Really! You would do that?” 
 
    “Sure, I would love too.” 
 
    Ellie jumped to her feet and bounced around the porch unable to contain herself. “Oh, wow! This is awesome. I must tell Mac. I need to go and get started.” She moved quickly to the steps, then abruptly turned. “Um. Yeah. Mac also wants to know if you can make it to our place for dinner tonight. It’s okay if you can’t.” Then she was gone. 
 
    Dana laughed out loud as she watched the girl disappear around the corner of the house. Picking up her phone, she sent Mac a text. Warning: One very excited teenager inbound. 
 
    Should I be afraid? Came the immediate reply. 
 
    Probably. Dinner invitation accepted. See you tonight. 
 
    Dana arrived at Mac’s door promptly at 5:00 PM carrying a bottle of Merlot. She knocked, and a moment later the door opened for her. 
 
    “Hi, Dana.” Ellie greeted her. “Come in. Mac’s in the kitchen.” 
 
    “Hi, Ellie.” Dana watched the girl retreat to her desk and plop down in front of her laptop. 
 
    “Hey, you,” she said to Mac as she entered the kitchen. The most tantalizing aroma of tomato, herbs, and spices filled the air prompting her stomach to rumble in response. 
 
    Mac turned from the pot she was stirring on the stove, smiling brightly. “Hi, yourself. Glad you could make it. Spaghetti, garlic bread, and a garden salad for dinner.” 
 
    “Sounds wonderful. I brought you a gift.” She moved dangerously close with only the bottle she held in her front of her separating them. She gazed into beautiful green eyes and could have easily lost herself in their brilliance. Mac took a quick peek at Ellie before leaning in and kissing her, lingering there for only a moment. Dana’s breath hitched, and she tasted the cherry of her lip gloss. 
 
    Mac stepped back, giving her that killer smile. “Thanks. There are glasses in the cupboard over there. If you would like to pour us a glass.” She pointed to Dana’s left. 
 
    Dana opened the bottle and poured the wine, handing a glass to Mac. “Anything I can help with?” 
 
    “Would you mind grabbing the salad from the fridge? The pasta will be done in two minutes.” She set her glass down after taking a sip, then took the garlic bread from the oven. Moments later they were sitting at the table enjoying the delicious meal and pleasant conversation. 
 
    “Ellie tells me she’s entering a writing contest at the library,” Dana said, setting her fork down and dabbing her face with a napkin. She looked over at the teen and winked. 
 
    “Yes, so she said. I think it’s a wonderful idea. She also told me that you offered to look at her work. That’s very generous of you.” Mac took a sip of her Merlot. 
 
    Dana caught Mac’s eye. They seemed to sparkle, and her pulse quickened. That’s when she felt the sexy redhead's foot touch her ankle. A gentle pressure moved slowly, deliberately against her exposed skin, and it sent a delicious shiver up her spine. The heat rose in her face and in other places, and she stared at Mac in wide-eyed disbelief. The corner of Mac’s mouth pulled up, and she gave her a wink. Her throat had gone dry, and she had to clear it before she spoke. “Umm…always glad to help a budding young author.” She took a large swallow of her wine. “Maybe Ellie will turn out to be the next Jane Austen.” 
 
    “Or the next Dana Lawson,” Ellie said, oblivious to what was happening under the table. 
 
    Dana chuckled. “Thank you, Ellie. I’m flattered.” She raised her glass. “Here’s to our young author in the making.” 
 
    Ellie and Mac raised their hands and three glasses, two of wine and one of water, clinked together as they toasted. 
 
    With dinner done and the dishes cleared away, Dana and Mac took their wine into the living room and sat on the sofa, one on either end. Dana wanted to close the distance between them but resisted the urge as Ellie was once again at the desk, typing rapidly on her laptop. She had shooed her out of the kitchen earlier, insisting she help with the dishes. It was a ploy to be close to Mac of course, and Ellie knew this. Ellie had given her a devilish grin as she handed over the dish towel and left the kitchen. 
 
    “I really love this loft, Mac. It’s so spacious with the open concept living, dining and kitchen. And it’s so beautifully decorated. Warm and inviting.” 
 
    “Thanks. Jack and Melissa renovated it themselves. Took a dirty old loft, which used to house fishing nets and lobster traps, and turned it into this.” Mac gestured around the space. Pride filled her voice. “Most of what you see is Melissa’s handiwork. I didn’t have the heart to change any of it.” 
 
    As they talked, Dana noticed Ellie was sneaking peeks at them every so often. Finally, she closed her laptop and turned to face them. One eyebrow raised as she studied them or more precisely, the wide gap that was between them. “I’m going to leave you two alone and go read for a while.” She stood and headed for her room. “Good night,” she said and gave an airy wave. 
 
    The women called a good night after her retreating form. “Perceptive girl,” Dana said with a chuckle. 
 
    “Very.” 
 
    Unwilling to wait any longer, Dana moved down the sofa, not stopping until she eliminated the space between them. She leaned in and kissed her cheek. “Thanks for supper. It was superb.” 
 
    Mac turned and faced her, and once again she lost herself in those eyes. She studied her for a moment. “You’re welcome,” was all she said before capturing Dana’s mouth with hers. Dana responded immediately, and her hand found Mac’s neck. Her fingers tangled in her hair and she pulled her in closer. She moaned softly as their mouths moved together in an unhurried kiss. 
 
    Dana teased her tongue across Mac’s lips until they parted. She swiped through her mouth, and when their tongues met, they danced together. One of Mac’s hands caressed her side while the other rested on her shoulder, easing her onto her back. Now they lay in the same position they had found themselves in the night they first met. That spark she had felt then was still there stronger than ever. Her heart raced at the same speed as that first night. Mac’s body pressed against her, and she closed her eyes at the sensation. She breathed in her scent and relaxed into her touch. 
 
    A kiss to her lips, then her cheek. Across her jaw and along the column of her neck. Mac nibbled on her ear as she undid the first two buttons of her blouse. Her body trembled at the touch of fingers on the slope of her breast. 
 
    She made a quiet sound as Mac found her mouth again, but Mac only stayed for a quick second before placing kisses down her throat and over her collarbone. Her hips raised against Mac as she trailed her tongue between her breasts and planted small kisses on each one before returning to her mouth. 
 
    Again, the kiss was unhurried. It was soft and sweet, and Dana loved every second of it. She pulled at Mac’s lip with her own, urging her on, but Mac remained in control, and after several more wonderful minutes Mac moved to her side and did up the buttons of her shirt. 
 
    “I think we better stop now.” She brushed a hair from Dana’s face. “No need to rush.” 
 
    Dana blinked at her in disbelief but with maybe a bit of relief too. “Okay.” Mac gave her swollen lips a quick kiss and sat up. Dana pushed herself up and watched Mac retrieve their wine glasses, handing one to her. As the heat of the moment slowly faded, she checked with herself to see if she would have gone all the way if Mac hadn’t put on the brakes. Her body was certainly all in, the traitorous thing that it was. As for the rest of her, she was leaning toward yes. 
 
    They sat in silence for a long moment before Dana spoke. “Thanks.” 
 
    Mac gave her a puzzled look. “For what?” 
 
    “For thinking about me. Not wanting to rush. I appreciate that.” She took Mac’s hand into hers, rubbed her thumb over her knuckles and smiled at her. When Mac smiled back, it tugged at her and made her feel things she hadn’t in a long while. 
 
    “You’re welcome. I don’t want to ruin anything that there may be between us.” She watched Dana’s thumb moving back and forth. “I haven’t dated anyone in a long time, so I’m kinda new to it too.” 
 
    “Really?” Dana said, finding it hard to believe. 
 
    “You sound surprised.” 
 
    “I am. You’re beautiful, funny, charming, and a world class kisser. Any woman would be lucky to have you,” she answered in all sincerity. 
 
    Mac laughed. “World class, huh?” 
 
    “For sure. If you had kissed Alfred Nobel, he would have given you a prize.” 
 
    Dana scooted closer and put an arm around her. “But if it is all right with you. I would like to keep those kisses to myself for now.” 
 
    “But if they’re really that good, shouldn’t I be sharing them with all the lonely women in the world?” Mac chuckled, and Dana rewarded her with a poke in ribs. 
 
    “Nope, I will accept all your kisses in the name of lonely women everywhere.” She kissed her cheek. 
 
    “Pretty tall order to fill. Sure, you’re up for the challenge.” 
 
    “Try me.” 
 
    Dana waited as she pondered the challenge. Mac snaked an arm around her waist and pulled her near. She met Mac’s mouth with hers and melted into the most sensual, languid kiss ever. The kinda kiss that made your toes curl, the kind they wrote songs about, the kind she wished would never end. 
 
    But it did, and she found herself gulping in air. Mac gazed into her eyes and gave her that killer smile. Damned if she didn’t feel like a school girl again in the back seat of her mother’s Chevy with the first girl she ever kissed. Except this with Mac was a hundred times better. 
 
    “It’s still early. Want to watch a movie?” Mac asked. 
 
    “Um, sure,” she said, still woozy from the kiss. “A comedy maybe?” 
 
    “One comedy for the lady, coming right up.” 
 
    Dana chuckled and settled into the sofa, her eyes following Mac’s movements across the room. With the movie in the machine, Mac sank onto the couch, and she snuggled into her, pulling her legs beneath her. When the title screen for Groundhog Day appeared, she gave Mac a squeeze. “How did you know this was my favorite?” 
 
    “One of mine too. Then again, anything with Bill Murray is a favorite.” 
 
    “Ghostbusters?” 
 
    “Un-huh.” 
 
    “Oh, we so have to watch it sometime,” Dana said with a giggle. 
 
    “It’s a date. Now hush, the movie’s starting.” Mac gave her a playful slap on the butt. 
 
    “Yes, dear.” 
 
    As the movie progressed, they laughed together and made comments about the film. At some point, Mac had put her arm around Dana’s shoulders, holding her, and every now and again, she placed a soft kiss on the top of her head. Dana didn’t respond, instead reveled in the feeling and enjoyed the closeness. 
 
    When the movie ended, neither of them moved. The credits scrolled by until finally, the DVD switched back to the main menu. Dana didn’t want this evening to stop, and she was sure Mac felt the same, but after several minutes of cozy silence, Mac reached for the remote and switched off the TV. 
 
    Sitting up, Dana stretched. “I’ve had such a good time tonight, Mac. I hate for it to end.” 
 
    “Me too,” Mac whispered. “Let me walk you to your car?” 
 
    “I would like that.” Dana stood. 
 
    They slipped on their shoes and walked in silence down the stairs and out the back door. A cool breeze blew off the water, and Dana shivered at its touch. Mac moved closer and placed an arm around her, then as they reached the car, she turned Dana to face her. 
 
    “Here, let me warm you a bit before you go.” Ever so gently she grasped Dana by the shoulders and pulled her in, meeting her mouth with her own. Dana eagerly accepted the kiss and wrapped her arms around Mac’s waist. Their mouths moved together as their tongues caressed. The coolness of the night diminished by the heat of their kiss, if only for a moment, and Dana moaned softly against Mac’s lips in appreciation. 
 
    Mac pulled back, and Dana sensed her reluctance. “We need to do this again, soon.” 
 
    “Kiss?” 
 
    “That.” Mac chuckled. “But I was thinking the whole evening. You know, food, wine, movies.” 
 
    “And more kissing? There has to be more of that, or the deal’s off.” Dana teased. 
 
    “Lots more kissing then.” 
 
    “Then you’re on.” Dana pulled her keys from her pocket. 
 
    “Soon?” 
 
    “Yeah. Soon.” She pushed a button on her fob, and the BMW chirped. “See, even my sexy little car agrees, and she’s never wrong.” 
 
    “Far be it from me to argue with your car.” Mac gave her another quick kiss before she turned away. 
 
    “Good night, Mac,” Dana said as she opened the door and slipped behind the wheel. 
 
    “Good night, and sweet dreams.” 
 
    Dana started up her little BMW and blew Mac a kiss, then waved as she drove off. She sighed contently. Tonight had been one of the best nights she had had in a very long time. She felt something when she was with Mac, something she hadn’t felt forever, and honestly, it scared the hell out of her. But as the universe as her witness, she wasn’t going to let that stop her. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
    
    Chapter Seven 
 
    Mac sat in her tiny office at the rear of The Rusty Anchor. She tapped her pen on the desk and stared at the numbers on her computer screen. “What the hell,” she muttered to herself. 
 
    For the third time, she compared the stack of receipts and invoices to the inventory spreadsheet on the computer. She rubbed the ache in her neck as she looked at the clock. 7:00 PM. Damn. She’d been here for two hours trying to find the discrepancy. 
 
    A knock on the door drew her attention away from her dilemma. “Come,” she called. 
 
    The door opened, and Ricky entered. He smiled at her as he approached, handing her a large cup of coffee. “Hey, Mac. Thought you might be able to use a pick-me-up.” He sat in the chair across from her. 
 
    She took the cup and sipped. “Um. You know me too well, Ricky.” She closed her eyes and breathed in the rich aroma, letting herself relax for a moment. She wondered if Dana would rub away the tension in her neck and shoulders if she were here. Her thoughts drifted, and it sent pleasant shivers through her, and she breathed a contented sigh. 
 
    “Earth to Mac. Are you still in there?” 
 
    Her eyes blinked open, and she saw Ricky looking at her, an eyebrow raised. “Sorry.” Heat rose in her cheeks. “Just enjoying the coffee.” 
 
    “Sure, Mac. If you say so.” He chuckled. “You almost done with the paperwork?” 
 
    “No,” she said with disgust. Her momentary reprieve from the discrepancy faded. “I’ve gone through this stuff a thousand times, and I can’t find the bloody error.” She jabbed the pile of papers with an angry finger. 
 
    “Oh? What’s wrong?” 
 
    “We're missing two cases of Scotch. Either we never received them or someone helped themselves to them.” She frowned. “Honestly though, I don’t think it’s the latter.” 
 
    “Or,” he took a clipboard from its hook on the wall, “two cases fell off the truck and broke this morning. Replacements will be here tomorrow.” He pointed to a hand-written note at the bottom of the tally sheet as he handed it to her. 
 
    “Son of a…” She groaned and leaned back in her chair, the palms of her hands pressed against her eyes. 
 
    “Why didn’t you ask me when you first saw the discrepancy?” 
 
    She took another swig of coffee. “You know me, Ricky. I like to solve my own problems.” 
 
    He shook his head. “I know, and it’s damn infuriating too,” he said with a huff. “There’s nothing wrong with asking for help occasionally. It doesn’t mean you’re weak.” He stood and paced, which was difficult as he only had about two square meters of space in which to do it. He plopped back down in the chair and leaned across the desk. “Mac, one of these days that stubborn-assed pigheadedness of yours is going to cost you dearly.” 
 
    She looked at him, and he glared back. But it wasn’t anger she saw in his steely blue eyes; it was a genuine concern, and she loved him for it. Had anyone else talked to her like that, she would have tossed them out on their ass. “Stubborn-assed is not a word Ricky.” A grin slowly grew on her face. 
 
    “Well, it is now,” he said trying to keep a stern demeanor. He failed, and they broke into laughter. 
 
    After a few moments, Mac wiped the tears from her eyes and turned back to the computer. A few keystrokes and a couple clicks of the mouse, the discrepancy disappeared. 
 
    Ricky settled back in the chair and watched her file the receipts in a nearby cabinet. “So how is it going with your new lady friend?” 
 
    She chuckled at the question. “Her name is Dana. And things are going.” 
 
    “Cryptic. But, okay. Do I get to meet her?” 
 
    “If you’re lucky.” She returned to her desk and organized the remaining papers and put the pens in the holder. “Dana’s been coming over the last few nights to help Ellie with her story for that writing contest she’s entered, and she usually pops in here and says hi first.” 
 
    Before Ricky could respond, they heard a soft knock at the door. “Come,” Mac said, and her mood improved when Dana entered the room. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry. Am I interrupting?” Dana looked first at Ricky then to Mac. 
 
    “Not at all, Dana. Come in. I want you to meet someone.” She gestured toward Ricky, and he stood to greet her. “Dana, this is my best friend and right-hand man, Ricky. Ricky, this is Dana Lawson.” 
 
    Ricky and Dana shook hands and exchanged greetings. “Well, I’ll get back to the bar and leave you two alone,” he said and headed for the door. “Nice to meet you, Dana. I hope we’ll see you around here more often.” He nodded at the women before closing the door behind him. 
 
    The echo of the door closing had no sooner faded when Mac had Dana in her arms. Their lips met, and she pushed Dana back until she came up against the door with a thud, drawing a little oomph from her. Their kiss deepened, and Dana's hands roamed her back. Mac winced as her hand moved over the knotted muscle in her neck. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Dana pulled back, concern crossed her face and her brown eyes softened. 
 
    “I’ll be fine.” She rubbed her neck. “Just stiff from sitting in front of that damn computer for too long.” 
 
    “Let me see if I can help you with that.” Dana guided her to the chair Ricky had vacated minutes earlier. 
 
    Mac closed her eyes at the sensation of Dana’s touch. She winced at first, then let out a long breath as tension melted away. Dana kneaded her shoulders and neck in silence, and Mac’s thoughts drifted away, her mind emptied. Damn, it felt good. It took several moments for her to realize Dana’s hands had wandered to the front of her shirt, undoing the top three buttons. Opening her eyes, she looked down in time to see her hands disappear inside. 
 
    “Dana? What are you doing?” Mac asked in a soft voice, wishing they were alone somewhere other than her office and wishing she didn’t have to work tonight. 
 
    “What? Don’t you like it?” Dana kissed the top of her head. 
 
    She sucked a breath when Dana slipped her hands over the cups of her bra and pinched her stiffening nipples. “Damn, Dana.” Mac groaned. “Don’t you have a date with my niece?” 
 
    “This is more fun,” she whispered into her ear, then sucked on her earlobe. 
 
    Mac closed her eyes again. Warmth spread from her core, and her pulse quickened. Dana’s mouth was on her neck placing little kisses along its length. Her tongue traced the outer edge of her ear, and her hot breath tickled her skin. Mac was on fire, and as much as she hated to, she needed to stop. Besides, she knew Dana was only being a tease; she wouldn’t go back on her word to help Ellie with her story. Taking a deep breath, she released it gradually. Grasping Dana’s wrists, she withdrew her hands from her shirt. 
 
    Standing, Mac turned and faced Dana, who was now sporting big brown puppy dog eyes and a pouty lip. She laughed. “That won’t work.” She leaned in and gave her a quick kiss while doing up the buttons on her shirt. 
 
    “Not fair.” Dana stomped a foot. “I was just starting to enjoy myself.” 
 
    “Really? Are you going to throw a tantrum now? Maybe I should put you over my knee.” 
 
    “Oh, would you?” Dana replied excitedly. Her eyes widened with anticipation. 
 
    Mac raised an eyebrow, and they stood there for a moment, looking at each other until she saw the corners of her mouth move upward, then they both laughed. 
 
    “You’re so bad,” Mac said and moved them both toward the door. “Now, I must get to work before Ricky thinks I’ve gone AWOL, and you need to get upstairs to Ellie.” 
 
    “Will you be late tonight?” Dana asked, playing with the collar of Mac’s shirt for a moment before running her fingertips down her arms and lacing her fingers with hers. 
 
    Mac swallowed. “Doubt I’ll be home before midnight.” 
 
    Dana moved closer, placing her mouth by Mac’s ear. “Okay. I’ll pop in and say goodnight before I leave then.” 
 
    “I’d like that.” Her voice was raspy. 
 
    Mac found Dana’s mouth and drew her in for a languid kiss. Dana felt so good in her arms as if she belonged there, as if she had always been there. All too soon the kiss ended, and they pulled apart. They stared into each other’s eyes for several beats, neither saying a word. 
 
    “I should probably go.” 
 
    “Um, yeah. Okay.” Mac opened the door. 
 
    “Have a good night.” Dana gave her a quick peck on the cheek. 
 
    “You too.” Mac waved, watching as Dana headed for the stairs. She sighed. Her body was thrumming, and she knew it was going to be a long night. She hoped it would be busy to keep her mind from flashing her images of Dana. 
 
    *** 
 
    Ten minutes later, Dana was sitting at the kitchen table with Ellie, the revised chapters spread out before them. What Ellie had written so far impressed her. She introduced the hero and the heroine in the first two chapters and had brought them to life instantly. Dana found herself captivated by the story thus far and several times, she caught herself reading instead of editing. For a fourteen-year-old, her grasp of the mechanics of writing was excellent, and she had not used her red pen as often as she thought she would. 
 
    “This is wonderful work, Ellie.” Dana handed her the newly edited pages. 
 
    “Thanks. I’m glad you think so.” Ellie shuffled through the pages examining the editor’s marks and comments. 
 
    “Any questions?” 
 
    “Nope, I don’t think so. All straightforward stuff.” Ellie straightened the pages and placed them in a folder. 
 
    Dana glanced at her watch and was surprised they had only been at it for a little over an hour. “Ellie, do you like ice cream?” Silly question; who doesn’t like ice cream? 
 
    “Only on days ending in Y.” 
 
    “Okay then. How about you and I go for an ice cream run? My treat.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan. Just let me straighten this up first.” 
 
    “Sure. You do that while I tell Mac I’m abducting you. Meet you at my car?” 
 
    “Okay. See you in a bit.” 
 
    It felt weird, Dana thought, entering the tavern proper from the staff entrance. Mac had given her permission to use the door anytime she wanted, so this wasn’t the first time. Still, it felt weird. 
 
    Dana slowed her pace when she noticed Mac standing behind the bar at the far end, her knee propped up on the short counter that held trays of clean glasses and other bartending related items. She was talking to a woman who sat on a barstool across from her. She was blonde, attractive, and was laughing at whatever Mac was saying. The blouse the woman wore showed off far too much cleavage for Dana’s liking. Then blondie touched Mac’s bare forearm, letting her hand rest there. 
 
    As she stood watching, she realized she was clenching her fists and a knot had formed in her stomach. Was she jealous? That’s ridiculous. She had no right to be jealous, but there it was. She drew a breath and swore to herself she was not going to be that person, the type that got jealous over nothing. 
 
    She was unsure what expression she had on her face at that moment, but blondie quickly withdrew her hand from Mac when she noticed Dana, probably still glaring at her. Mac turned, following the blonde’s eyes and, seeing Dana, she waved her over. Dana gave herself a mental shake, walked toward them, and stood at the side of the bar. 
 
    “Hey, you,” Mac said. “Heading out so soon?” 
 
    “Sorta. I wanted to let you know that Ellie and I are on our way to get ice cream.” 
 
    “I’m so jealous right now,” Mac said. “Oh, before you run off, I would like you to meet Kristen.” She motioned toward the well-endowed blonde. 
 
    Dana turned toward the woman keeping her expression neutral. Mac knew her name. Her stomach tightened again. Don’t be stupid; she was a bartender and knew the name of many customers. The woman smiled brightly. Perfect teeth, naturally. 
 
    “Dana, this is Kristen, my cousin. She’s up from Boston visiting her folks.” 
 
    Relief, as well as some well-deserved embarrassment, washed over Dana, and she stepped closer to the woman. Her stupid petty jealousy disappeared, and she accepted the hand Kristen held out to her. “Hi, I’m Dana. Nice to meet you.” 
 
    “Dana and I are...” Mac paused, seemingly lost for words. “Close friends.” 
 
    Kristen gave a nod in understanding. “Do you live in Emerald Bay, Dana?” 
 
    “No. The city. I’m here on vacation.” 
 
    “Well if you’re looking for peace and quiet, Emerald Bay is certainly the place.” She downed the rest of her drink. “Well, I must be going. My husband, Robert, is probably wondering where I’ve gotten to.” 
 
    She slipped off the barstool and moved to meet Mac who had come from behind the bar. The two women hugged, and the black leather mini-skirt Kristen wore drew Dana’s attention. Maybe skirt was too generous a description. It wouldn’t be wise for her to bend over. 
 
    “It’s been good seeing you again, Kristen,” Mac said. “We need to get together when you have more time to chat.” 
 
    “I would like that,” Kristen said. “It’s been a pleasure meeting you, Dana. Maybe the three of us could hang out sometime. A girls’ night out.” 
 
    “Sounds like fun,” Dana said to be polite. She followed Kristen with her eyes as the blonde waved and made her way to the exit. Although Kristen had a nice ass, she wondered how much of her was plastic. 
 
    “Dana, you’re drooling.” 
 
    She turned quickly to Mac, glaring at her. “I am not.” Just in case, she put a hand to her mouth to check. 
 
    Mac laughed. “You looked so cute just then. All embarrassed that I caught you.” 
 
    Her face burned, and she gave Mac a playful punch on the shoulder. “Stop teasing me.” She stood a little closer. 
 
    “Ow! Okay,” Mac said rubbing her shoulder. “You know, most of Kristen’s assets are fake. Her husband is a plastic surgeon.” 
 
    “I’m not surprised.” She gave Mac a quick kiss. “I better get going. Ellie will think I’ve stood her up.” 
 
    “Right. You two have fun eating ice cream, and I’ll go back to slaving away behind the bar,” Mac said with an exaggerated sigh. 
 
    Dana rolled her eyes and gave a playful wave over her shoulder as she headed for the exit. 
 
    She found Ellie leaning against the car and tapping away on her phone. Ellie looked up as she approached, pushing the phone into her pocket. 
 
    “Ready to motor?” Dana asked. 
 
    “I was about to send in a search party, but then I assumed you had ulterior motives for going to see Mac.” She jumped into the passenger’s seat. 
 
    “I plead the fifth, or whatever the Canadian equivalent is.” She got into the shiny little sports car. 
 
    The evening was warm, and Dana decided to leave the top down for the short drive to the ice cream stand. Ellie grinned like a kid with a new toy as they zipped down Main Street, and Dana laughed when she leaned out of the car and called out to two girls walking down the sidewalk. Ellie waved at them frantically, and the girls returned the wave with an equal amount of exuberance. 
 
    “Friends of yours?” she asked, looking at Ellie who was typing away on her phone again. 
 
    “Yeah. From school. They’re going to be so fucking jealous.” She froze and gave Dana a horrified look. “Oh, my gosh! I am sooo sorry.” 
 
    Dana laughed and patted her shoulder. “Don’t worry about it. Not the first time I’ve heard the word.” 
 
    “You’re not going to tell Mac, are you?” 
 
    “Your secret is safe with me.” She pulled into the large gravel parking lot of the ice cream stand. 
 
    “Thanks. Mac would ground me for a month if she knew I used the f-word.” Ellie sighed and put her phone away. 
 
    The stand wasn’t big, and from what Dana could tell from where they stood, only two people worked inside. The sizeable soft-serve machine took up most of the interior. There were many customers there, mostly parents with young kids, which kept the two employees hopping. A handful of teenagers sat on one of the many picnic tables, laughing and goofing around, typical teenager stuff. They kept to themselves and didn’t bother the other patrons. 
 
    Although the place was busy, they had only a short wait in line before it was their turn to order. Ellie ordered a chocolate-dipped cone while Dana opted for a small hot fudge sundae with extra nuts. Frozen treats in hand, she scanned the rows of picnic tables for a place to sit. No luck. 
 
    Before she could suggest sitting in the car, Ellie spoke up. “There’s a small park just down the street. We could go there and sit.” 
 
    “Wonderful idea. Burn off the calories as we consume them,” Dana said holding out her arm. “Lead on McDuff.” 
 
    Ellie giggled as she walked. “If you were quoting Macbeth, you should have said, lay on McDuff. Common mistake.” 
 
    “I stand corrected. I didn’t realize you were versed in Shakespeare.” 
 
    “Not really.” Ellie peeled a piece of chocolate from her cone and popped it into her mouth. “We studied Macbeth in the last semester, and that quote or misquote, however you want to look at it, was a topic during one class.” 
 
    “Well, there ya go. Learned something new.” 
 
    When they reached the area Ellie had suggested, Dana saw it wasn’t really a park but a well-manicured area with small gravel paths meandering through beautifully flowering bushes. A few iron and wood benches were strategically placed around the grounds for visitors to relax on and enjoy the view. In the center of all this stood a tall granite monument with a bronze casting of a soldier on top. The war memorial was dedicated to the men of this town who had fought and died for their country. 
 
    They sat in silence, eating their ice cream. The sun, low on the horizon, painted the sky in beautiful hues of red and orange. Finishing her sundae, Dana wiped her mouth with one of the napkins she had pulled from a dispenser at the ice cream stand. “It is so peaceful here,” she said as a loud motorcycle passed. 
 
    “Well, when there’s no traffic it is,” Ellie amended with a chuckle. “I like to go to Birchwood when I write or draw. It is peaceful there, and no worries about noisy motorcycles.” 
 
    Dana looked over at her questioningly. “Birchwood?” 
 
    Ellie nodded as she pushed the remnant of her cone into her mouth. She held up a finger as she chewed and swallowed. “It’s a cemetery on the other side of town.” 
 
    “That’s not creepy at all.” 
 
    Ellie patted the seat beside her. “There is a bench just like this not too far from where my parents are buried.” She paused for a long moment. “I feel…I don’t know how to explain it. Safe? Like they’re there with me. I know, it sounds crazy…” She kicked a stone and watched it fly. 
 
    “It’s not crazy at all, Ellie. Dealing with loss is hard. If what you are doing gives you comfort, then who am I, or anyone else, to judge you for it.” Dana slid over to the teen and put an arm around her. “Mac told me about the accident. I am so sorry you had to experience such a thing.” 
 
    Ellie looked up at her. “Thanks, Dana. I appreciate that.” She went still and sat quiet for a moment. Dana wondered if she had upset her and felt guilty for it. Then Ellie straightened and turned to her. “Enough sad talk. Where to now?” 
 
    Relieved, Dana stood. “Back to the car, and then home I guess.” 
 
    “To the Batmobile!” Ellie exclaimed as she stood and pointed back the way they came. 
 
    What a wonderful girl. Dana wondered what her mother had been like and wished she could have met her. She was sure they would have gotten along. 
 
    Back on the sidewalk, they hadn’t gone far when the door to a small boutique opened a few meters in front of them. An older woman, dressed as if she was off to a high society soirée, stepped from the store. She stopped when she noticed Dana and Ellie approaching, and her expression changed quickly from surprise to… Was that anger she saw? Dana slowed her pace as the woman moved toward them. 
 
    “Hi, Nana,” Ellie chirped. 
 
    Dana released the breath she had been holding and relaxed. The woman looked back at Ellie, her lips pressed together forming a thin line. 
 
    “Ellie, darling. What are you doing here?” The woman glanced at Dana and eyed her suspiciously. “And who is this strange person you are with?” 
 
    “This is Dana Lawson. She’s my friend. Mac’s friend too. Dana is an author and is helping me with the story I am writing for the contest at the library. We were out for ice cream.” 
 
    “Oh, I see.” The woman turned to Dana. 
 
    “Dana, this is my grandmother, Doris. She’s my mom’s mom.” 
 
    Dana smiled and offered her hand. “A pleasure to meet you.” She lowered her hand after a moment when it was evident Doris wasn’t about to take it. 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure. You’re a friend of Taylor’s?” she asked, almost accusingly. 
 
    Dana raised an eyebrow. “If you mean Mac, then yes I am.” 
 
    Doris hmphed. “Are you like her? One of those types?” 
 
    “Nana!” Ellie said, shock on her face. 
 
    Dana knew how she felt. The question floored her as well. 
 
    “Hush, child. Don’t interrupt when I’m talking,” Doris snapped. 
 
    “Don’t speak to Ellie like that.” Dana knew she was overstepping, but the words spilled out before she could stop herself. 
 
    “I will speak to my granddaughter how I please, and I will thank you to mind your own business.” Doris glared at her, eyes flashing. “Now, you didn’t answer my question. Are you like her?” 
 
    Dana glared back. Her blood was boiling, and it took all she had not to throttle this woman. “Not that it is any of your business, but if by one of those types you mean a lesbian, then yes, I am. And if you have an issue with that, then I pity you.” 
 
    The corner of Doris’ lip twitched upward in a snarl. “I don’t need or want your pity,” she spat. “I want you to stay away from my granddaughter. She doesn’t need to be influenced by your kind any more than she already is.” She glared at her for a second longer, then turned on her heel and stalked off. 
 
    Dana stared dumbfounded at Doris’ retreating form, still trying to process what had happened. The feel of Ellie’s hand slipping into hers brought her attention back. Dana looked down at her hand and then to Ellie. A single tear ran down each cheek, and Dana’s heart broke. 
 
    “Oh, sweetie, don’t cry,” Dana said and wiped away the tears with her thumb. 
 
    “I’m so sorry she talked to you like that. I don’t know why she has such a hate on for lesbians.” Ellie sniffed. “You’re not going to stay away now, are you?” 
 
    “Not on your life.” Dana chuckled. “It’ll take a lot more than Cruella De Vil there to scare me off.” She gave Ellie a hug. 
 
    “Good. I like having you around. I know Mac does too,” she said with a grin. 
 
    A pleasant warmth washed over Dana at the words. “Thanks, that’s sweet. Now, let’s get you home.” 
 
    Ellie nodded, and they walked back to the little BMW still holding hands. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    
    Chapter Eight 
 
    Dana groaned when she woke the next morning. Sleep had not come easy, and what little she did get was restless. The encounter with Doris had bothered her more than she thought. After she had said good night to Ellie, Dana dropped into The Rusty Anchor hoping to have a chat with Mac. The tavern, however, was hopping. Singing, which sounded more like a cat strangling, came from the stage where a pair of drunken patrons tried to impress the crowd with their poor karaoke skills. Both Mac and the other bartender on duty had their hands full keeping up with customers’ demands. Catching Mac’s attention, Dana let her know Ellie was home safe and then she said good night. 
 
    After a hot shower and a breakfast of yogurt and fresh fruit, Dana relaxed on the porch swing with a cup of coffee. It was another beautiful day. The sky was clear, and a gentle breeze rustled the branches of a nearby tree; it was all so peaceful, and Dana wondered what it would be like to live here year-round. There wasn’t anything holding her to the city, at least not job wise. Her brother was there, but he had his wife and kids. However, she would find it hard to be this far away from her best friend, and she knew Jenny would feel the same. 
 
    Her buzzing phone interrupted her thoughts. She snatched it up expecting to see Mac’s usual morning greeting. Instead, it was a text from Rhonda asking her to stop by the store when she had a moment. She noticed a missed text from Mac had come in shortly after 1:00 AM this morning. She had probably sent it after she closed the tavern for the night. Dana laughed as she read it. Heard you met Doris. My sympathies. Call me when you wake. Miss you. She was glad for the excuse to call her, not that she needed one. 
 
    Mac answered on the second ring, and an entire squadron of butterflies took flight in her stomach. “Good morning. How is my favorite small business owner this fine day?” 
 
    “Better now,” Mac said. “I was beginning to wonder when you would call.” 
 
    “Miss me that much, huh?” She folded her legs underneath her. 
 
    “You know it.” Mac paused for a moment. “I’m sorry I couldn’t say goodnight to you properly last night, and of course for you having met Doris without warning.” 
 
    Dana snorted. It would have been nice to know what Doris was like before she had met her. “You’re forgiven. However, I’ll expect you to make it up to me.” 
 
    There was a long silence on the line, and Dana did a quick check of her phone to see if they had become disconnected. “Mac?” 
 
    “Hi. Sorry. Yeah, so are you available at say one o’clock?” 
 
    “Yes. Can I ask why?” She sat up, her curiosity piqued. 
 
    “Great. See you then,” Mac said then ended the call. 
 
    Dana looked down at the phone in her hand and frowned. “Curiouser and curiouser.” 
 
    An hour later and Dana opened the front door to Between the Covers. The small bell attached to the door chimed, alerting the occupants to her arrival. Rhonda looked over from where she stood at the cash register and gave her a friendly wave. 
 
    “Great! You’re here,” Ronda said excitedly as she came around the counter and met her halfway. “Dana, I think you are going to be pleased with the promotional material we had made up for your book signing.” She took Dana by the elbow and guided her to a room in the rear of the store. “Julie. Would you mind the cash for a while? Thanks,” Rhonda said as they passed a young woman who was busy unpacking a box of books. 
 
    On a long table, Rhonda had laid out samples for Dana to see. There were assorted sizes of posters and brochures. Dana walked over and examined a large poster with a picture of her displayed prominently in the center. There was also an image of her latest novel along with text promoting the fundraiser’s date, time, and location. 
 
    When Dana nodded her approval, Rhonda gave a quick clap. “Oh, good. I’m so glad you like them.” 
 
    “Yes, they’re wonderful,” Dana said. Seeing the joy on Rhonda’s face made her happy. “Where will the big posters go?” 
 
    “Here in the store, over at the library, and one at the community center. The smaller ones will be posted at all the shops and businesses around town,” Rhonda explained. “There will be a few radio spots too.” 
 
    “Well, it sounds like you have all the bases covered then. I may have to exercise my signing hand in preparation,” Dana said with a grin. 
 
    “Might be a good idea. 
 
    The two women turned and walked back to the front of the store. As they approached the counter, Dana grinned at the sight of a familiar person making a purchase. 
 
    “Joe,” she said, “fancy meeting you here.” 
 
    The older man turned and gave her a warm smile. “Well hello, lass. How are you?” 
 
    “I’m well, thanks.” She glanced at the book he had set on the counter. It was a copy of What the Heart Desires. “For you?” she asked, nodding her head toward the book. 
 
    He laughed. “No, lass, it is for my Cait.” 
 
    “Cait? That would be Mrs. Mackenzie?” 
 
    He nodded. “Aye, she is.” He handed the cashier a couple of bills. “Ellie has taken quite a shining to you and your writing, you know. Talks about you all the time.” 
 
    She couldn’t help but feel touched by the words. “That’s sweet.” 
 
    “She’s not the only one I think.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Aye, lass. Mac seems to be smiling a whole lot more lately,” he said, taking his change from the girl. “Listen, come over to the house tomorrow night for supper. Cait would love to meet you.” 
 
    “Are you sure Mrs. Mackenzie won’t mind? Such short notice and all.” She didn’t want to refuse, but the request caught her completely off guard. This wasn’t the way she expected to meet the parents. 
 
    “Aye, I’m sure, and we won’t take no for an answer. Besides, I may die of old age if we wait for Mac to bring you around.” 
 
    She laughed. “I certainly don’t want that to happen. I would be happy to have supper with you and Mrs. Mackenzie.” 
 
    “Excellent,” he said and scribbled the address on the back of his receipt. “We’ll see you tomorrow evening then, lass. Five o’clock sharp.” 
 
    “See you tomorrow, and I hope Mrs. Mackenzie enjoys the book.” 
 
    Joe waved the book above his head and pushed the door open to outside. 
 
    *** 
 
    Mac looked at her watch and realized she was late for her date with Dana. “Shit!” she muttered, grabbing a bottle of wine from the cooler behind the bar. She turned in such a rush to leave, she almost collided with Ricky as he came around the corner. 
 
    He grabbed her by the shoulders and steered her around him. “Whoa there, Daisy Duke.” She wore blue jean shorts, a red buttoned shirt tied off exposing her taut midriff, and a black pair of sneakers. “Where are you off to in such a hurry?” 
 
    “Daisy Duke. Cute,” she scoffed. “I have a lunch date with Dana, and I’m already late.” He released her, and she grinned. She was looking forward to spending alone time with Dana, and she knew just the spot. Dana was always in her thoughts lately, and she found herself daydreaming about her instead of doing whatever she was supposed to be doing. 
 
    “Okay, Mac. Go have fun with your girlfriend.” He winked. 
 
    Girlfriend? She felt a flutter in her stomach at the word. Is that what they were now? She stored it away for later reflection. If she didn’t get going, it wouldn’t matter if they were or weren’t. Grabbing the picnic basket she had left by the stairs, she secured it in the back of her beloved Jeep CJ, then climbed into the driver’s seat and headed for Dana’s place. 
 
    Mac stopped at the screen door of the beach house but didn’t knock. The inner door was open, giving her a clear view inside. Dana stood by the breakfast nook, fingers flying over her phone. She wore a pair of blue cotton shorts and a white tee shirt that hung loosely on her shoulders. Mac paused for a moment to watch. With her head down looking at the phone, her hair fell forward as she typed, hiding her face. Mac took a bit of guilty pleasure from the opportunity to admire Dana unseen. Her voyeurism was soon over though when Dana straightened and tucked her phone into her pocket. 
 
    “Knock, knock,” she said, opening the screen door and stepping inside. Tingles ran through her as Dana’s gaze traveled the length of her body, stopping at her toned midriff. Dana’s eyes were wide, and her lips parted slightly. Mac closed the distance, and with two fingers lifted Dana’s chin. “I’m up here.” 
 
    Dana shook her head. “I’m not finished objectifying you yet.” She smiled slyly and glanced at Mac’s cleavage. 
 
    Placing a hand on the opening of her shirt, she once again lifting Dana’s chin, then leaned in and kissed her softly. “Is that all I am to you? An object?” she asked playfully, wrapping her arms around her waist and pulling her close. She looked into soft brown eyes, and a warm feeling washed over her as Dana’s hands caressed the exposed skin of her lower back. 
 
    “No,” Dana said softly. “You’re much more.” 
 
    They held each other’s gaze for several long moments, and her pulse quickened and her mouth went dry. Her lips parted to speak, but she didn’t get the chance. 
 
    “So,” Dana said, breaking the silence, “where are you taking me?” 
 
    “A picnic. I know a quiet little spot where we can eat and talk and…well, whatever else may come to mind.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow. “Whatever else may come to mind?” 
 
    Mac grinned and waggled her eyebrows, then motioned toward the door. “Shall we go?” She took Dana’s hand, lacing their fingers together. When they reached the topless Jeep, Dana stopped and stared at it. 
 
    “Something wrong?” Mac asked. 
 
    “Doors. There are no doors! Why aren’t there any doors?” Her eyes widened as she glanced between the Jeep and Mac. 
 
    “No need for doors. They’re highly overrated anyway.” Mac smirked, made her way around to the driver’s side, then climbed up into the vehicle. 
 
    Dana frowned and pulled herself up onto the passenger seat. “And why is this damn thing so high off the ground?” 
 
    She fastened her seatbelt and started the engine. “It makes climbing boulders and crossing rivers that much easier.” 
 
    “What!” Dana practically yelled. “We’re not going to be doing that are we? Please tell me we’re not.” 
 
    Mac laughed and placed a hand on Dana’s knee, giving it a reassuring squeeze. “No. Nothing like that.” Her enjoyment grew when Dana gave an audible sigh of relief. “However, we will be going off-road, but not to worry; it’s a very tame trail.” Before Dana could protest, she pushed the Jeep into gear and pulled onto the road. 
 
    They hadn’t driven far when Mac turned onto an old dirt logging road that led into the woodland. She slowed the Jeep, then came to a full stop when the road turned into what looked like a well-worn cart track. 
 
    “Is this it?” Dana asked, looking around questioningly at the forest that surrounded them. 
 
    “Nope. Little ways to go yet.” She shifted the vehicle into four-wheel drive and glanced at Dana. Her expression drifted between fear and excitement. 
 
    “Deeper into the woods then?” It was a statement more than a question. 
 
    “Are you afraid? We can turn back if you are.” 
 
    Dana didn’t answer. She sat quietly looking forward, down the trail they would soon journey. Mac watched her, looking for a hint as to what she was thinking. Dana shook her head and turned to face her as she bit on her lower lip. 
 
    “No. Not afraid. Just nervous, I guess. Not knowing what to expect.” 
 
    Mac shifted the Jeep into neutral and applied the parking brake. “Okay,” she said, turning in her seat to face Dana. “Let me put your mind at ease. It’s about another kilometer and a half to the picnic spot, and the trail is pretty much like what you see in front of us. There will be lots of bumps along the way, small rocks, and ruts, maybe some exposed roots. But we’ll be going slow.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said, settling back into her seat and cinching her seatbelt. 
 
    Mac stole a quick glance of Dana’s long slender legs before straightening in her seat. Releasing the brake, they started their trek into the woods. Once beneath the canopy of thick leaves that filtered the amount of sunlight reaching the forest floor, the temperature dropped. Mac stole glances at Dana and thought she might wet herself from laughing so much. Dana had a death grip on the leather handhold attached to the roll bar above the door opening, and she shrieked whenever the Jeep bounced and shook after traversing a deep rut or when a wheel dropped after rolling over a large rock. However, the broad grin and sparkling eyes told Mac that she was having a blast. 
 
    They were almost at their destination when Mac slowed to a stop once again. She glanced at Dana and saw the color had drained from her face. In front of them was a wide ravine, no more than two meters deep. At the bottom, a trickle of a creek bubbled and gurgled as it flowed over small rocks. 
 
    “Mac, please tell me you’re not going to do what I’m thinking.” Dana’s eyes pleaded with her. 
 
    Was her lip trembling? Mac’s heart skipped. That was so cute. “What do think I’m going to do?” 
 
    Dana’s eyes moved quickly, back and forth between the ravine and Mac. “Jump it?” Her innocent face looked almost on the verge of tears. 
 
    Mac tried hard to keep her expression serious and suppress the urge to laugh. She cleared her throat but couldn’t help the snicker that escaped her mouth. She leaned over, placing a hand on Dana’s neck, and pulled her in for a kiss. “Oh, Dana sweetie. Does this look like the General Lee?” She waved her hand to indicate the Jeep. “Of course, we’re not going to jump it. We’re going through it. Down one side and up the other.” 
 
    Dana breathed a sigh, then shot Mac a horrified look, but it was too late to protest, and she screamed as the Jeep approached the edge and went over, its nose pointed sharply downward. The vehicle descended the steep slope under its own power. The low gear ratio kept their speed to a crawl. Still, Dana screamed and Mac laughed. Once at the bottom, Mac shifted gears and gave the vehicle some gas. They splashed through the creek, then rocketed up the other side, seeing nothing but sky out the windshield. 
 
    Cresting the ravine, the front wheels remained in the air for a long moment before the Jeep fell forward. Bouncing on its suspension, the vehicle settled, and Mac slowed to a stop before looking at Dana. She glared at Mac for a moment, then laughed as she swatted her arm. 
 
    “Ow!” 
 
    “You deserved that,” Dana said. “Scared the crap out of me!” 
 
    “But it was fun, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, but once was enough.” 
 
    “Hate to break it to you, babe, but we have to go back this way.” Mac rubbed her arm. 
 
    Dana groaned. “Lovely,” she said looking over her shoulder at the ravine. “Are we almost there?” 
 
    “Few more minutes.” Mac drove on. 
 
    Less than five minutes later, they left the cool shade of the woods and emerged onto the sunny expanse of a grassy field. Thirty meters away, the grass gave way to a sandy beach. Dana unfastened her seat belt and stood up on her seat, looking all around them. 
 
    “Mac, it’s beautiful here.” Dana sat down. “Is this private property? Are we allowed to be here?” 
 
    Mac nodded and drove to the end of the field near the sand. “Yes. The owner is a friend of Dad’s, and I have permission to come here whenever I like.” She pulled the key from the ignition and hopped out of the Jeep. 
 
    Mac met Dana at the rear of the Jeep and opened the tailgate. She pulled out a rolled-up blanket and handed it to Dana, then she grabbed the large wicker picnic basket from where she had secured it. On the beach, they spread the blanket out, and Mac rid herself of her sneakers and socks. The cool breeze off the water lessened the heat of the afternoon sun, but it was still bright under the cloudless sky. Mac adjusted her ball cap and realized Dana wasn’t wearing one. “Be right back,” she said and dashed to the Jeep. Fishing around in the back, she found an old ball cap she had there for such an occasion. 
 
    Handing it to Dana, she said, “May not match your outfit, but it’ll keep the sun out of your eyes.” 
 
    Dana looked discouragingly at the old, battered hat and slapped it against her hand; the dust from many kilometers of dirt roads and trails drift away in the breeze. “Um, thanks. But I’ll pass.” She handed the cap back. 
 
    Mac took the hat from her. Doing the only thing she could, she pulled the much cleaner cap from her head and handed it to Dana, then donned the old one. Dana took the offered cap and placed it on her head. 
 
    “Well, aren’t you the chivalrous one.” She stepped into Mac and pulled her into a kiss; the peaks of their ballcaps collided and tumbled to the ground. They giggled against each other’s mouth but never broke contact. 
 
    “Hungry?” Mac asked when the kiss ended. She knelt on the blanket and opened the basket. 
 
    “Famished.” 
 
    Mac retrieved several clear plastic containers that held sandwiches, assorted pieces of fruit, and what appeared to be cheese and crackers. There were also plates and napkins along with two wine glasses and a bottle of wine. 
 
    She sat next to Dana who sat cross-legged on the blanket. The bare skin of her knee brushed against hers, causing a pleasant tingle to move through her. 
 
    “Well, this looks absolutely wonderful.” Dana bumped her shoulder. 
 
    “It’s nothing really. Just some sandwiches and stuff. There’s bottled water too if you’d prefer it instead of the wine.” Mac enjoyed Dana’s closeness and the feel of her touch. 
 
    “Wine is fine.” Dana picked up a plate and gave Mac a peck on the cheek. “So, what kind of sandwiches do we have?” 
 
    “Um. Let’s see.” Mac picked up the container and selected one of the wrapped sandwiches to examine. “This one’s roast beef.” As she went through the remaining wrappers, she found egg salad, tuna, and ham with swiss. All of them were on whole wheat. She offered the container to Dana who selected egg salad. 
 
    “Thanks.” She laid the sandwich on the plate and unwrapped it. “Tell me about Doris. What is her problem?” 
 
    Mac shuddered at the mention of the woman’s name, pausing as she reached for the sliced fruit. The thought of her made her stomach turn. She wasn’t sure if she wanted to discuss this now. Pulling the fruit closer to them, she sat up and sighed. 
 
    “What isn’t wrong with her would be more the question.” Mac chose a sandwich for herself and picked at the ends of the plastic wrap. “First off, she thinks she’s a socialite. Which she’s not. Owns a couple clothing stores. Big whoop!” 
 
    “Yes, I noticed the way she was dressed. A little over the top for downtown Emerald Bay.” Dana laughed. “What else?” 
 
    “She’s never liked me.” Mac fumbled with the uncooperative wrapper. “Damnit.” She became frustrated with the poor sandwich. Half tempted to toss it across the blanket, she stilled when Dana’s soft hands covered hers and pulled them from the battered sandwich. 
 
    “Here. Let me.” Dana reached for the sandwich. 
 
    “I can do it!” Mac snapped, grabbing it before she had a chance to. 
 
    Dana pulled back quickly as if she had touched something hot. “Sorry. I was just trying to help.”  
 
    She sounded hurt, and she had every right to. Mac winced and suddenly felt ill, wishing she could take back the last 30 seconds. Damnit! Damnit! Damnit! She looked down at her hands and sighed; the poor sandwich still sat in front of her unwrapped. 
 
    “No. I’m sorry, Dana. I shouldn’t have snapped at you like that.” She spoke in a low, defeated voice. 
 
    “Then why did you?” 
 
    Mac squirmed, and the heat rose in her face again. This time it wasn’t frustration but embarrassment. She met Dana’s eyes and held them, surprised they weren’t flashing with anger. “It’s a bad trait I have I guess. Been like that all my life.” She took a breath and held the sandwich out to Dana. “Whenever I run into a problem I know I should be able to solve, I get possessive of it. I must fix it myself no matter what. If someone else solves it for me or tries to help,” she motioned toward the sandwich Dana was now expertly unwrapping, “it drives me batshit crazy.” 
 
    Dana nodded and handed the sandwich back. “I can understand that. It’s a good feeling when you can solve your own problems. Still, there is nothing wrong with asking for help or accepting it if it's offered.” 
 
    “Thanks,” she said taking the food. “And you’re right, I know. I’m working on it. Ricky says I suffer from stubborn-assed pigheadedness. His words.” 
 
    “Smart man. But I don’t think that’s a real word: stubborn-assed,” Dana said playfully. 
 
    “Right? That’s what I tried to tell him.” Mac grinned and bit her slightly squished sandwich. 
 
    They sat on their shared blanket, eating lunch and sipping wine. Sandwiches consumed, they fed each other pieces of fruit, giggling like teenagers. Having eaten their fill, they cleaned up the area, putting the empty containers, plates, glasses, and the bottle back into the basket. 
 
    Mac stood and held out a hand, suggesting a walk along the beach. Dana grasped the offered hand and pulled herself to her feet. They walked to the water’s edge and strolled hand and hand along the coastline. The sand squished between their toes, and the cool water washed it off. They didn’t speak, each enjoying the warmth of the day, the clear sky and the bright sunshine. 
 
    “You never finished telling me about Doris. You said she never liked you?” Dana said after they had covered a large stretch of beach. 
 
    Mac thought for a moment or two, deciding how best to explain it. “Well, first off it’s important to understand that Melissa was the polar opposite of Doris.” She gazed out over the water as fond memories of her sister-in-law flooded back. “She was kind and sweet, and she adored Jack. Melissa didn’t give a rat’s ass about social status. Unlike her mother. They, Jack and Melissa, met at the community college, where they were both taking the same business program.” 
 
    “Jack didn’t own The Rusty Anchor at that point?” 
 
    “No, and it wasn’t The Rusty Anchor then. It was a rundown, poorly managed dive that was hemorrhaging money. Jack had been working there part-time as well as at Dad’s store. Jack was smart and saw the potential in the place. So, when the bank foreclosed on the property, he bought it with mom and dad’s help, then he went to college and got the education he needed to run it.” 
 
    “Awesome.” 
 
    “By the time they graduated, he and Melissa and been dating for quite a while and had become pretty serious.” Mac continued. “That really pissed off Doris. There was no way her daughter was going to associate with a bartender and the son of an immigrant.” 
 
    “That doesn’t surprise me.” Dana huffed. 
 
    “I wasn’t privy to the conversation, but from what I understand, Melissa had a few choice words for her mother. Not that it stopped Doris from being a pretentious bitch.” 
 
    “So, your being Jack’s sister was her reason for disliking you?” 
 
    “Partly. When I was in my late teens, I was a bit of a handful you could say.” Mac thought back to her youth and the trouble she used to get into. “Let’s just say I have seen the back seat of an RCMP cruiser a few times.” 
 
    “No! Honestly, I find that hard to believe,” Dana said, and Mac saw she was genuinely amazed at the revelation. 
 
    “Yup. I wasn’t always the upstanding citizen you see before you today.” Mac chuckled. “Back then I got into all sorts of shit. Usually, it was underage drinking, smoking pot, all misdemeanors really. Sometimes I would stay out all night and worry my parents sick. I don’t know how they put up with me. All this somehow made its way to Doris, and of course being a lesbian didn’t win me any points in her eyes either.” 
 
    Reaching their picnic blanket, they both lay on it and stretched out, Mac on her back and Dana on her side facing her. Dana propped her head up with one hand while the other traced lazy circles over Mac’s abdomen, sending little shiver through her. 
 
    “So, what happened to straighten you out?” 
 
    “Jack,” she said matter of factly. “He saw the destructive path I was on and put a stop to it before it became worse.” Memories of her brother flashed before her as she spoke, and she heard the sadness in her own voice. Dana must have heard it also because she moved closer, wrapped an arm around her and held tight. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said softly. “You don’t have to explain if it’s too painful.” 
 
    Mac watched a solitary fluffy white cloud drift by and warmed, touched by her concern. “No, it’s okay.” She took a breath and went on. “Jack was always protective of me. Always in my corner. God help anyone who picked on me at school.” She laughed. “He made me help him renovate the bar. Worked me hard. Said it was for my own good. He was right; it kept me off the streets mostly.” She caressed the arm draped across her. 
 
    Dana kissed her cheek before resting her head on her shoulder. “Go on.” 
 
    “He never yelled at me. Never lectured. Just talked, and I loved him for it. The four of us, me, Jack, Melissa, and Ricky put in a lot of hours getting The Rusty Anchor to where it is now. During that time, I was on the straight and narrow. However, one day Jack found a jacket I had left in what is now my office and brought it out. As he tossed it to me, a baggie with a half-dozen joints fell out of the pocket. Dana, the look of disappointment on his face broke my heart.” 
 
    “What happened? Did he get mad?” 
 
    “No. He never said a word. He didn’t have to. That look was like a sledgehammer between my eyes. I had let my brother down, and it damn near killed me. So, from that moment on all my energy went into the bar and living up to what Jack expected of me. I took a bartending course, and when The Rusty Anchor opened, Jack put me to work. Not just slinging beer either. He involved me in the day-to-day running of the business too.” 
 
    “I’m so glad he was there for you, Mac, and you didn’t go down that other path.” 
 
    “Me too,” she whispered. Emotions welled up inside her. She had never discussed her past with anyone before. Never told a soul just how important Jack was to her, or how much his passing had affected her. That included Ricky, who had been there since Jack first reined her in; he didn’t know everything. Somehow, lying here, staring up at the blue sky and spilling her heart out to Dana felt good. It felt right. 
 
    She tamped down the emotion and cleared her throat before she spoke again. “After the accident is when things with Doris really came to a head. On the day of their funeral, as soon as the graveside service was over, my parents took Ellie home with them. I stayed for a little longer to be alone with my thoughts. That’s when Doris informed me, right there beside my brother’s grave, her lawyer, which happened to be her sleaze-bag of a son, had begun to draw up the papers to have Jack and Melissa’s estate liquidated and that she would be around in a few days to pick up Ellie.” 
 
    “What a bitch!” 
 
    “Un-huh,” Mac said. “I was too out of it to fully grasp what she was saying, but Ricky wasn’t. He had been standing a short distance away and overheard everything. It turned out that after Ricky drove me to my parents’ house, he went straight to Jack’s lawyer and let him know what was happening. He, of course, put a kibosh on everything Doris had in the works.” 
 
    “Good for him. I bet Doris was pissed,” Dana said with a laugh. 
 
    “To put it mildly. You should have seen her fume during the reading of the Will. Everything they had either went to me or into a trust fund for Ellie, which I control. Doris didn’t get a damn thing.” 
 
    “Did she try and contest it?” 
 
    “You bet. And when that failed, she tried to sue me for custody of Ellie.” 
 
    “On what grounds?” Dana asked with irritation in her voice. 
 
    “I’m a lesbian and unfit to be raising a child. Especially a girl. Like being gay was contagious or something,” Mac said with a snort. 
 
    “Had I known this yesterday, I may not have held back from decking her right there in the street.” 
 
    Mac laughed and turned onto her side to face her. She brushed a strand of hair back behind Dana’s ear and gazed into her soft brown eyes. “I miss him so much.” 
 
    “I know, Mac.” She pressed a gentle kiss to her lips. 
 
    Mac’s hand tangled in the hair at the back of Dana’s head, and she pulled her close, deepening the kiss. Her tongue swept Dana’s mouth, and the sexy brunette moaned. Mac rolled her onto her back and sucked on her lower lip as she positioned herself on top. 
 
    She dipped in for another kiss. Their lips, hot and moist, mashed together and Mac moved her hand over Dana’s arm and down her side. Slipping under her shirt, she pushed it across warm skin and cupped her breast. Heat pooled in her abdomen, and Dana’s hands caressing her lower back only added to her desire. She moved her body, pressing her thigh against Dana’s center. 
 
    Dana groaned, then abruptly broke the kiss. “Jesus, Mac.” Dana panted. “We need to stop. Someone might see us!” 
 
    Mac pushed herself up on her elbows and looked down at her, her hair disheveled and skin flushed. Damn, but she was beautiful. “Not to worry. The only way here is through the trail we took or by boat. No one is going to see.” 
 
    Dana studied her for a moment, then reached up and caressed her cheek. She closed her eyes at the touch, enjoying the sensation of fingers on her face. “You are so beautiful, Mac Mackenzie,” she said softly. Then she shifted her weight and rolled Mac onto her back. 
 
    “Ya know,” Dana said as she moved down Mac’s body, stopping when her face hovered over her toned abdomen. “You’ve been rather naughty, teasing me with all this exposed skin. I think I might have to do something about it.” She leaned in and softly kissed the heated flesh. 
 
    “Oh yeah?” Mac’s belly twitched, and she felt her arousal grow. 
 
    “Um-hmm,” Dana hummed, her lips over Mac’s navel. She played with it, dipping her tongue into its shallows. Mac twitched again and couldn’t help but giggle a little. “Ticklish, are we? I’ll have to do something to take your mind off it.” Her hot breath prickled Mac’s skin. 
 
    Mac’s breath quickened, and her heart raced as Dana’s torturous tongue resumed its play. A moan escaped her lips when the button popped and the zipper slid on her shorts. Fingers hesitated for a moment at the band of her underwear before slipping underneath. Mac gasped and pushed her hips up when Dana cupped her center. She was on fire, and as Dana softly stroked her, she didn’t know how long she could hold on. The pressure grew in her abdomen, and she gripped the blanket. 
 
    “Dana, please,” she heard herself whisper. 
 
    Dana stopped, and Mac instantly missed it. Then she was inside her. One finger then two pushed in and retreated only to returned. Mac rolled her hips against the hand looking for greater contact. She moaned, and Dana understood. “Come for me,” she coaxed and moved her thumb, pressing firmly where Mac needed it most. 
 
    Mac arched her back and cried out as Dana pushed her over the precipice. Colorful lights danced behind her eyes as she rode out each and ever powerful wave that hit her, one right after the other. Finally, she collapsed onto the blanket, sucking in much need oxygen. Dana had stayed with her, her hand gently stroking, bring her back down. 
 
    “Oh, fuck.” Mac’s voice quivered between breaths. 
 
    Dana slowly pulled her hand away and moved up beside her, kissing her softly on the corners of her mouth, then her nose and back down to her lips with another soft kiss. Mac’s eyes fluttered open, and she took a deep breath. 
 
    “That was, well. Intense,” Mac said with a grin. 
 
    “I gathered as much, given the noises you were making. I think you may have scared away the wildlife,” Dana said with a chuckle and snuggled against her. 
 
    Mac wondered why, with all the women she’d been with over the years, none of them made her feel like Dana did. Not one. She gave her a squeeze and kissed the top of her head before rolling her onto her back once again. She pressed her mouth to her swollen lips, kissing her softly. She felt her tongue tease against her bottom lip and Mac parted hers, inviting her in. There was a soft moan, and Mac wasn’t sure which one of them made it. She moved her body against her, wanting more of her, needing to feel her body closer. Mac’s hand quickly found the hem of Dana’s shirt and tugged it upward. Dana gasped when Mac broke the kiss and leaned back long enough to pull the shirt up and off her body. 
 
    “Jesus, Mac.” Dana gasped. 
 
    She found Dana’s mouth again and mashed their swollen lips together. Her hands roamed Dana’s body, pulling at her clothes until every piece lay scattered around them. 
 
    

  

 
   
    
    Chapter Nine 
 
    Dana wore a light pink buttoned shirt, its cuffs rolled up once past her wrists, blue bikini briefs, and a pair of white socks. She had woken well rested and in a creative mood, and dressing had not been a priority. After a quick trip to the bathroom to freshen up, then the kitchen for coffee and a muffin, she plopped down in front of her keyboard and began to type. 
 
    The ideas that had been playing in her head appeared on the screen before her, bringing her great satisfaction. She had been struggling with how the heroine, Jessica, was going to come out to her very conservative mother now that she knew she could no longer hide her feelings for Cassandra, the woman she had fallen in love with. 
 
    Now that the perfect scene was complete and Dana knew the happily ever after was not far off, she clicked save and closed the laptop. Standing, she gave herself an imaginary high-five and sashayed to the sound system, humming as she went. Powering it up, she selected a playlist from her phone and started the music. 
 
    A Latin beat filled the room, and Dana moved to it. With a hand on her belly and the other in the air, she swayed her hips in rhythm with the music. She danced about the space, lost in her own interpretation of the Samba. When the opening notes of an iconic Bob Seger song played next, she knew exactly what she had to do. She hurried down the hall only to turn and rush back, sliding across the floor on sock feet, an invisible microphone in hand. She was sure Tom Cruise would be proud, after all, she had dressed for the part. 
 
    The song ended as a familiar chime sounded. One which told her Mac had sent a text. Her good mood jumped a notch as she dashed over and scooped up her phone. 
 
    Good morning, beautiful. What are you up to today? 
 
    Dancing around in my panties. 
 
    Oh! That I’d like to see. 
 
    You could always come over. 
 
    No can do I’m afraid. Working the bar today. 
 
    Dana frowned for a moment, then had an idea. She unbuttoned her shirt. Sans bra, she made sure her nipples remained covered but still showed plenty of skin. She shook her head giving her hair a wild, unkempt look–she was sure it already was after all the dancing–then she made a pouty face and held the phone above her head and took the selfie. 
 
    See what you’re missing. She included the picture and hit send. 
 
    Several moments past before Mac replied. OMG! You do realize this is entirely unfair. I’ll never get any work done now! 
 
    Dana laughed out loud. Just think of it as an incentive to work faster. The sooner you’re done, the sooner you can come out and play. 
 
    Right! I’ll deal with you later. Talk to you soon. 
 
    Later gator. 
 
    Dana was buttoning up her shirt when the unexpected sound of an incoming call made her jump. Glancing at the phone, the caller ID told her it was her brother, Jason. 
 
    “Hey, big brother. Long time no chat,” she said in way of a greeting. Picking up her coffee cup, she headed for the porch swing. 
 
    “Hey, Punk. How’s the sabbatical going?” 
 
    She sighed at the nickname he had given her when they were kids. As they got older, she thought he would have grown out of the habit but no such luck. Still, she was happy knowing it was now merely a term of endearment. 
 
    “I think you need to look up the definition of sabbatical,” she said. 
 
    He laughed. “I was talking to mom the other day, and she told me you were working on a new book. I thought you went to Emerald Bay to get away from writing for a while.” 
 
    “That was the intent.” She paused for a moment as she settled onto the swing. “What can I say; when inspiration strikes, you go for it. But not to worry, Jason. I’m only spending a couple of hours in the morning writing. The rest of the time, I’m out and about. Relaxing.” 
 
    “Good to hear. So, is that all you’re doing? Relaxing?” There was a hint of mischief in his tone, and she could imagine him waggling his eyebrows. 
 
    If you can call making out with a beautiful redhead and having sex on a secluded beach relaxing, then yeah; that’s what she was doing. Of course, she wasn’t about to tell him that. “Umm. I’m not sure what you mean,” she said, trying not to give away anything. 
 
    He laughed. “That’s what I thought. You don’t lie very well? Mom told me you sounded different when you talked to her the other day. She said you sounded happier than you have in a while, and you just confirmed it.” 
 
    She sipped her coffee. “I plead the fifth.” 
 
    “We don’t have a fifth. I know; I’m a lawyer. So, spill. What’s her name?” 
 
    “What makes you think there’s a her?” she said innocently. 
 
    “Dana, please,” he replied with a sigh. “This is me you are talking to. Your all-knowing big brother.” 
 
    “All knowing, huh?” She snorted and shifted her position on the swing. “Her name is Mac. She owns The Rusty Anchor, a tavern here in town.” 
 
    “Mac?” 
 
    “Mac as in Mackenzie.” 
 
    “Makes sense. So, you like this Mac?” 
 
    “Yeah, I do.” The reply came without forethought. 
 
    There was a pause before he spoke again. “It’s serious then?” 
 
    She shrugged, not really knowing the answer. “Jury is still out.” 
 
    “Well, I’m happy that you’ve met someone. Let me know when the verdict is in, okay?” 
 
    He sounded happy with the idea of her seeing someone, yet she detected a hint of concern in his voice, and she loved him for it. “Will do, Jason.” 
 
    “Anyway, I called to see how you were. You have yourself a great day, Punk, and I’ll talk to you later.” 
 
    “Thanks, Bro. Talk to you later.” 
 
    Dana set the phone on the table and tucked her feet underneath her. She looked out over the gently rolling ocean waves as she replayed her brother’s question in her mind. It’s serious then? 
 
    *** 
 
    Mac sat on a stool behind the bar munching on an apple. It was late morning and three couples who had stopped in for brunch occupied tables near the windows. At the bar, Gary and Mark sat in their regular chairs chatting away about this year’s fishing season. The pair were a couple of old friends who stopped in every day to chat, usually discussing sports or politics over a couple of beers. They had come to be as much a part of the décor as was the old ship’s bell that hung above the bar. 
 
    As the two old men debated the new government fishing quotas, Mac carried on with some friendly banter of her own with Dana via text. She gasped audibly at the image Dana sent her. Gary and Mark stopped talking and turned their attention to her. 
 
    Holding up a hand, she shook her head. Her cheeks burned, and she was sure the two confused men could see her blush. “It’s okay,” she croaked. They shrugged and went back to their conversation. A pleasant warmth spread from her face straight to her center as she typed her reply. 
 
    Their chat over, she slipped her phone into her pocket as Ricky rounded the corner. 
 
    “Mac. You have a phone call in your office.” 
 
    She looked at him and blinked, momentarily confused by the statement. “Who would be calling on that phone?” 
 
    “Not sure, but she sounded very official. Asked for Ms. Taylor Mackenzie.” 
 
    “Huh.” Her curiosity piqued. The landline in her office seldom rang and when it did, it was always a wrong number. All her personal and business contacts had her cell phone number. She kept meaning to have the old phone disconnect but never got around to it. “I better see who it is then. You have the bridge, number one,” she said with a chuckle, and Ricky nodded, joining in on the conversation with the two fishing buddies. 
 
    Mac closed her office door and sat at her desk. “Hello?” she said after putting the receiver to her ear. 
 
    “Yes, hello. Is this Ms. Taylor Mackenzie?” The voice was soft and calm, an older woman Mac guessed. 
 
    “Yes, it is. May I ask who’s speaking please?” 
 
    “This is Elenore Bradshaw from child services.” 
 
    Mac’s stomach lurched, and her mind raced. What the fuck? She took a breath. “Okay,” she replied hesitantly. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    “Ms. Mackenzie, a complaint came into our office yesterday, and when I saw your name, I took the case. You may not remember me, but I handled that incident four years ago when your brother and sister-in-law passed.” 
 
    She thought back, remembering the stink Doris had raised over custody of Ellie. She also recalled the woman, if not her name, from child services who had been kind and understanding, reassuring her that Doris’s accusations had no merit. However, bureaucracy being what it was, they still had to go through the motions, up to and including an appearance in front of a judge. 
 
    “Yes, Elenore, of course. How have you been? And please call me Mac,” she said sitting back in her chair. The knot in her belly relaxing a bit. 
 
    “I’m well, Mac. Thank you,” Elenore replied. “Would it be possible for us to meet this afternoon and discuss this complaint? I’m not far from Emerald Bay now. I could meet you at your work or home if you like. Say at two o’clock?” 
 
    “Two would be fine. Let’s meet at The Rusty Anchor. We can talk in my office.” She tried to hide the anger. She wasn’t mad at Elenore, and though she hadn’t told her who had filed the complaint, she knew. Doris. 
 
    “That would be wonderful. I will see you then, and, Mac, don’t worry; this is just formality,” Elenore said. 
 
    “Thanks. I’ll see you then.” Mac hung up the phone. 
 
    “Fucking bitch!” She slammed her fist down on the desk, sending a container full of paperclips flying. Groaning, she leaned back in her chair, palms pressed against her forehead. What the hell was Doris up to now? She rested for a moment, took a deep breath to calm herself, then headed back to the bar. 
 
    At five minutes to two, the front door of The Rusty Anchor opened. Mac looked up from the crossword puzzle she was working on and gave a friendly wave to the woman who approached her. Elenore wasn’t tall, only about 160 centimeters. Her dark hair was styled and showed hints of gray. She wore a cream-colored blouse under a tailored dark blue business suit. 
 
    Mac came from behind the bar and extended a hand to her. “Elenore, nice to see you again.” 
 
    Elenore smiled as they shook hands. “And you.” She glanced around the bar. “The place looks good, Mac. Keeps you hopping, I bet.” 
 
    “Thanks, and, yes, it does. You caught us on a slow day, which isn’t typical this time of year. Shall we go to my office?” 
 
    Elenore nodded, and Mac led her to the office and offered her a seat. “Can I get you anything from the bar? A cold drink? We have tea and coffee too.” 
 
    “I’m good, thanks,” she said, pulling a file from her attaché. “As I said on the phone, this is just a formality. If it were up to me, I would have tossed this in the garbage the moment I saw it.” She held up the file in question, giving it a little shake. 
 
    Mac felt relieved. That was a reassuring sign. “Who filed the complaint?” 
 
    “I’m not at liberty to say. Then again, I probably don’t need to,” she said giving her a nod. 
 
    “So, what horrible thing have I done to my niece this time?” 
 
    “The complainant witnessed Ellie walking along Main Street in the company of a woman she didn’t know,” Elenore summarized. “The complainant is concerned that you were allowing such behavior, and she was also concerned that this woman was not the sort of person Ellie should be exposed to.” She paused. “Because she is gay.” 
 
    Mac shook her head and groaned in frustration. Hell, she wanted to bloody-well scream. She was glaring at Elenore, but she understood the woman was merely doing her job. Closing her eyes, she took a calming breath. She opened her eyes, looked at Elenore and sighed. 
 
    “The woman in question is Dana Lawson. A well-known and respected author. She’s also my girlfriend.” The corners of her mouth rose. “Dana has been helping Ellie with a story she is working on for a contest at the library. They were out for ice cream when they had the run in with Doris—sorry, the complainant,” she said, using air quotes with the last word. 
 
    Elenore nodded, jotting down a couple of notes. “That’s wonderful. Where is Ellie now if I may ask?” 
 
    “At her grandfather’s store. She works there in the afternoons.” 
 
    “Nice. Good experience for her, and some spending money to boot. Why didn’t you put her to work here with you?” 
 
    “Liquor laws.” 
 
    “Right,” she said, “Would it be okay if I stopped by the store and had a quick chat with Ellie?” 
 
    “Sure. I’ll call her grandfather and let him know you’re coming.” 
 
    “Perfect.” She stood, put the file back into her attaché and offered Mac her hand. “Thank you for your time, Mac. It’s been nice seeing you again, and I’m glad things are going well for you and Ellie.” 
 
    “Thanks. It’s been nice seeing you too.” 
 
    “And don’t worry about this report. Nothing will come of it. I promise you.” 
 
    They shook hands and Mac led her out of her office and back to the tavern proper. They said their good-byes, and Mac took up her spot behind the bar. Pulling her phone from her pocket, she dialed her father’s number. 
 
    *** 
 
    It was a couple minutes before five when Mac pulled into the driveway of her parents’ home. She raised a surprised eyebrow when she spotted Dana’s BMW parked there. Her mood improved immediately, and a smile touched her eyes. She could use Dana’s embrace today, and some of those to die for kisses would be nice too. 
 
    Stepping inside the small two-story home, pleasant aromas wafting from the kitchen greeted her. “Hello,” she called out, kicking off her sneakers and crossing the short distance from the entryway to the kitchen. Her mother was standing at the stove, stirring something in a pot. Dana was standing beside her, cutting up carrots. 
 
    “Hi, sweetheart.” Cait Mackenzie looked over her shoulder at her. “How was your day?” 
 
    “Good for the most part, Mom. Not too busy.” Her eyes moved down Dana’s body. She wore a pair of tan Capris and a stylish short-sleeve shirt. Her hair was pulled up in a loose bun. A comforting warmth washed over her when Dana set down the knife and turned toward her, a huge smile on her face. Crossing the short distance, Dana put her arms around her waist and leaned in for a slow, sweet kiss. The worries of the day slowly melted away as she deepened the kiss. She wrapped Dana in a tight embrace and laid her face against her neck. Holding her close, she let herself linger in the warmth of her skin and the scent of her Jasmine shampoo. It felt wonderful to hold Dana like this. She could stay here, just like this, forever. 
 
    After several moments, Dana pulled back without taking her hands away from her waist. She looked at Mac, her eyes searching her face. “Mac? Are you all right?” 
 
    The tension gone, Mac gave a nod. “I’m fine. We can talk about it later okay?” She gave her a quick kiss. “But, hey. I didn’t expect to find you here.” She glanced at her mother who had stopped stirring and was watching them, a grin on her face. “Not that I’m complaining.” Dana studied her for a moment longer, and her concern touched her. 
 
    “I ran into your dad at the bookstore yesterday, and he invited me to supper,” Dana said. As she pulled away, her hand traveled down Mac’s arm, across her palm, and over her fingers until just their fingertips touched. Then with a wink, she turned and went back to her cutting board. 
 
    “Good thing I did too. Your mother has been waiting for you to bring your girlfriend by,” Joe called from the living room. 
 
    “Joseph!” Cait scolded. 
 
    Mac shot Dana an apologetic look. She liked the idea of calling Dana her girlfriend, but they hadn’t discussed it, and she wasn’t sure how Dana would feel about it. 
 
    Dana chuckled. “I’m sure Mac would have introduced us sometime soon.” She gave Mac a questioning glance. 
 
    Mac swallowed. “Yes, of course.” She felt the blush growing on her face. “So, you invited Dana over and put her to work then?” she said, changing the subject. 
 
    “Nonsense.” Cait placed a lid on the pot and turned down the burner. “Dana was kind enough to offer, and I was happy to have the help. We’ve had a wonderful time talking.” 
 
    “All true,” Dana said, giving Mac a wink. 
 
    Mac gave her mother a kiss. “Anything I can do to help?” 
 
    “No, thanks, we have it all under control,” Cait said. 
 
    “You could come say hello to your father, lass, and bring me a beer while you’re at it,” Joe called. 
 
    They all laughed, and Mac grabbed two beers from the fridge and strolled into the living room. She twisted the cap off one and set it on a coaster in front of her father. He was sitting on the edge of the sofa looking at the playing cards in his hand. The coffee table, which served as a card table, had a large pile of jelly beans sitting in the middle of it. Ellie glanced up at Mac and gave her a little wave. 
 
    “Hey, El, how was your day?” Mac asked. 
 
    “Busy.” She laid the cards in her hand face up on the table. “Straight flush.” 
 
    Joe laid down his cards. Three sevens. 
 
    Mac leaned in and gave him a kiss on the cheek. “Dad, you shouldn’t be teaching your granddaughter how to gamble.” 
 
    “Aye, I’m beginning to regret that decision,” he said as Ellie scooped up the pile of jelly beans. 
 
    “Don’t be a sore loser, Papa. It’s your fault. You taught me everything I know.” Ellie gave him an affectionate tap on his hand. 
 
    “Aye, it’s true.” Joe took a swig of his beer and set it down. “Lass, go see if you can give your grandmother a hand, please. I want to talk to Mac for a minute.” 
 
    “Sure, Papa.” Ellie got up from her spot on the floor and skipped into the kitchen, a Ziploc bag holding her winnings in her hand. 
 
    Mac opened her bottle and sat on the sofa next to her father. She took a swallow of the cold beer and placed it on a coaster. 
 
    “What prompted this visit from Elenore?” he asked, keeping his voice down. 
 
    “Take a guess,” she said with a huff. 
 
    “Doris?” 
 
    “Who else?” 
 
    “Elenore told you that?” 
 
    “She didn’t have to. The wording of the complaint narrowed it down to Doris running into Ellie and Dana on the street a few days ago.” 
 
    “Anything going to come of this?” Joe asked with concern. 
 
    “Not according to Elenore. She basically said it was a non-issue.” 
 
    “Good. But I don’t think Doris will let it go that easily. She’s up to something.” 
 
    Mac nodded, taking another swig of her beer. “I have no doubt.” 
 
    “Try not to let it bother you, lass. She’s more bark than she is bite.” He gave her a reassuring pat on the knee. 
 
    “Not to worry, Dad. I’m not too concerned, just pissed off that she has to be such a pain in the ass.” 
 
    They sat in silence for a moment or two enjoying their beer. Mac looked up when Dana appeared in the doorway. 
 
    “Okay, you two. Supper is ready,” she said. 
 
    They gathered at the dining room table: Joe at the head, Cait at the foot, and Mac and Dana sat side-by-side with Ellie across from them. A large platter with carved chicken meat lay on the table along with bowls of mashed potatoes, peas, carrots, and turnip. Freshly baked rolls, gravy, and cranberry sauce completed the spread. 
 
    Mac’s stomach growled from breathing in the aroma of her favorite meal. She had many fond memories of family dinners like this back when she and Jack were young. Then Melissa joined them and little Ellie not long after. The growing family made the gatherings more memorable. 
 
    She glanced at Dana, happy she was here to share this experience with her. If a simple family dinner with her felt this special, she wondered what it would be like if she were here for Thanksgiving or Christmas dinner. Cait always put an extra special effort into those holiday meals, complete with turkey, homemade pies, cookies, and squares. The house smelled wonderful, and during the Christmas season, it became a sight to behold with a big tree and decorations all around. 
 
    Smiling to herself, she quietly breathed a contented sigh, and when Joe held out his hands, she took one and Ellie the other. Cait took Ellie’s free hand and reached for Dana’s. Understanding, Dana took Cait’s hand with her right and hers with her left. Giving Dana a wink, she and the others bowed her heads and listened to Joe say grace. 
 
    They ate, talked, and enjoyed the meal as well as each other’s company. When dessert and coffee were a thing of the past, Joe and Ellie disappeared into the living room to watch the news and try to outdo each other during Jeopardy. Dana volunteered her and Mac’s services for kitchen duty. Cait protested, but the younger women won out, and she settled into a kitchen chair, carrying on with their conversation. 
 
    “Joe told me about Elenore’s visit to the store,” Cait said, sipping her tea. “What did she have to say when you spoke with her today?” 
 
    “Elenore?” Dana asked as she put a pot in the sudsy water. 
 
    “She’s from child services.” Mac recounted the discussed that had taken place in her office that afternoon. 
 
    “Your father and I have been nothing but nice to Doris any time we’ve run into her. I don’t know why she has to have such a dislike for you.” Cait’s cup thumped hard against the table as she set it down. 
 
    Mac saw the flash of anger behind her eyes. “She’s a homophobe, Mom, as well as an all-around bitch.” 
 
    Cait huffed and lowered her voice. “She’s going to be in for one hell of a surprise when Ellie comes out then.” 
 
    The room went still. Mac’s mouth fell open, and she stared at her mother as if she had sprouted a second head. “She’s not gay.” She looked at Dana, who had stopped washing the pot in her hand. The expression on her face said the statement had left her dumbfounded as well. Looking back at her mother she asked, “Is she?” 
 
    “Of course, she is,” Cait said as if Mac should have known better. “Ellie may not know it yet herself, but she is. I can tell.” She stood and freshened her tea from the teapot on the stove, squeezing her daughter’s shoulder as she passed. “I knew you were gay long before you came out to your father and me, and I see the same things in Ellie. I’ll eat my hat if I’m wrong.” 
 
    Astonished, Mac glanced at Dana who gave her a helpless shrug and went back to her washing. She couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Ellie did like lesbian romance novels sure, but that didn’t mean she was gay. Were there other signs she hadn’t picked up on? She shook her head as she took the last pot from Dana to dry. “Wow. Should I talk to her about it?” 
 
    “No!” Cait said. “She needs to figure it out for herself. When she is ready to talk, just be there for her, as I know you will.” 
 
    “You’re right as usual, Mom,” Mac said. Dana moved beside her and snaked an arm around her waist. 
 
    “I’ve been around the block, sweetheart. Even dabbled once myself.” Cait winked at the two younger women. 
 
    “Dabbled?” Mac raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “With a woman, Mac,” Dana said understanding immediately. 
 
    “What! No. Mom!” Mac covered her mouth with her hand. “When? Who?... No, wait. I don’t want to know.” 
 
    “I do,” Dana said. “Please, Cait. Do tell.” 
 
    Mac groaned, not sure she wanted to hear about her mother’s sexual exploits. 
 
    Cait laughed at her daughter’s embarrassment and continued. “I was 19 when my mother passed away. My father, the wonderful person he was, sent me to Paris to live with my aunt.” 
 
    “Yes, I remember you telling me this,” Mac said. 
 
    Cait nodded and sipped her tea. “I did. I also told you I lived with her in her apartment above the cafe she owned and operated, and that she took me on as an apprentice, which is where I learned to bake.” 
 
    “Right.” Mac nodded, remembering the story from her youth. 
 
    “What I didn’t tell you about was Dominique.” Cait’s eyes sparkled when she spoke the woman’s name. 
 
    “Sexy name.” Dana cooed. 
 
    “And a very sexy woman too,” Cait said. “Tall, thin. Long black hair. Big brown eyes that could steal your soul. And as cliché as it sounds, she was an artist.” 
 
    “How did you meet?” Mac asked, finding herself drawn into the story. 
 
    Cait raised an eyebrow at her. “I thought you didn’t want to know?” 
 
    “Yeah, well. Answer the question, Mom.” Mac felt her cheeks warm. 
 
    Cait and Dana laughed. “Dominique would stop by our cafe almost every morning for a croissant and coffee. She always spoke to me, not just idle chat, but an actual conversation. She really seemed interested in me.” She paused for a moment. “I was captivated by her the moment I laid eyes on her, but in hindsight, she was flirting. She knew what she wanted, and I was it.” 
 
    “What happened?” Dana asked. 
 
    “Well, it wasn’t long before Dominique asked me to accompany her to a play. For us, it was a date, but I had to convince my aunt that she was a new friend and we wanted to hang out. Dominique was almost seven years older than me, and my aunt wasn’t convinced she was the best type of person for me to be making friends with. In the end, I went, and we had a good time. We started seeing each other more and more often, and sometimes I would sneak out of the apartment at night just to see her.” 
 
    “Sneaky,” Dana said. 
 
    “I got in trouble when I snuck out in the middle of the night.” Mac huffed. 
 
    Cait gave her an eye. “I was an adult. You were only twelve. Of course, you got into trouble.” 
 
    “There’s that I guess. So, Dominique. What happened?” 
 
    “We carried on like that for another week or so before Dominique finally took me to her bed, and it was some of the best sex I ever had.” 
 
    “God, Mom! I didn’t need to hear that.” Mac felt Dana give her a squeeze. 
 
    “The next year and a half flew by,” Cait said. “I thought I was in love. Dominique, however, didn’t. One afternoon I stopped by her place to surprise her and met Sophie, who was sitting on Dominique’s lap, naked. Her tongue half way down Dominique’s throat. I was crushed, to say the least. They moved to Rome that same month, and I never saw Dominique again.” She sighed, pausing for a moment. “My aunt died of a stroke shortly after that, and I moved back to Edinburgh.” 
 
    “Oh, Cait. I’m so sorry,” Dana said. 
 
    “I’m not. I met Joe when I moved back, and we fell in love. We’ve been together all these years, and I don’t regret a minute of it.” She wagged a finger at Dana. “You should be happy that Dominique and I didn’t work out.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “Think about it, my dear. If we had become a couple, you wouldn’t be standing in my kitchen with your arm around my daughter.” 
 
    Mac smiled and Dana blushed. She kissed her on the temple. “I for one am delighted you two didn’t work out.”

  

 
   
    
    Chapter Ten 
 
    “Ellie! For the hundredth time, hurry up!” Mac called from the living room. She dropped three bottles of water into her shoulder bag before slipping on her sunglasses. Standing by the front door, she tapped her foot impatiently as she waited for Ellie to finish dressing. It was the first day of the 43rd Annual Lobster Days Festival, and Mac was looking forward to spending the day with Ellie and Dana. It had been the better part of a week since she had dinner with Dana and her folks, and the thought of seeing her today had her excited and champing at the bit to get their day started. 
 
    “All right! I coming!” Ellie emerged from her room moments later. 
 
    “Whoa! No!” Mac said. “You are not going out dressed like that.” She pointed up and down the length of the teen’s body, shaking her head at her choice of a pair of faded denim short shorts and a pink bikini top. 
 
    Ellie’s eyes went wide, and her mouth dropped. “But, Mac!” 
 
    “No! We’ll be in the sun most of the day.” She pointed down the hall. “Sensible shorts and a shirt. I have sunscreen you can put on when we get there. Now go!” 
 
    Ellie hmphed and stalked back to her room. 
 
    “And be quick about it. Dana is waiting.” 
 
    “Whatever.” 
 
    Her phone hummed from inside her bag, and after a brief search, she found it under the bottles, lotion, and spare ball caps. Thumbing the phone, she opened a new text from Ricky who was working the bar today. 
 
    Jason Lawson, Dana’s brother, called. 
 
    Wants to talk to you without Dana knowing. Says it’s nothing serious. 
 
    I said I would pass on the message. Here’s his number. 
 
    Mac stared at the screen, reading the text a second time. Dana’s brother? Why would he want to talk in secret? She was about to dial the number when Ellie reemerged from her room. She stopped a meter away, stretched her arms to the side, and did a slow turn. 
 
    “Better?” She frowned at Mac. 
 
    “Much,” Mac replied, happy with the longer, thigh-length cotton shorts and the light shirt she wore over her bikini top. “The last thing I need is for you getting burnt. Then I will have to listen to you whine for the next week about the pain, itching, and peeling.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t do that.” 
 
    Mac snorted “Ha! Have you forgotten about last summer already?” She dropped the phone back into her bag. The call to Jason would have to wait. She held the door for Ellie as she slipped into her sandals, then ushered her outside. 
 
    “I don’t remember, so it couldn’t’ve happened.” Ellie hurried down the stairs. 
 
    When they arrived at Dana’s place, Mac climbed out of the Jeep as Ellie unbuckled and crawled into the back. Mac retrieved the bottle of sunscreen and handed it to Ellie. “Here, put this on. I’ll be back in a moment.” 
 
    Mac opened the screen door to the beach house and entered. The door squeaked and thumped closed as she moved deeper inside. The house was quiet and still. A shiver chased across her skin despite the 25-degree temperature. She found herself stepping softly as if she shouldn’t be here. Deciding to make her presence known, she called out. “Dana?” 
 
    “In the bathroom.” 
 
    Mac let out a breath, surprised she was holding it. She moved down the hall and stopped at the bathroom door. A smile crossed her face seeing Dana standing at the sink, looking in the mirror and applying lip gloss. Her eyes followed the applicator as it moved over her lips, and Mac licked her own in response as tingles of excitement crawled up her spine. 
 
    She moved behind Dana, wrapped her arms around her waist and nuzzled neck. Breathing in her intoxicating scent, she swept Dana’s hair back and kissed her neck softly, making a pleasant humming sound against her skin that caused Dana’s breath to hitch. Her hands found her hips as she pushed herself against Dana. Kissing up the column of her neck, she stopped at her ear and traced the edge with her tongue. “I’ve missed you,” she whispered. Dana shuddered and turned to face her. Their eyes locked, and for a long moment, they didn’t move. 
 
    “Not as much as I’ve missed you.” Dana was the first to respond, capturing Mac’s mouth with hers. Pulling her closer with a hand on her neck and the other on her hip, Mac shifted and felt Dana’s thigh press against her center. A warmth washed through her, and she moved to give Dana the same. 
 
    She captured Dana’s moan with her mouth as they kissed with a fevered pace. Their tongues danced, and Mac sucked on Dana’s lower lip, dragging her teeth over the swollen flesh. They continued to move against each other, their bodies acting on instinct fueled by desire. 
 
    Mac was on fire. The taste of Dana’s cherry lip gloss, the closeness of her body, and the movement of their thighs pushed her closer to the edge. Common sense was telling her this was a bad idea, but that didn’t seem to matter right now. Feeling Dana’s hand between them, cupping her breast, was enough for her to abandon all reason. Mac’s hands moved to Dana’s jeans and fumbled with the button. 
 
    “Hey, you guys! Are you coming or what?” The young voice called from somewhere inside the house. 
 
    They froze, staring at each other with horrified looks. “We’ll be right there,” Mac managed between ragged breaths, then reached out with a foot and pushed the bathroom door shut. They stood in silence for a moment looking at each other, silly grins on their faces, then broke into a fit of giggles like a pair of schoolgirls. 
 
    “Are we coming?” Dana repeated Ellie’s question, laughing at the double entendre. 
 
    Mac laughed and gave her a sly grin. “Any longer and it would have been a distinct possibility!” 
 
    After a quick kiss on Dana’s lips, Mac pulled away. They straightened their clothes and checked their faces before heading out for the day, a confused Ellie in tow. 
 
    They arrived at the fairgrounds early enough to secure parking only a short distance away. Mac and Dana walked, fingers laced together, as Ellie dashed ahead. Lobster Days had grown in popularity over the years and drew large crowds of locals and tourists alike. During the three-day celebration, the town’s population increased two-fold, if not more, filling the campgrounds and motels of Emerald Bay and the neighboring towns to capacity. 
 
    Nearing the boardwalk, they felt the air buzz with excitement. Musicians played at the bandstand, and street vendors’ carts dotted the length of the boardwalk, the aroma of hot dogs, pretzels, and popcorn tantalized the senses. Clowns performed on unicycles and made balloon animals for the little kids who stared in awe or clapped with glee. 
 
    In the distance, a large Ferris wheel stood tall, and Mac caught the muffled sounds of a calliope playing amidst the carnival rides. Nudging her shoulder against Dana’s, she pointed up at the Ferris wheel. “We’ll have to try that out before we leave.” 
 
    Dana raised her eyebrows in question. “Really? The Ferris wheel? I haven’t been to a carnival since I was a kid.” 
 
    “Even more reason then,” Mac said. “It’ll be fun; I promise.” She brought the hand she was holding to her face and kissed it. 
 
    Dana laughed and shook her head, bumping her shoulder in return. “You’re such a goof.” 
 
    “Yes, but a loveable goof.” She squeezed her hand. 
 
    “I’ll have to agree with you there.” Dana kissed her cheek. 
 
    A little tingle of excitement rushed through her, and she welcomed it. These feelings that had manifest over the last few weeks were new, different from anything she had ever felt for a woman in the past. This was more than a summer fling. Dana was important to her, and it scared her a little. 
 
    “Where were you just now?” Dana asked. 
 
    “What? Oh, just thinking.” 
 
    “About?” 
 
    “How much I enjoy spending time with you.” Mac paused a moment before looking at her. Her reward were eyes that sparkled and danced and made her feel all sorts of wonderful. 
 
    “I kinda like being with you too.” 
 
    Mac stopped and pulled her into her arms. She leaned in and kissed her, luxuriating in it, not caring who saw. The sound of a throat clearing interrupted their kiss. Mac took her time pulling away, keeping her eyes fixed on Dana’s. She blinked several times, dazed from the show of affection. 
 
    “Whoa,” Dana finally muttered. 
 
    Mac grinned and turned toward the source of the interruption. 
 
    Ellie stood with arms crossed, scowling at them. “Really? Again? In public? Get a room!” 
 
    Mac laughed at Ellie and then at Dana, whose face was turning a lovely shade of pink. “Well, I’m sorry; it just had to be done. There was no avoiding it. You’ll understand when you’re older.” 
 
    “Whatever.” Ellie huffed. “Anyway, there’s a woman at that booth over there drawing caricatures. Can I get one? They’re only five bucks.” She pointed toward one of the small canvas booths several meters away, her attitude changed to one of excitement. 
 
    “Oh, that sounds neat. Let’s get one together. My treat,” Dana offered. “Join us?” she asked Mac. 
 
    “Okay! Awesome!” Ellie cheered. 
 
    “You two go ahead. Ricky sent me a text earlier, and I really should take care of it.” 
 
    Dana frowned for a second, then gave her a quick peck on the cheek. “Okay, but don’t be too long.” She headed off to the artist’s booth with Ellie by her side. 
 
    Mac watched Dana’s retreating form. Damn sexy. Ellie really liked her too, which was necessary if this thing between them was going anywhere. 
 
    She retrieved her phone, called up the text Ricky had sent earlier and dialed the number of Jason Lawson. 
 
    *** 
 
    The young woman sitting on the stool behind her easel greeted Dana and Ellie with a friendly wave. She was in her early twenties, a college student perhaps. She wore a pair of overalls and tee shirt with her hair tied back in a loose ponytail. 
 
    “Hello,” she said in a pleasant voice. “Wonderful day for a festival.” 
 
    “That it is.” Dana studied the samples of the woman’s drawings. All were cartoonish of course and depicted people with oversized heads acting out various scenes, such as flying airplanes, driving race cars, or playing a sport. The woman’s talent impressed her. 
 
    “Would you be interested in have a drawing done?” 
 
    “That is what my young friend and I are here for. A picture of the both of us.” Dana looked at Ellie who nodding excitedly. 
 
    “All right then. Do you have anything particular in mind?” She placed a blank sheet on her easel. 
 
    “Well, Ellie here is a bit of an artist herself. So, how about Ellie at an easel drawing a caricature of me?” She put an arm around Ellie’s shoulder. 
 
    “That would be awesome!” Ellie replied. 
 
    “Great idea,” the woman said. “Have a seat, and I’ll get started. Try not to move your head too much please.” 
 
    Dana and Ellie sat on the stools, and when the artist finished positioning them, she began to sketch. Sitting for a sketch wasn’t like sitting for a photograph. You could move your eyes and not worry about blinking. Of course, on the downside, a photograph was over in a matter of seconds. So, they sat there, listening to the scratch of the woman’s pencils and sounds of the chattering crowds passing by the booth. 
 
    “This is so cool, Dana. Thanks for doing it,” Ellie said after they had been sitting for a while. 
 
    “My pleasure. I’ve always wanted to try it.” 
 
    “And that’s a wrap.” The woman picked up the drawing and placed it on the back of the easel for both to see. Neither one spoke as they studied the art. The likeness was uncanny, regardless that their heads were grossly out of proportion with their bodies. 
 
    “This is absolutely wonderful,” Dana said. 
 
    “For sure,” Ellie added. 
 
    “Thanks. It’s just a hobby really, but it gives me a few extra bucks while I’m at school.” She wore a slight blush as she spoke. “Umm, I heard Ellie call you Dana. You wouldn’t by chance be Dana Lawson, the author?” 
 
    “Guilty as charged.” 
 
    “Wow, I saw your poster for your book signing, but I didn’t think I would get a chance to meet you. I’m a huge fan, have all your books,” she stammered. “Umm, would it be okay if I asked you for an autograph?” She pulled a copy of What the Heart Desires from a tote bag that sat on the floor beside her. 
 
    “Thank you very much, and of course, I’d be happy to give you an autograph. I’m always glad to meet a fan.” She signed the book while April, the artist’s name as it turned out, put the drawing in a cardboard frame and then into a plastic bag. 
 
    “Thanks so much,” she said. “If you would like, you could leave the drawing here until you are ready to call it a day. No need to lug it around with you, and no worries of it getting lost or damaged. I’ll be here until the gates close tonight, so you can pick it up whenever.” 
 
    “That would be wonderful. Thank you.” Dana handed her a twenty. “Keep the change.” 
 
    “But it’s only five dollars,” April said, taken aback by the tip. 
 
    “I know. We’ll see you later tonight, April.” And with that, she and Ellie headed off to find Mac. They soon found her a couple of booths down, looking at the tee shirts and ballcaps for sale. Most of them advertised Lobster Days with pictures of lobsters or Emerald Bay on them. 
 
    “Hey, you. Picking out an addition to your wardrobe?” Dana rested a hand on Mac’s lower back and kissed her cheek. 
 
    Mac plucking a hat off the rack and placed it on Dana’s head. “There, Ellie. What do you think? Suits her, no?” 
 
    Ellie giggled. “It’s you, Dana. You rock in crustacean fashion.” 
 
    Using the small mirror affixed to a nearby rack of sunglasses, Dana smirked as she examined the oversized, red foam lobster perched on her head. “Very funny, you two.” 
 
    “Nice hat, Dana. You should wear it tomorrow.” 
 
    They turned in time to see Rhonda waving at them as she passed by. 
 
    “Not a chance,” she called back as the heat climbed up her face. 
 
    They strolled leisurely along the boardwalk, not in any hurry to be anywhere. Dana had her arm hooked in Mac’s, and she felt good. Great in fact. She couldn’t remember the last time she had felt so comfortable with someone, so wanted. She glanced at Mac and saw a happy expression on her face and wondered if she felt the same thing. 
 
    Ellie, not one for casual meandering, had struck out on her own to explore the festival grounds, leaving Dana and Mac to their own devices. Dana brought them to a stop in front of a large white tent. Inside, thirsty festival-goers occupied the many rows of folding tables and chairs, large plastic cups filled with beer in their hands. 
 
    “You’re doing?” Dana asked, pointing at the large sign near the entrance of the tent. It read: The Rusty Anchor Aweigh. 
 
    Mac shrugged. “I thought it was cute,” she said with the smile that caused Dana to tingle all over. “Care for a cold one?” 
 
    She agreed and found an empty table in a roped off section outside while Mac headed inside to get them a couple of beers. As she sat watching the people pass by, she found herself again wondering what it would be like to live here, close to Mac and Ellie. What was going to happen at the end of the summer when she returned to Halifax? Would it be the end of this relationship? It didn’t have to be; she could drive down on the weekends. But then, how long could they really keep that up? A sense of sadness crept over her, and she had to give herself a shake, pushing the negative thoughts aside. She would deal with them later. Right now, she wanted to spend every moment she could with Mac. 
 
    “One pint of ale for me lady,” Mac said setting the plastic cup down in front of Dana. 
 
    She looked up at her and as if by magic, the sadness and doubt she had felt a moment ago disappeared. She couldn’t get enough of those dazzling green eyes and that killer smile. “You are far too kind, fair barkeep.” She took the cup and held it up to her in salute. 
 
    Mac sat close, and she watched her take a swallow of beer, smiling at the foamy mustache now on her lip. She took Mac’s chin in her hand and kissed her way along her upper lip until the foam was gone. “You had a little something on your lip,” she said, sitting back in her chair. 
 
    Mac blinked at her. “Thanks.” 
 
    “My pleasure,” Dana said as she took a sip from her own cup, being careful not to let the foam touch her lip. 
 
    “Dana. I need to ask you a question.” Mac looked down at her beer, turning the cup slowly with the fingers of both hands. “You don’t have to answer if you don’t want to.” 
 
    She studied Mac for a moment. Mac looked shy, afraid of asking the question or maybe of how she might answer it. Her heart raced, and a knot formed in her stomach. She was almost afraid to hear the question. “Mac. Look at me,” she finally said. 
 
    Mac did, and Dana saw a look of shy uncertainty. “You can ask me anything. You don’t need to worry.” 
 
    Nodding, Mac took a sip of her beer. “The other night, when we had dinner with my folks, Dad called you my girlfriend.” Mac’s eyes moved, searching her face. 
 
    “Yes, I remember.” She knew where the question was going, at least she was hoping she understood. The thought excited her, and she bit her lip in anticipation. 
 
    “Well, it didn’t seem to bother you, and I’ve been thinking a lot about it…” 
 
    “And you want to know if I consider us girlfriends?” she asked quietly, but inside she was doing cartwheels while a Mariachi band played. 
 
    Mac nodded. “Yeah.” Her voice rose. “I’m sorry. I sound like a lovesick teenager.” 
 
    “I think it’s sweet, and if you want to, then I do too.” The last vestiges of the wall surrounding her heart when she first arrived in Emerald Bay turned to dust when Mac’s face lit up at her reply. Yet, in the back of her mind that other question nagged at her: what happens when summer is over? 
 
    Mac’s kiss brought her back to the present. She pressed a hand to Mac’s upper arm as they held the languid kiss for longer than maybe they should have. 
 
    “Why is it every time I turn around you two are sucking face?” 
 
    Dana snickered against Mac’s mouth. “I think we're in trouble.” She pulled away and glanced at an exasperated Ellie. She glared at them, her brow furrowed, from the other side of the roped off section. Her arm was linked with that of a pretty blonde girl. 
 
    “Sorry, Ellie.” Dana felt mildly embarrassed at the scolding. “Who’s your friend?” 
 
    Ellie’s frown quickly turned upside down. “This is my best friend, Monica. She’s been pestering me to introduce you. So, Dana. This is Monica. Monica, Dana Lawson.” 
 
    The girl turned a bright shade of pink, glanced at the ground then back up. “H-hello, Ms. Lawson. I love your books,” Monica said softly and pulled closer to Ellie as if drawing courage from her. 
 
    Dana stood and extended a hand. “Hello, Monica. It is very nice to meet you. I’m glad you enjoy my books.” 
 
    “Oh, I do, Ms. Lawson. Ellie lets me read hers when she is finished.” Excitement grew in her voice. 
 
    “She’s a good friend then. You should hang on to her,” Dana said with a grin. “I’ll be at the bookstore on Saturday signing copies of my book if you would like to get one.” 
 
    Monica’s smile faded, and she glanced down, kicking at a pebble. “I…I’d like to, Ms. Lawson, but I don’t really have the money for that.” 
 
    She hated herself for making the young girl feel bad. “Tell you what. You stop by the bookstore on Saturday anyway, and I’ll see what I can do about getting you a signed copy of one of my books. Gratis.” 
 
    “Gratis?” Monica gave her a confused look. 
 
    “It means free,” Ellie whispered to her. 
 
    Monica’s eyes widened, and her smile returned. “Really, Ms. Lawson. You would do that?” She vibrated with excitement. 
 
    Dana and Mac laughed at her enthusiasm. “Yes, I would, and please, Monica, call me Dana.” 
 
    After Monica thanked Dana for the dozenth time, she and Ellie headed off to enjoy the carnival rides with a plan to meet up with the adults at supper time. Dana had noticed the way Ellie looked at Monica during the exchange, and she wasn’t entirely sure, but she thought she saw something in Ellie’s eyes. Maybe Cait was right. When the two girls disappeared into the crowd, she turned to Mac. “How long have they known each other?” 
 
    “Since pre-school I believe. Why?” 
 
    “No reason. Just curious,” she said not wanting to get into it in case she was misreading things. Instead, she traced a lazy finger up and down the length of Mac’s forearm. “So, girlfriend.” It sounded wonderful to say that out loud. “Shall we finish these and enjoy the festival?” She held up her beer. 
 
    They spent the rest of the day wandering around the grounds, browsing the vendors’ booths, watching performances put on by Buskers, and listening to the band playing on the bandstand. The entire time Dana seldom left Mac’s side, and when she did, she was always within arm’s length. At half past five, they met up with Ellie and Monica, and Mac treated them to a feast of lobster rolls and home fries. As they ate and talked, Dana watched discreetly the subtle looks that passed between the two teens, which only strengthened her suspicions. 
 
    “Thanks so much for supper, Mac,” Monica said as she disposed of their trash. “I just love lobster.” 
 
    “You’re very welcome,” Mac said. “What are you two up to now?” 
 
    “More rides,” Ellie replied. “If you could loan me some money that is.” She smiled sweetly and batted her eyelashes. Mac frowned at her for a moment before handing her a couple of bills. 
 
    “Thanks, Mac. You’re the best.” She took the money, then turned to Monica and nodded toward the rides. Monica bobbed her head and took Ellie’s hand. Together they hurried off toward the cornucopia of flashing lights and magical sounds of the carnival. 
 
    “Wish I had some of that energy.” Dana chuckled. 
 
    “You and me both. Are you ready to brave the Ferris wheel?” Mac asked as they strolled toward the midway. 
 
    “I will go on it with you, but let’s wait until supper has settled, yes?” Dana gave her a peck on the cheek. “And thanks for that by the way.” 
 
    “Deal. And you’re welcome.” 
 
    They walked the length of the midway, stopping a couple of times to try their luck at various games of chance. At one game, where they had to race ducks by shooting targets with water guns, Mac won a stuffed toy. Naming the fuzzy blue rabbit Max, she gave it to Dana who cradled it in her arm and rocked it. 
 
    “He’s so cute, Mac. Has your eyes too.” Dana pointed at the green glass eyes of the bunny. 
 
    Mac frowned and furrowed her eyebrows at the toy. “It’s a stuffed toy. It’s not real.” 
 
    “Don’t say that about our son. You’ll hurt his feelings.” 
 
    Mac sighed in resignation and snaked an arm around her waist. “Yes, dear.” 
 
    They soon reached the Ferris wheel. Mac purchased two tickets, and they settled into their seat. Once they were secure, the ride started with a jerk and Dana grabbed the safety bar. It had been years since she had ridden, and she had forgotten what it was like and was now feeling a bit apprehensive. 
 
    “Not afraid, are you?” Mac asked 
 
    “No! Not at all. Why do you ask?” Dana shot her a look. 
 
    “I think you're strangling our child.” Mac nodded at the stuffed rabbit. 
 
    Dana glanced at her tightly curled arm where only the head of the blue bunny was visible, pinched between her bicep and forearm. She relaxed her grip and gave Mac a playful slap on the thigh. As their seat reached the apex for the third time, the Ferris wheel came to an abrupt halt. Seats swung wildly and Dana, in unison with the people seated below them, screamed in fear. 
 
    When the seats settled and the screams changed to concerned chatter, Dana peered over the side at the ground. She didn’t have a clear view of what was going on but did catch glimpses of a couple of men in coveralls moving around the ride’s machinery. 
 
    “Well, this is fun,” Mac said. 
 
    “I think it’s kind of romantic actually.” 
 
    Mac raised an eyebrow. “Romantic?” 
 
    Dana moved closer to her, resting her head on her shoulder. “Sure. We have a spectacular view, the sky is clear and full of stars, and, best of all, its just you and me. Oh, and of course, Max.” She bopped the bunny’s nose on Mac’s. 
 
    “You’re so adorable, you know that? I think I’m going to keep you around,” Mac said running her thumb over Dana’s lower lip. Dana’s heart quickened at the words, and she kissed the thumb before it retreated. 
 
    “You mean that?” She kissed her before she could answer. Mac cupped her ear, and warmth filled her chest. She parted her lips, inviting Mac’s tongue inside. The night air sparked around them, and Dana was sure the temperature had shot up by ten degrees. But all too soon, the kiss ended as a loudspeaker crackled to life somewhere below them. 
 
    “Folks, we’re terribly sorry for the inconvenience. We’ve had a minor mechanical issue with the ride and hope to have it fixed within the next ten minutes. There is no need for concern as the problem does not pose any danger to you. Again, we apologize and will have you down very soon. Thank you.” 
 
    The message earned the ground crew a chorus of boos and jeers from the stranded riders above. But Dana didn’t care. Her body was thrumming from that kiss, and she wanted more. Her lips found Mac once again and as they moved together, a distinctive ring from her phone stopped her. Damnit. 
 
    “Sorry,” she said, giving Mac a quick peck. “It’s my agent. I need to get this.” 
 
    She retrieved her phone and put it to her ear. “George! Hey! What’s up?” 
 
    “Hi, Dana,” the familiar voice said. There was a pause before he spoke again. “Where are you? What’s all that noise?” 
 
    “I am a hundred feet in the air. Stuck at the top of a broken-down Ferris wheel.” 
 
    “Oh, my god! Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, we’re all fine. They’ll have us down shortly.” 
 
    “Good to hear. Anyway, I called with some good news for you.” George sounded excited. 
 
    “Do tell!” A knot of anticipation grew in her stomach. 
 
    “You’ve been nominated for the Romantic Novel of the Year in the category of Contemporary Romantic Novel at this year’s Atlantic Canada Literary Awards!” 
 
    “Really? Wow. I don’t know what to say,” she said, smiling at Mac who looked at her questioningly. 
 
    Dana listened while George filled her in on all the details of the ceremony, which would take place in Halifax in the coming days. She said goodbye to George, then glanced down at the crowd of people milling about and spotted Ellie and Monica sitting on a nearby bench. As she watched the two teens sitting close together, Ellie took Monica’s hand in hers and shifted a bit to face her friend. Dana held her breath, and her stomach tightened wondering if what she thought was about to happen would. Oh, how she wished she could read lips. Then, as if on cue, each girl leaned in slowly until their lips met. Dana’s heart swelled with happiness for them, and she breathed a soft aww. 
 
    She sat back and stared out over the water at the pale moon. Should she tell Mac what she witnessed on the bench below? Or should she let Ellie tell her on her own terms? After all, she was sort of spying on the teen. Maybe she should keep it to herself for now. Yeah, that would be best. 
 
    “Dana? Is everything okay?” 
 
    A warm hand touched her arm and brought her back to the here and now. “Huh? Oh, yes. Fine.” Dana giggled. “Just lost in thought.” She went on to explain the award ceremony and her nomination. The whole time though, knowing of Ellie and Monica’s kiss and not telling Mac nagged at her. 
 
    “That’s wonderful; congrats. I hope you win.” Mac sounded as excited as she felt about it. 
 
    “Thanks, I appreciate that. I would love it if you and Ellie could come with me. Be my plus two?” She took Mac’s hand and kissed her knuckles. 
 
    “I would be happy to, and I bet Ellie will be too. But we will need to find a sitter for Max.” She bounced the bunny on her knee. 
 
    Dana laughed and took a quick glance back down at Ellie and Monica who were standing now but still holding hands. The girls were looking up and spotted her as she peered over the side, and they waved wildly at her. About to return the wave, the Ferris wheel lurched, and a thunderous cheer went up from the stranded riders. 
 
    Safely back on terra firma, Dana and Mac met up with the girls, and they found a spot on a grassy hill looking over the water where the fireworks would soon start. Dana snuggled close to Mac for added warmth against the cool night air, wishing she had brought a sweater. 
 
    “Cold?” Mac put an arm around her and rubbed her upper arm. “The fireworks will start any minute now, then we can get out of here.” 
 
    “I’m fine. You’re all I need to keep me warm.” It was true; Mac made her feel warm and safe. She loved being around her; she loved everything about her really, and the way she made her body feel when she was near. Well, she loved that too. Whoa! Did she just use the word love? She gave herself a shake as Mac gasped. 
 
    “What?” Dana sat up straight and glanced around for something amiss. Not immediately seeing anything, she looked to Mac and followed her gaze to a spot several meters away where two young girls sat side-by-side on the grass. They had their arms around each other’s waist and were sharing little kisses. Dana sighed as she watched Ellie and Monica, lost in a world of their own. She also felt a weight lifted from her shoulders now that Mac knew, and she no longer had to feel guilty for keeping what she had seen from her. 
 
    “Holly crap!” Mac finally managed to whisper. 
 
    Dana chuckled. “I think they make a cute couple.” 
 
    Mac’s brow furrowed, and her eyes flashed. “She’s only 14. Well, 15 in a month. But still,” She protested and looked back to where the girls sat, now looking toward the harbor where the fireworks would soon come to life. 
 
    “Relax, Mac; it's just a crush,” she said and kissed her cheek. “I doubt they are making plans to elope.” 
 
    “You’re probably right.” Then she gave a snort. “Huh! I guess mom was right too!” 
 
    “Of course, we’re right. We’re both very intelligent women.” She poked Mac’s arm. 
 
    “And I’m not?” 
 
    “You are a super sexy redhead who is a terrific bartender and is doing a magnificent job of raising her adorable and talented niece.” Dana mimicked Ellie and placed many little kisses on Mac’s lips. 
 
    Mac took her face in her hands and nipped at her lower lip. “You’re avoiding the question, young lady.” 
 
    But before Dana could respond, a brilliant flash lit up the sky and a tremendous bang reverberated over the landscape as the first firework of the night exploded above a cheering crowd, sending streams of multi-colored lights drifting earthward. 
 
    They sat, snuggled together, and watched as the little rockets took flight, many shooting straight up in silence before exploding into a brilliant star of light while others whirled in a spiral, screaming as they climbed skyward only to shatter and rain down in a million sparkling bits. Reds, yellows, blues, and greens reflected on the waters of Emerald Bay much to the delight of the couples and families that sat around the large viewing area. 
 
    As the spectacle reached its climax, the air filled with a cacophony of sounds and a multitude of shapes and colors. Dana saw the clouds of smoke drifting away with each flash of light, and a faint smell of sulfur filled her nose. When the last explosion faded away, she turned to Mac and captured her mouth with her own. She held the kiss, enjoying the warmth of it and the feel of Mac’s hands on her back. After a moment, she pulled back and gazed into the green eyes that sparkled from the lights of the nearby bandstand. 
 
    “Thanks for today. It was truly wonderful.” 
 
    Mac smiled and dipped in for another kiss. “My pleasure,” she said and pushed an errant hair behind Dana’s ear. “How about we round up the girls, then back to my place for a nightcap?” 
 
    “Umm. Sounds wonderful,” Dana purred. 
 
    They quickly located Ellie and Monica and made their way to the Jeep. After a short drive, they stopped in front of a single level rancher not too far from the fairgrounds. The property was neat and clean but in need of updating and repairs. Dana guessed Monica’s family probably didn’t have much. Ellie walked Monica to the door and after a couple of minutes, kissed her goodnight. The two adults giggled softly, pretending they saw nothing when she returned. The drive back to Mac’s was quiet, and when they arrived, Ellie said her goodnights and went to bed. 
 
    Dana plopped down on the sofa after kicking off her sneakers and rubbed her tired feet. Mac was soon beside her, handing her a glass of wine. “Mmm, thanks.” She took a big sip. Then, to Mac’s utter amazement, she downed the rest of it. Taking Mac’s glass from her, she set it on the coffee table. Dana shifted her position and straddled Mac’s thighs. 
 
    “I didn’t come here for a nightcap,” Dana said, her voice husky. Being so close to Mac all day had her in a state. The touches and the kisses had her body thrumming, and now that they were finally alone, she couldn’t wait anymore. She wanted her. Now! 
 
    “No?” Mac said, her hands finding Dana’s hips and moving under her shirt. 
 
    Fire shot through her, and the delicious heat in her belly moved downwards. “No. You started something in my bathroom earlier. Now I need you to finish it.” Her mouth found Mac’s and there was an urgency in their kiss. God how she loved the feel of her mouth, her lips, her tongue. She explored and savored every inch, every moment, not wanting to stop until she felt Mac pulling her shirt up her torso. She sat back, raising her arms. 
 
    “This has to go,” Mac said in a hot, raspy voice as she rid her of the shirt and tossed it to the floor. Mac leaned forward and pressed her face into Dana’s cleavage, kissing the exposed creamy smooth skin. Dana murmured, and tangling her fingers in the long red hair and pulled her in. Without taking her mouth away, Mac undid the lacy blue bra and pushed the straps from Dana’s shoulders, letting the garment fall away. 
 
    Mac sat back and took in Dana’s exposed breasts, then she cupped them and looked up at her. “You’re beautiful,” she whispered. Mac squeezed her breasts gently and traced circles over her nipples with her thumbs. They were sensitive and little needles of pleasure pulsed through her, heightening the desire she already felt. 
 
    “Oh, god, Mac,” she croaked, her mouth dry. 
 
    “You like that?” Mac asked. “Then how about this?” She leaned in and took a pointed nipple into her mouth, chasing it with her tongue. She focused her attention on one, then switched to the other only to come back to the first one. 
 
    Dana’s body quivered, and she rolled her hips against Mac, desperately looking for something to quell the ache she felt. Sensing Dana’s need, Mac pulled at the button of her Capris. “Stand,” she commanded. “These need to go too.” She obeyed without question, and soon the pants lay in a pool at her feet. She stepped out of them, and Mac quickly had her kneeling again. Their mouths met in a hungry kiss as Mac's hand slipped into Dana’s underwear. 
 
    “You’re soaked,” Mac whispered against her mouth. 
 
    Dana groaned. “You did that to me,” she said and rocked her hips in rhythm with soft caresses. Their pace increased, and Dana had to grip Mac’s shoulders for support, the pressure building, bringing her ever closer. Mac’s thumb found the spot where she needed it most. She rubbed small circles and then withdrew, and Dana whimpered at the loss of contact. 
 
    “Mac.” It was a plea. Mac answered by sliding inside her. Dana bucked and cried out as Mac withdrew. She slid in again and pulled back. Dana was going wild, and she buried her face in Mac’s neck, her body burning with need. “God, Mac, please. Make me come.” 
 
    Mac took mercy. Her thumb quickly found the spot, and with only a few light circles of pressure, Dana fell over the precipice into sweet oblivion. Holding Mac tight, she rode out the series of intense aftershocks that hit her. 
 
    As Dana recovered, Mac stroked her gently, slowly bringing her down. She didn’t move from where she was, choosing instead to kiss Mac’s neck and enjoy the pleasant sensations of her touch. 
 
    After a few moments, Dana straightened. “We should go to your bedroom. Max is watching us.” She nodded toward the fuzzy blue bunny that sat on the coffee table where she had put it earlier. 
 
    Mac stood and took the hand she offered. Safely in Mac’s room and with only the glow of a bedside light to see by, Dana stood in front of Mac. She wanted this woman, craved her. She wanted to undress her as if she was opening a special gift. When Mac reached for the buttons of her shirt, Dana took her hands and placed them at her sides. “No,” she whispered. “Let me.” Mac nodded and stood still, her own eyes hooded with desire. Her hands trembled with nervous excitement, and she worked each button until Mac’s shirt hung open. Catching Mac’s eyes, she grinned, then pushed her hands under the shirt and eased it over her shoulders, letting it fall to the floor. 
 
    She gave Mac a soft kiss on her lips before moving to her neck and tracing her tongue along its length. She kissed her shoulder and to the tops of her magnificent breasts. Pulling away for just a moment, she admired Mac’s beauty. “Damn,” she murmured. Not wanting to wait any longer to have her naked, Dana dropped to her knees. She freed the button on Mac’s jeans and lowered the zipper. Tugging them over her hips, she let gravity do the rest before helping Mac step out of them. 
 
    Dana placed both hands on Mac’s flat, tight abdomen and caressed the skin before moving them to her hips. She placed a kissed just above the waistband of her panties and sucked on the flesh as her thumbs pushed the panties down. Mac quivered beneath her mouth. The heat of her skin radiated, and the scent of her arousal filled her nostrils. She gently pushed Mac’s thighs apart and swiped once with her tongue, right where she knew Mac would be most sensitive. She wasn’t disappointed with Mac’s response. A loud gasp and a hand to the back of her head told her she had done well. 
 
    She stood and made short work of Mac’s bra before guiding her to the bed and easing her down. Moving beside her, she captured her mouth with her own as she gently massaged a breast. There was hunger in their kiss and their mouths mashed together and tongues danced. Dana broke the kiss and moved her mouth to an erect nipple, sucking it into her mouth and dragging her teeth not so gently across it. Mac arched up and groaned, but Dana wasn’t finished, not yet. She moved to the other breast and repeated the action for only a moment. 
 
    “I need to taste you,” she whispered before kissing her way downward. 
 
    Dana found the spot she had been before and set to her task. She adjusted her position to match what Mac’s body was telling her she needed. Dana reveled in the sounds coming from above, and she had to steal a peek as she worked to pleasure her. With her eyes closed tight and her mouth opened, Mac’s head thrashed on the pillow. Dana took her entirely into her mouth and slid a finger deep inside. It was all Mac needed to send her skyrocketing into orgasmic bliss. She pushed her hips off the bed and cried out Dana’s name. 
 
    She held onto Mac and eased her down gently. After a time, Dana crawled up beside her and watched her for a moment. Her eyes remained closed, and Dana followed her chest with each rise and fall, the thin film of sweat shimmering in the lamplight. Finally, Mac’s eyes fluttered open, and she turned to look at her, giving her that killer smile. 
 
    “You like?” Dana asked, kissing her softly. 
 
    “Un-huh.” Mac purred. “The undressing thing you did to me was almost my undoing.” 
 
    She chuckled and snuggle in. “Yeah? It was kind of a spur of the moment thing.” 
 
    “Lucky me.” Mac wrapped an arm around her and pulled her close. 
 
    “I’m the lucky one. That, what you did to me in the living room. Wow!” 
 
    “I rather enjoyed doing that to you. I’ll have to do it more often.” 
 
    Dana moaned at the thought. “You won’t hear me complain.” 
 
    “I didn’t think so.” Mac kissed her forehead. 
 
    They lay in each other’s arms, Dana’s head on her shoulder, until they both drifted off into a blissful sleep.

  

 
   
    
    Chapter Eleven 
 
    Rhonda hadn’t lied when she said foot traffic picked up during Lobster Days Festival. Today, the busy sidewalks of Main Street, Emerald Bay, were reminiscent of downtown Halifax during a warm summer’s night. The street itself was something to see on its own. Vibrant banners celebrating the festival flew from lamp posts designed in a classic style. Ornate stone planters, which overflowed with colorful flowers, dotted the cement sidewalks, their light gray in contrast to the red brick inlay that ran along their edge. 
 
    Every shop had its front door propped open, and placards sat outside with advertisements for specials to lure customers in. From what Dana could tell from her vantage point inside Between the Covers, the signs were working. She wondered how busy The Rusty Anchor was. A quick check of her phone told her it was nearly twelve-thirty, and hungry tourists probably filled every table there. Mac would be behind the bar with Ricky for the rest of the afternoon. Mac had told her that morning as they lay in bed that the tavern would be non-stop for the rest of the weekend. 
 
    The sensation of something warm and wet caressing her ear had drawn Dana from her dreamless sleep. She had opened her eyes only to close them quickly when the bright light of the morning sun greeted her. Turning her head, she tried her eyes again. Better, much, much better. This time it was brilliant green eyes and a sexy grin that met her. 
 
    “Good morning, beautiful,” Mac said softly. “Sleep well?” 
 
    “Un-huh.” She yawned as she stretched. “Like a baby, and a good morning to you too.” 
 
    Mac moved closer and brushed her lips against Dana’s. It wasn’t really a kiss but rather a hint of something to come. Whatever it was, it caused her breath to hitch and sent a tingle through her body, a trace of anticipation exciting her. Their lips pushed together in a languid kiss. Mac’s hand moved under the sheets and rested on her belly. Dana moaned, the anticipation building. Her hand moved downward, and Dana spread her legs, giving her unfettered access. 
 
    Skilled fingers caressed sensitive flesh, and soon Mac brought her to the edge only to bring her back, then to the edge again before finally pushing her over. Dana shuddered, and held Mac tight, never breaking the kiss until the last of it faded away. 
 
    She pulled back and studied Mac for a moment. Those eyes she couldn’t get enough of, her red hair, now loose and hanging. “Wow!” 
 
    “Wow?” Mac grinned. 
 
    “Yeah, wow!” Dana said and tapped her nose with a finger. “You made me come so easily. Not that I’m complaining or anything. It’s a wonderful way to start a morning.” Dana leaned over and kissed her. 
 
    “Yes, it is, and speaking of starting my morning, I need to do that right now.” Mac gave her a kiss on the nose before moving to get up. 
 
    “But, I want to pleasure you too.” Dana whined and stuck out her bottom lip in a pout. 
 
    Mac chuckled. “I would love nothing more, but I do need to get to work. It will be a madhouse today. Rain check on the whole pleasuring me thing? Maybe tonight? Ellie will be away for the weekend for her grandfather Stanley’s party.” 
 
    “Okay.” She sighed in resignation. 
 
    “Great. I’m going to take a quick shower and then make us breakfast.” Mac padded over to the robe that hung on the bedroom door. 
 
    Dana followed her with her eyes, drinking in her sexy body. “Nice ass. Can I join you in the shower? You know, in an effort to save water and stuff.” 
 
    “Not a chance, girlfriend. You in the shower with me would not save water as neither one of us would be washing, and you know it.” Mac waved a finger at her before she slipped her robe on. “And I am delighted you are enjoying my ass.” 
 
    Dana flopped back on the bed and pulled the covers up. “Fine. You’re no fun when you’re in bartender mode.” 
 
    Without warning, Mac turned, moved quickly to the bed, and pinned her arms above her head. 
 
    “Ahh! What are you doing, crazy lady?” She protested with a laugh, struggling, if only for show against Mac’s grip. 
 
    “This bartender can be plenty of fun, Missy Jane.” Mac peppered her face with soft kisses before finally capturing her mouth. The kiss was slow and sensual, growing in intensity as the seconds passed. Their tongues soon clashed, and Dana felt her body awaken once again. She pushed her hips against Mac. Her hands were now free, as Mac sat up. 
 
    “You’re not stopping?” Dana asked with ragged breath. 
 
    Mac smirked. “Sorry, babe, duty calls.” She crawled off Dana, fixed her robe and headed for the door. “I’ll make it up to you tonight. I promise.” 
 
    “Mean bartender!” Dana teased and tossed her pillow at her. 
 
    When Dana entered the kitchen after showering and dressing, Ellie was already there chatting with Mac. The three of them enjoyed a hearty breakfast before they headed off to face their respective days. Dana had stopped off at her beach house for a quick change of clothes and a bit of grooming before making her way to Between the Covers. 
 
    Dana turned from the window and her view of Main Street to find Rhonda standing by the small table and comfy chair that had been set up for her near the front of the store. A couple stacks of her latest novel rested on the table, ones she would autograph for customers who wished to donate to the library fund. There was also a promotional poster for the book signing fastened to the front of the table. Rhonda had placed a large pail at the end of the table and was writing something on a piece of paper when Dana approached. 
 
    “What’s this about?” Dana asked pointing to the pail. 
 
    “I had an idea,” Rhonda stated and continued writing. 
 
    “Um, okay. Care to share?” 
 
    “Right, sorry. There may be folks who already have a copy of What the Heart Desires but would still like an autograph. So, I was thinking. What if we offered autographs on copies of your books that people already owned in exchange for a free-will offering to the library fund, and not just your latest book but any of your books? What do you think?” She bubbled over with enthusiasm. 
 
    Rhonda’s excitement was contagious, and Dana found herself caught up in it too. “Wonderful idea, Rhonda. How are you going to let folks know?” 
 
    “Well, the girls are making up a sign for the front window, and I called the radio station. They were willing to amend the ads for today.” 
 
    “Awesome.” Dana rounded the table and settled into her chair. “You may need to order more pens.” 
 
    “Not to worry. I have lots of pens,” Rhonda said, beaming that ever-present smile. 
 
    At one o’clock, the advertised start time of her book signing, Dana wasn’t at all surprised to see Ellie and Monica enter the store. They hesitated by the door, and Monica whispered something in Ellie’s ear, all the while glancing in Dana’s direction. Ellie took a step back, pointed at Dana and then gave Monica a gentle push in her direction. 
 
    “Hi, Miss Law…I mean, Dana.” Monica’s voice trembled as she spoke, and a light blush touched her cheeks. 
 
    “Hello, Monica.” She glanced at Ellie who gave her a small wave. 
 
    “I…I was hoping I could still get an autographed copy of your book.” Her voice was soft, and she looked at her shoes more than she did Dana. “If…if that’s okay?” 
 
    “Of course. I promised you a book, and you shall have one. Would you prefer hardcover or paperback?” 
 
    “Oh! Hardcover. Please,” Monica said. 
 
    “Coming right up,” she said, taking a copy from the stack and writing a short message on the inside; after she signed it, she handed it to the teen. “Take this over to Rhonda at the cash and tell her I said it was on the house. Okay?” 
 
    Accepting the book, Monica stood taller, and her smile grew until it touched her eyes, which now sparkled with joy. “I will, and thank you so much, Dana.” She hesitated for a moment as she studied the book in her hands. She bit her lip and met Dana’s eyes. “Wo-would it be okay if I gave you a hug?” 
 
    For being so shy, that took a lot of guts. Dana stood, came around the table and held out her arms. Monica moved into her and squeezed her tight, and Dana returned the hug. They pulled apart, and Monica held the book to her heart. “Thank you again. I’ll treasure it always.” 
 
    She smiled as she watched Monica rush to Ellie’s side and bounce with excitement as she showed her the autographed page. It moved her that this girl could be so grateful for such a simple gift. As Monica took her treasure to the cash, Ellie joined Dana at the table. 
 
    “Hey there, Ellie.” 
 
    “Hi, Dana. Thanks for doing that for Monica. I think you made her week.” Ellie glanced at her friend. Dana saw something then, in Ellie’s expression, and she knew exactly what she was feeling. Because she felt it too when she looked at Mac. 
 
    “You intentionally made her come over by herself to ask me about the book. Didn’t you?” 
 
    Ellie nodded. “Yeah. She is so shy sometimes, it's painful to watch. So, I try to encourage her when I can to interact with others on her own.” 
 
    “You’re a good friend, Ellie. I can tell you care about her.” 
 
    “I do.” Ellie gazed in Monica’s direction. “Very much. She’s important to me. Ya know?” 
 
    Dana’s heart swelled at the declaration. “I’m happy for you, Ellie. I know what it’s like to care for someone special.” 
 
    “As in Mac?” 
 
    “Of course.” She winked at her as Monica joined them, brushing her shoulder against Ellie’s 
 
    “Hi,” she whispered softly. 
 
    Ellie gave Monica a smile, then turned back to Dana. “Well, we need to bolt. We’re off to my Grandpa Stanley’s birthday party.” The teens turned and headed for the exit. 
 
    “You two have fun,” Dana called after them. The girls paused at the door, waved one more goodbye, then joined the crowd on the sidewalk. 
 
    The girls weren’t gone long before there was a noticeable increase in the number of people entering the bookstore. Most of them were there for her newest book and an autograph. Still, others had brought copies of her older stories to have signed. She made a point to talk with each person for a few moments and thanked them for their interest in her books. A few people stood back and watched, taking a photo or two with their phones and talking excitedly to each other. 
 
    Before she knew it, her allotted time had flown by. It was late afternoon, and the growl from her belly confirmed it. She signed the book in front of her and handed it to the older woman who Rhonda had introduced her to a few moments earlier. She smiled to herself as Mrs. Gallant, wife of the local Baptist minister, took the book. Was that a twinkle in her eye? 
 
    “Hope you enjoy the book, Mrs. Gallant.” 
 
    “Heavens no, dear. It’s not for me. This is a gift for my niece,” she replied somewhat louder than needed. “She’s a fan of yours and couldn’t make it here today.” Mrs. Gallant glanced around, looking to see who might be listening in. Leaning a little closer, she whispered, “I’ll enjoy it too.” She winked and headed for the cash. 
 
    Dana chuckled and packed up the remaining books on the table. They had received a lot of donations this afternoon if the ache in her wrist was any indication. She had enjoyed helping with the town library fundraiser and meeting all the people. But what she really wanted to do now was get out of the skirt and heels and into a pair of shorts and a tee shirt. Next on the agenda would be food, preferable with Mac, who wasn’t working tonight and had the loft to herself. Maybe she would go to Mac’s and let her cook supper after they had undressed each other. Yeah, that sounded like the perfect plan. 
 
    She snatched up her phone to let Mac know of her brilliant idea when an all too familiar voice stopped her and sent chills through her. 
 
    “Hello, Dana. Fancy meeting you here.” 
 
    She set her phone down and turned to face the woman who she hadn’t spoken to in over a year. “Gail. What a surprise.” Her gaze quickly travelled the length of Gail’s body. She had done it before she realized it and hated herself for it. Gail was a beautiful woman, always had been. Her chestnut brown hair hung at her jawline and had a slight inward curl. The flawless olive complexion of her face framed captivating brown eyes. She was wearing cool, comfortable clothes today that did nothing to hide the fit slender physique that was underneath. There was a time when the sight of Gail entering the room filled her with wonderful warm feelings that easily triggered her libido, and for only a second, she felt that twinge again. 
 
    It didn’t last, that traitorous feeling, as Dana quashed it immediately. She turned her attention to the other brunette who stood at Gail’s side, their arms linked together. Clair looked at her, beaming slyly. Dana acknowledged her with a slight nod and turned back to Gail. 
 
    “What brings you to Emerald Bay?” Dana asked, wishing the uneasy knot in her stomach would go away. 
 
    “We came to check out the festival. Clair comes every year and thought I would enjoy it.” She kissed Clair on the cheek. “Isn’t that right, honey?” 
 
    “Yes, I did. Seeing how no one else ever brought her here.” The sarcasm was palpable. 
 
    Dana raised an eyebrow at Gail, choosing to ignore the not so subtle jab. Gail gave her a meek smile and shrugged. 
 
    “On a happier note,” Gail said, moving the conversation in a different direction, “we’re getting married next month.” 
 
    That came out of nowhere and slammed Dana straight in the gut. Suddenly feelings she thought she had put behind her surged to the surface. The knot in her stomach gave way to nausea, and she tasted the bile at the back of her throat. Right then, at that moment, it was sixteen months ago, and Gail was telling her she was leaving her for Clair. The pain, sorrow, and guilt she had felt then, washed over her again. 
 
    Dana had come to realize she was the reason they broke up, and that hadn’t helped lessen her pain or the guilt she felt for not being the partner Gail deserved. It had been then she swore off the idea of any future relationships. But here she was, in the middle of a new relationship, and it was waiting for her to screw it up too. 
 
    Maybe Gail’s unexpected arrival was a good thing, a wake-up call. It wasn’t too late, was it? God, she didn’t want to hurt Mac; it was the last thing she wanted to do. Would ending things now be any less painful than waiting weeks or months? Maybe it would, maybe it wouldn’t. 
 
    “Wow,” Dana managed. “I’m happy for you, Gail. Truly.” It wasn’t a lie. 
 
    “Thanks, Dana. We sent you an invite but haven’t received your RSVP.” 
 
    “Oh?” That was shocking news, to say the least. “I’ve been staying at Jenny’s beach house for the last few weeks. My mailbox is probably overflowing back home.” 
 
    “I see. Well, we hope to see you there.” Gail smiled at her sincerely, but it didn’t look to Dana that Clair was overly thrilled with the idea. She could only imagine the heated discussion they must have had over adding her name to the guest list. 
 
    “Thank you. I’ll try, but I cannot make any promises.” 
 
    “Yes, of course, with your writing and all…” Gail’s words hit home, and they stung. “Anyway, we must be off. It was nice seeing you again. If we don’t see you at the wedding, then do take care.” She glanced at the stack of books on the table, then back to Dana and gave her a strange little smile. Dana wondered if it was pity she saw in her expression. 
 
    The women walked away and exited the store, and she stood there for several long moments staring out the window, mulling over the encounter. She hadn’t been prepared for the chance run-in with Gail or the torrent of memories and emotions it brought. It scared her so much she gave serious consideration to ending things with Mac. She didn’t want that, not really. She needed to see Mac, hold her, let her exorcise the ghosts of doubt that haunted her. 
 
    *** 
 
    Had there been a revolving door at the entrance to The Rusty Anchor, it wouldn’t have stopped turning today. Saturday of the Festival weekend had always been a busy day for Mac, Ricky, and the rest of the staff, and today was no exception. It was especially hectic for the kitchen and wait staff as tourists flocked here by the busload for their signature lobster dishes. 
 
    It was late afternoon when Mac set a tray of freshly-cleaned glasses on the low counter behind the bar. She scanned the room and gave a silent cheer as she took in the tables and booths filled with happy customers who enjoyed an early supper. 
 
    “I think it’s busier than it was during last year’s festival,” Sara said. “Could you pull me a draft, please?” She took two bottles of Keith’s IPA from the fridge and placed them on her serving tray. 
 
    Mac handed the twenty-something hostess two clean glasses and a sympathetic smile. “I think you’re right, Sara.” She filled a glass from the beer tap and placed it on her tray. “I appreciate all your hard work today; thanks.” 
 
    Sara beamed, her day brightened, and headed off to her waiting customers. 
 
    “Ricky, I’m taking ten. You have the bridge,” she said, patting his shoulder as she passed. After a trip to the ladies’ room, she went to her office and plopped down into her chair, taking pleasure in the momentary relief from being on her feet for the last several hours. She made a mental note to pick up a pair of new shoes for work. These ones didn’t cut it anymore. 
 
    She gave her computer a quick check for urgent emails, then her phone for any missed calls or texts. Dana had sent one at noon, and she eagerly opened it. 
 
    Miss you. Hope you have a great day. See you this evening? 
 
    She didn’t get to respond because Ricky chose that moment to appear at her doorway. “Mac, you have a visitor.” 
 
    She looked up as Ricky stepped aside to reveal the striking woman with short blonde hair and blue highlights that stood behind him. Mac smiled instantly in recognition. 
 
    “Jenny!” She rushed from behind the desk. As she approached the woman, she held open her arms for an embrace. Jenny stepped into her, placed her hands on the sides of her face and kissed her. Hard. Instinctively, her hands went to Jenny’s back and for the briefest of moments, she allowed herself to enjoy the familiarity of this woman’s mouth on hers. 
 
    Alarm bells sounded in her head, and she quickly pulled away, but it was too late. From the corner of her eye, she caught sight of a fleeing form. Turning her head for a better look, her heart stopped. “Oh, god, no!” she croaked as she watched Dana rush out the back door. She froze with panic, staring at the door as it closed slowly. 
 
    “Mac. What’s wrong?” Jenny asked when Mac pushed passed her and raced after Dana. 
 
    “Dana! Wait!” Mac yelled as she burst through the door. It was too late, and all she could do was stand there feeling sick as she watched the BMW kick up clouds of dust and send gravel flying as it tore out of the parking lot. 
 
    She sat heavy on the step and covered her face with her hands. “Shit! Shit! Shit!” She could only imagine what Dana must have thought when she saw Jenny kissing her, and she really couldn’t blame her for it either. But it had caught her entirely off guard. She wouldn’t have allowed it to happen had she known. Then again, she should have known better. Her hellos with Jenny were always steamy if no one was around to see them. 
 
    She raised her head at the sound of the door opening behind her. Jenny stepped outside and sat on the step beside her. 
 
    “Mac, what’s going on? What happened?” 
 
    She looked at Jenny, her brow furrowed. She was angry, more at the timing of Jenny’s unannounced arrival than at Jenny. If Dana hadn’t come into her life, then that kiss would have led to the door closing and a hot make-out session, followed by great sex later in the night. She knew it, and so did Jenny. “It seems Dana got a little upset seeing you kiss me,” she said flatly. 
 
    Jenny straightened. “Please tell me it wasn’t my Dana.” Mac nodded, and she groaned. “You two are…I mean how long? Wow.” An awkward silence ensued. 
 
    “Since the night she arrived in town I guess. She came into the Anchor and twisted her ankle. I helped her out,” Mac said. “I thought she would have told you about us, being your best friend and all.” 
 
    “I’ve been in Europe working. We haven’t spoken since I left, which was a couple of days before she came here,” Jenny explained. “So, you two are what? Girlfriends?” 
 
    “Yeah. Well, we were up to now.” Mac felt like throwing up. She had to explain this to Dana. Tell her it had been a mistake. She stood and turned for the door. “I need to call her. Tell her I’m sorry.” 
 
    Jenny was on her feet in a flash and grabbed her wrist. “Mac, please wait.” 
 
    She stopped, looked at the hand on her wrist and back up to Jenny as she pulled free. Heat rose in her face. “No, I can’t wait. I need to set things straight.” 
 
    “Mac, please. This is my fault, and I feel horrible for it. Let me talk to her first.” 
 
    She studied Jenny’s face; her eyes were wet, and she bit her lip. She sighed. Maybe it would be easier if Jenny spoke to her first. She nodded slowly. “Okay, you talk to her. It’ll give me time to figure out how I’m going to make this up to her.” 
 
    Jenny nodded. “Mac, I’m really sorry this happened. Had I known…” 
 
    “I know. I don’t blame you.” She opened the door. “Just go talk to her and tell her I’ll be here if she still wants me.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Dana sat on her bed and stared at the coffee cup in her hand. The image of Mac kissing that blonde played over and over in her mind. She never thought Mac would do something like that. Not to her. But then again, how well did she know her? They’d only been together half a dozen weeks. Maybe the visit from Gail had been an omen, a sign she was making the same mistakes again. 
 
    She shook her head and wiped her tear-filled eyes. No, she didn’t want to believe that. But there it had been, right in front of her. Mac was kissing another woman, precisely like Gail had been kissing Clair while they were still together. The ache in her chest felt like something had been torn from her. She had experienced that when Gail left too, and it surprised her. She had been with Gail six years, but she had only been with Mac six weeks. Still, the hurt was as intense. 
 
    The question now was, what was she going to do about it? Sit around the beach house for the rest of the summer and mope or go back to her apartment in the city and mope. She could try and lose herself in finishing her new novel, but no, that didn’t hold any appeal at the moment. As she sat there and contemplated her next move, she heard the screen door squeak open. She stopped breathing for a second, her pulse quickened, and her stomach twisted. Mac? Had she come to apologize, to try and explain it away. How could she? She was kissing another woman, and she had seen her. There was no explaining it away. 
 
    “Dana? Sweetie? Are you here?” 
 
    Confusion washed over her. That wasn’t Mac’s voice. But she knew whose it was, and it wasn’t possible. 
 
    “Dana, it’s Jen. Where are you?” 
 
    Dana’s lips moved into a smile. Of all the people she wanted to see right now, Jenny was at the top of the list. She leaped from her spot on the bed, placed her cup on the dresser, and rushed out of the room and down the hall, stopping dead in her tracks in front of her friend. She stared at Jenny, not believing her eyes. Her hair, her beautiful long flowing blonde hair was gone. Instead, she wore it short, above the ears short and streaked with blue highlights, something new for Jenny. Feeling the stare, Jenny brought a hand to her hair and smoothed it. 
 
    Dana opened her mouth to speak when an image came to her: the woman in Mac’s office. She had short blonde hair with blue streaks. She held a finger up and made a slow circular motion. “Turn around.” 
 
    “What?” Jenny asked, not understanding. 
 
    “Turn around, Jenny,” she repeated firmly. 
 
    As she turned, Dana studied the back of her head, realizing immediately who she had seen with Mac. “It was you!” She spoke softly, trying to understand what the hell was happening. None of this was making any sense. “Why are you here? Why aren’t you in Europe?” 
 
    Jenny turned to face her. “We finished up earlier than expected and that thing in Vancouver was handed off to another team. So, I wanted to stop by and see how you were doing and catch up.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said with reserve. “I can accept that, I guess.” The sounds of the ocean and a dog barking in the distance were the only noises that permeated the beach house for several long moments. She stared at her friend and studied her face, immediately seeing the guilt in her eyes. Damn right she should feel guilty. You don’t go around kissing your best friend’s girl. Also, what the hell was with that hair? She looked like a bloody circus clown. A thousand thoughts were banging around inside her head, threating to give her a migraine and she wanted to scream. 
 
    The night Gail had walked out on her, there had been a bottle of Chablis in the fridge, and she had found it helped deaden the pain. There was a bottle in her fridge right now, and it beckoned her. She pinched the bridge of her nose and shook her head before looking back at Jenny. “Don’t move.” She stomped off to the kitchen and retrieved the wine from the fridge. She paused long enough to twist off the cap and pull a long swallow before heading to living room. The woman who professed to being her best friend, the one she was about to grill, still stood rooted to the spot where Dana had left her. Only her head moved as she followed her movements with her eyes. Dana glared at her as she passed, images of the blonde with her tongue half way down Mac’s throat only minutes before played in her mind. 
 
    “Sit.” She pointed to the sofa, not caring about the tone in her voice. She should sit too. She wanted to but wasn’t sure she could trust herself not to slap Jenny’s face. The pain and anger she felt clawed at her. The fear of losing Mac tore at her heart. She turned toward the window and took another large drink. With her belly empty, it went straight to her head. She had planned on having Mac make her supper, but that idea went to hell when she caught her lip locked with the bitch that sat her sofa. Another tilt of the bottle and she felt a pleasant buzz, and the room teetered. She frowned. No, she was pissed off, and she didn’t want to feel pleasant. 
 
    “Dana? Please come sit with me.” Jenny patted the sofa. “Let’s talk this out. This is a huge—” 
 
    “Don’t!” She held up a hand traffic-cop style, her back still to Jenny. “Just…don’t!” Her tone of voice would have been alien to Jenny as she had never spoken to her like that in all the years they had know each other, and for a moment her stomach stirred with guilt. She took one more mouthful of wine while she watched the reflection of Jenny picking at her fingernails in the window. Going over what she wanted to say in her head, she walked over to a small table by the fireplace and ran her finger over a figurine of two young girls playing in a puddle, a gift from her to Jenny when she bought the beach house. Finally settling on a few words, she turned to face her. 
 
    “Why were you trying to suck the tonsils from my girlfriend’s throat?” 
 
    “I’m sorry this happened. It wasn’t what it looked like.” 
 
    “So, your mouth wasn’t lip locked with hers?” She took another drink. 
 
    Jenny dropped her head. “It was,” she said quietly, “but…” She looked up. “I didn’t know you and Mac knew each other, let alone that you were a couple. And I kissed Mac; she didn’t kiss me. In fact, she pushed me away almost immediately.” 
 
    “Almost immediately?” Dana lowered her brow. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You said almost immediately.” 
 
    “Yes. Because I caught her off guard. It took her a second to realize what was going on and respond. Unfortunately, that was the second you witnessed.” Regret filled her voice. 
 
    Dana took another long drink of wine to let this new information sink in. When the bottle left her mouth, she swayed a bit. Feeling enough buzz, she set the bottle on the coffee table. “So, you're telling me Mac is innocent in all this and that you’re a lecherous homewrecker.” She crossed her arms and frowned. 
 
    “Essentially, yes. But I think lecherous homewrecker is a bit harsh.” Jenny conceded and tried to make light of it with a smile. “We’re okay then? You and me?” She stood and opened her arms. 
 
    “Not so fast, sister. You’re not off the hook yet. You still haven’t explained why you were kissing her to begin with.” 
 
    Jenny grimaced and sunk back onto the sofa. “I’m not sure how to explain it.” 
 
    “How about you just come out and say it.” 
 
    “Well, okay. We are–we were friends with um benefits,” she said meekly, glancing away then back. 
 
    Dana blinked. It would certainly explain how Mac knew who Jenny was on the day they met. “You and Mac? Have been…?” 
 
    Jenny nodded. 
 
    “For how long? And why haven’t you ever told me?” She was unsure if she should be mad or amazed by the coincidence. She was undoubtedly annoyed Jenny had kept this from her. 
 
    “I met Mac the year I bought the beach house. But we didn’t start…” She paused, searching for the right words. 
 
    “Sleeping together,” Dana raised an eyebrow. “You can say it.” 
 
    “Right. Sleeping together until about three years ago. But Dana, it was only during the summers when I would come here for the weekends and such. I never told you because, well, I was afraid of what you might think of me.” 
 
    Tears welled in her eyes and her lip quivered, making Dana reconsider her anger. She thought it funny that she could know someone forever and never really know them. Low sniffling made her heart sink. Jenny was her best friend and had been there through many hard times. She trusted her; she would never hurt her intentionally. 
 
    She plopped down on the sofa next to her and grasped her hand. “Jennifer Marie Chatsworth! You are my best friend, and I love you more than anything. I wouldn’t and don’t think any less of you because you’re banging a bartender on your holidays. What hurts is that you didn’t feel you could tell me about it.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Jenny mumbled. “You’re right. I should have told you.” She wrapped her arms around her. 
 
    They held each other in silence for a moment before Dana spoke. “Jenny, I need you to answer one more question though. Okay?” 
 
    Jenny raised her head and nodded. Dana wiped the tears from her cheeks. “Do you have feelings for Mac?” The thought made her sick. “I need to know. Because if you do, then I can’t go on seeing her.” 
 
    “No. I mean, I like her, and she’s a really nice person and fun to be with, and the sex is great.” 
 
    Dana raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Sorry. Didn’t need to mention that bit. But, to answer your question. No. I don’t have any feelings for her. She’s a friend, and from now on, one without benefits.” She gave her a toothy grin and held up two fingers. “Scouts honor.” 
 
    “Three fingers.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Scouts use three fingers in their salute.” 
 
    “Oh, okay,” she said and raised the third digit. “So, are we okay?” 
 
    Dana leaned in and kissed her forehead softly. “Yeah. We’re good.” She reached for the bottle of wine and offered her a drink. 
 
    “You and Mac then. You really like her?” Jenny accepted the bottle and took a sip. 
 
    “I do. But I’m wondering now if this thing between us is a good idea.” 
 
    “I thought we straightened that out. Mac wasn’t stepping out on you.” 
 
    “No, that’s not it.” She paused to collect her thoughts. “I ran into Gail this afternoon.” 
 
    Jenny sat up straight. “And what did she have to say?” Annoyance laced her voice. 
 
    “Nothing much really. She and Clair are getting married next month.” 
 
    “What? Wow!” 
 
    “My reaction exactly.” Dana flashed back to her encounter earlier in the day. “A whole lot of feelings and memories came back to me, ones I thought I had banished. It scared me, Jenny. I don’t want to go there again. I’m afraid I’ll make the same mistakes with Mac I did with Gail.” She sniffed and wiped her eyes, fighting to hold back the pent-up emotions. 
 
    Jenny pulled her in tighter and held her hand. “You say you made mistakes with Gail. Fine. Do you know what they were? More importantly, did you learn from them? 
 
    “Yes, to both. I guess.” She sniffed. 
 
    “Then just don’t make them again. That’s all.” 
 
    “That simple, huh?” 
 
    “That simple. Now, go fix your face and find Mac. She said she would be at the Anchor if you wanted to talk.” She kissed her on the cheek. “I’m crashing here tonight, so makeup sex will have to be at her place.” 
 
    Dana laughed uneasily. She felt better and was happy Jenny had shown up but doubt still lingered. She would see Mac and hear what she had to say on the matter. Thoughts of sex entered the picture but only if Mac satisfied her in other ways in the trust category. If she did, she could start the making up by making supper. Now that her nervous stomach had settled, it was screaming for food. 
 
    *** 
 
    Mac flipped through the channels on the TV, not seeing any of the images that flashed by. She clicked it off and tossed the remote onto the sofa. “Damnit,” she muttered and stood to pace the room for the hundredth time. Was Jenny talking to her? Did Dana believe her? Maybe she should have called her or went to the beach house herself. She didn’t want to lose Dana, not like this. Not over a stupid misunderstanding. 
 
    That’s it. She had waited long enough. Where was her phone? She was calling Dana now. A loud rap on the door startled her, and she hesitated a moment before moving to answer it. Giving into the knocking, she opened the door and found Dana standing there. Her heart leaped but quickly settled with Dana’s intent glare. Oh fuck. 
 
    “Mac, we need to talk,” Dana said flatly. One of her hands gripped the other, her fingers twisted around each other as if she worked out an agonizing kink. 
 
    Mac's shoulders fell, and her heart sank into her stomach. Nothing good ever came from those four words. “Dana, please. Let me explain.” 
 
    “Jenny explained everything, but…” Her eyes darted from Mac to the stairs leading to the outside. “I need to hear it from you.” 
 
    Mac nodded. “Of course. Please, come inside.” She wanted to take her in her arms and kiss away the hurt, but Dana kept her distance as if she didn’t want to be touched. Once inside, she closed the door and directed her to the sofa. She took a deep breath; she needed to get the words out before they ignited in her head. “Dana, this is a big misunderstand. I slipped. Jenny was there. She kissed me. In a moment of happiness to see her, I kissed her, but then I thought of you.” 
 
    Dana looked up from her position on the sofa. Her uneasy expression triggered an urgency in Mac. 
 
    “It was only a quick kiss. It was meaningless. When I realized what I was doing, I pulled away. I stopped it. What Jenny and I had is over.” She sat beside Dana and grasped her hands. “Please, believe me. I never want to hurt you.” 
 
    “I believe you,” she whispered, a smile touched the corner of her mouth. “I just needed to hear it from you.” She leaned close and kissed her. 
 
    Relief washed over her, and she pulled Dana closer for another kiss. It was the sweetest tasting kiss ever. She had thought she would never taste Dana’s mouth again, and she was going to make sure to savor every second of this one. She parted her lips, and a tongue quickly joined hers in a slow dance. 
 
    Her hands played at the hem of Dana’s shirt. Sliding under to caress the warm skin, they wandered up her sides and cupped her braless breasts. 
 
    Dana broke the kiss and pulled out of Mac’s reach. “Not so fast, tiger,” she purred, as she lifted her shirt slowly and gave her the briefest peek at the underside of her breasts. “You want this?” She teased, swaying her hips seductively. 
 
    Mac swallowed and nodded. She was all sorts of turned on. 
 
    “Well,” Dana said as she lowered her shirt, “I need to be fed first. I haven’t eaten since before noon, and by the lustful look in your eyes, I’m going to need all my strength.” She tapped her nose as she brushed past and made her way the kitchen, not sounding the least bit apologetic for getting Mac fired up and leaving her hanging. Maybe she deserved that. 
 
    Mac watched her ass for a moment, thanking the universe that this evening had worked out, before she followed. 
 
    Dana must have felt her eyes on her. “I hope you’re not objectifying me right now, Miss Mackenzie.” 
 
    “Damn straight! Comin’ in here all sexy like that, demanding to be fed.” She slid into the kitchen beside her. “I think I earned the right.” 
 
    Dana turned and faced her, an eyebrow raised. “You do, do you? I have your right, right here and a left too.” She held her fists in front of her and backed slowly away from her until the counter stayed her retreat. 
 
    Mac grinned and moved closer, pushing against the hands on her chest. Dana wasn’t a match for her when it came to physical strength, but she played along. She ran her hands to Dana’s waist and then tickled her mercilessly. Dana shrieked and squirmed, trying in vain to twist out from under the hold. 
 
    “Mac, no! Stop! Please!” Dana laughed so hard, tears flowed. She thumped her fists on Mac’s shoulders, pleading for her stop. “Please. You’re going to make me pee myself!” 
 
    Mac continued the torment for another moment before she took pity on her and relented. She cupped Dana’s face and kissed away her tears. “You are so beautiful. Don’t ever change,” she said softly. 
 
    Dana paused to catch her breath before she stroked Mac’s cheek with the back of her hand. “I won’t if you won’t.” She leaned in and kissed her, holding it for a long beat. “Now, woman! Get me some food,” she ordered playfully. 
 
    Mac stepped back and threw her a loose salute. “Aye, aye, Cap’n.” 
 
    An hour later, Dana sat back in her chair. “That was delicious. Thank you, Mac.” 
 
    “I’m glad you enjoyed it.” She had made Pineapple Chicken, one of her favorite dishes and quick to prepare, along with a fresh garden salad. She had laughed at Dana when she shoveled the first few forkfuls into her mouth like some sort of mad woman. Her cheeks flushed pink, and Mac adored the expression of slight discomfort. 
 
    “Let’s get these dishes cleared away,” Dana suggested as she stood. 
 
    Mac took the plate from her and set it back on the table. Taking Dana’s hand, she pulled her close. “Dishes can wait. Time for dessert.” She tangled her fingers in the hair at the back of her head and pressed their lips together. 
 
    Dana moaned against her mouth as her hands moved up Mac’s back and down again, finding the hem of her shirt. She tugged it upward, and Mac raised her arms, allowing her to rid her of the garment. Her bra was next, and she made short work of it as it too soon fell to the floor. 
 
    Mac guided her backward to the sofa, stopping long enough to pull off her shirt. Her eyes traveled to Dana’s bare breasts. Damn, they were beautiful. She palmed them, gently squeezing. Her own body responded to the softness of the flesh beneath her hands and to the sound of Dana’s murmur. 
 
    Dana reached for Mac’s waist and pulled at the snap of her pants, quickly undoing it before she pushed them off her hips, letting them fall. Her own shorts were much less of a challenge and soon joined Mac’s in a heap on the floor. 
 
    Dipping down, Mac kissed the slopes of Dana’s breasts, then guided her onto her back and lay on top of her. “Do you remember the first time I had you in this position?” Mac kissed the column of her neck. 
 
    “Un-huh,” Dana whispered, and pushed herself against Mac’s thigh. 
 
    “I’ve wanted to do this ever since that night. Just like this.” She gazed into her brown eyes as she brushed the hair from her face. She kissed the corner of her mouth and her jaw, then her collarbone before caressing the nipple with her lips. Dana gasped, and Mac’s mouth hovered centimeters above the erect nipple. Her tongue darted out and flicked it before it quickly retreated, then she did it again and again. Dana arched her back, trying to get more. Mac switched to the other breast and repeated the tease. 
 
    “Jesus, Mac,” Dana groaned, her breath ragged. 
 
    “You want more?” she asked huskily. 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    Mac shifted her position and took a nipple into her mouth while simultaneously sliding a hand down Dana’s abdomen until she cupped her center. She gasped at the touch and thrust her pelvis upward when Mac found her most intimate spot. 
 
    The pleasure was short-lived as their shared intimacy shattered at the sound of a loud thud followed by the door of the apartment flying open and banging against the wall. Mac jumped to her feet, and Dana shrieked. Both crossing an arm across their breasts. 
 
    Someone was dashing down the hall, bouncing off the wall in the process. Mac recognized Ellie’s form as it disappeared. What the hell? She looked back at the doorway where Doris stood, arms crossed and looking none too pleased. But that was nothing new when she was in Mac’s presence. 
 
    “This is why you are unfit to care for that child,” Doris said firmly, pointing down the hall before crossing her arms again. 
 
    “Not in the mood for your bullshit, Doris. You better have a damn good reason for barging into my home.” Mac’s mood had done a complete one-eighty, and she saw red. Dana stood beside her wearing her shirt and offering Mac hers. She took it and pulled it on. “I’m waiting, Doris. Start talking.” 
 
    “Ellie is drunk! Drunk from booze she got from you, and to make matters worse, I caught her kissing a girl. Something she would never have done had she come to live with me to begin with. You exposed her to this.” Doris motioned toward the sofa where Mac and Dana had been a moment ago. “I don’t know what my poor Melissa was thinking, letting herself be manipulated by that brother of yours.” Doris spat the words. 
 
    Something inside Mac snapped. How dare she talk about her brother like that. She clenched her fists, and her nostrils flared as she stepped toward Doris, not caring at that moment what the consequences of her next action would be. Time slowed as Doris’ expression changed from disgust to surprise to fear. Mac tried to raise her fist, but it wouldn’t move, something, or more accurately, someone stopped her. She looked down at the hand that gripped her wrist, then up to Dana’s face. Her lips were moving, but she couldn’t hear her. Minutes seemed to tick by, and as Mac’s rage subsided, she heard Dana’s words. 
 
    “Mac! Don’t. She isn’t worth it. She’s just a petty bigot that doesn’t deserve your attention. Ignore her,” Dana pleaded, worry in her voice. That voice grounded her. She studied Dana’s face and saw nothing but concern in her eyes. She closed her own eyes for a moment and calmed herself before opening them again. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said quietly. Relaxing her muscles, she took a deep breath, then turned to Doris. “I need to tend to my niece. You need to leave, or shall I call down and have one of my bouncers toss you out on your pompous ass?” 
 
    “You wouldn’t dare!” 
 
    “Try me!” Mac snapped. 
 
    “This isn’t over. Mark my words.” Doris turned and stormed off. 
 
    They stood in silence for a moment and stared at the open door. “Holy shit,” Dana said as Mac closed it. 
 
    “Yeah. Right,” Mac said quietly, her nerves settling. “I’m sorry you had to witness that, but I’m also glad you were here to keep me from doing something stupid.” 
 
    “Anytime.” Dana kissed her cheek and caressed her forearm. 
 
    The sound of retching drew their attention, and they hurried down the hall. They found Ellie in the bathroom on her knees with her head in the toilet. 
 
    “Dana, could you get a damp cloth please.” Mac knelt beside Ellie. She gathered the girl’s hair and held it back with one hand and rubbed her back with the other. “I’m here, Ellie. You’re going to be okay.” 
 
    Ellie looked up at Mac, and her heart broke. Tears dripped from her red, puffy eyes, and moisture ran across her pale skin from her nose. “Mac it hurts to puke.” She moaned, then heaved again, her back arching. 
 
    “I know, sweetie. But it will pass.” She took the cloth Dana offered and wiped Ellie’s face the next time she surfaced. 
 
    “I don’t know what happened. Nana’s wrong. I wasn’t drinking, I didn’t take any of your booze.” Ellie sobbed into the toilet. 
 
    “I know you didn’t, sweetheart. I believe you. Don’t worry about it now. We can figure it out tomorrow when you’re feeling better.” 
 
    Ellie nodded and heaved once more. Mac and Dana stayed with her, sitting on the bathroom floor until she had emptied the contents of her stomach. When sleep started to take hold of Ellie, they helped her to her room and got her ready for bed. Mac positioned her on her side with pillows propped behind her to prevent her from rolling onto her back in her sleep. Dana placed a trash can beside her bed in case Ellie needed it in the night. Leaving Ellie to sleep it off, they snuggled together on the sofa for the night, neither wanting to leave the young girl unattended. 
 
    

  

 
   
    
    Chapter Twelve 
 
    The dull ache of a stiff back greeted Dana when she stirred the next morning. “Damn,” she mumbled. She lay still until the sounds and aroma of sizzling bacon stimulated her senses. She blinked her eyes open, clearing the fog from her brain. She had fallen asleep on Mac’s sofa last night. 
 
    She sat up and winced. Twisting her torso from side-to-side, the pain eased as she worked the offending muscles. Note to self: do not sleep on Mac’s sofa again. She gathered up the blanket that lay across her lap and folded it neatly. Mac must have covered her up when she drifted off, probably while she lay with her head on her lap. 
 
    After Ellie was down for the night, Mac had popped a DVD into the machine, and they snuggled together as Bill Murray and friends battled ghosts in New York City. They had taken turns throughout the evening to check on Ellie and made time for a make-out session or two. 
 
    Dana stood on tiptoes, raised her arms above her head, and stretched skyward. The act caused her shirt to ride up and expose a generous amount of skin, much to the delight of a pair of emerald green eyes that were watching her. 
 
    “Now that’s a sight I could get used to seeing first thing in the morning,” the voice that belonged to those green eyes said from not too far away. 
 
    Dana looked over her shoulder. She hadn’t considered the someone responsible for creating the awesome bacon smell filling her nostrils stood nearby. Mac leaned on the counter and grinned, her eyes unabashedly traveled her length. Dana glanced down at herself and realized she wasn’t wearing pants. She turned to face Mac and lifted the bottom of her shirt up with one hand, far enough to show off her flat belly, then struck a sexy pose. She tossed her hair for good measure. 
 
    “And how about this sight?” She giggled. 
 
    Mac’s eyes widened. The tongs she held clattered when they dropped to the counter. “Sweet mother of heaven,” she murmured. “You need to be over here kissing me.” 
 
    “Do I now?” she said and slinked toward the kitchen, exaggerating the natural sway of her hips with each step. She eased herself into Mac’s space and traced a finger over her bottom lip. 
 
    “Good morning, beautiful,” she purred. “Something in this kitchen has my mouth watering.” She gazed into those green eyes and saw desire flash behind them. “And I’m not talking about the bacon. Though that’s a close second.” She felt the heat too. Every inch of her tingled. Sadly, the sound of a door opening down the hall stopped her from going where she wanted to. “Ellie’s up,” she said, a hint of disappointment in her voice. She gave Mac a slow sensual kiss before she stepped back. Damn, but she wanted her. 
 
    The playful look Mac gave her did nothing to lessen her urges. “She’s been up for a while. That was her coming out of the shower.” She turned back to the stove. “Bacon and eggs for breakfast. Nothing better than greasy food to help with a hangover.” 
 
    Dana laughed. From her experience during her campus years, she knew the logic was sound. “How’s she feeling?” she asked, as she searched for her wayward pants. 
 
    “A bit grumpy. Can’t say I blame her though. I gave her a couple Aspirin for her headache and told her to drink lots of water.” 
 
    “Poor kid. I remember my first hangover. Not a pretty sight,” Dana said, now fully clothed and back at Mac’s side. “Anything I can do to help?” 
 
    “Make the toast?” She gave her a peck on the cheek. 
 
    “Sure thing. Have I ever told you how cute you are when you're all domestic?” 
 
    “Who’s being all domestic?” a gravelly young voice asked. 
 
    Dana glanced at Ellie as she entered the kitchen. “Good morning. Nice to see you’re still among the living. And your aunt is, that’s who.” 
 
    “It is morning,” Ellie groaned as she slid onto a chair at the table. “But I’m not sure about the good part, and the living thing is still up for debate.” She folded her arms on the table and laid her head down. 
 
    Both Dana and Mac laughed, understanding the girl’s plight. “Once you have food in your belly, you’ll feel better.” Mac dished a portion of egg and bacon onto a plate. 
 
    Ellie grunted her reply. 
 
    When the toast popped, Dana joined Ellie and Mac at the table. After a few minutes of silence, she wondered if Mac was going to broach the subject that hung over them like a flashing neon sign. She gave Mac a look and tilted her head to one side. Mac nodded and placed her fork on her plate. 
 
    “Ellie, can you tell us what happened last night?” Mac asked in a gentle voice. 
 
    Ellie looked up from her plate and glanced from Mac to Dana then back. She sighed and put her own fork down. “I don’t know for sure. We were hanging out with the cousins and stuff. There was lots of food on the tables and bowls of punch.” 
 
    “Punch?” Mac interrupted. “Did you have any?” 
 
    “No. Well, yes I had a mouthful. We didn’t like the taste of it, so we stuck with water.” 
 
    So much for the spiked punch theory. Dana guessed Mac had come up with the same idea. If not the punch and she only had water, then what got Ellie drunk? She saw Mac’s eyebrow raised in question. 
 
    “Who is we?” Mac asked. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “We? Twice now you said we this and we that. Who is we?” 
 
    “Oh! Monica. She was there too.” Ellie’s face brightened at the mention of her friend. “I should call her. See if she feels as bad as I do.” 
 
    “Monica was there? Drunk too I am guessing?” Mac asked. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Lovely.” Mac ran a hand through her hair. “That would explain the kissing then,” she said and glanced at Dana. 
 
    Ellie’s head shot up, and Dana saw her face contort in pain before it settled into one of shocked surprise. She couldn’t be sure if it was because Mac knew she liked girls or if Ellie didn’t remember kissing Monica. 
 
    She stared at Mac, wide-eyed. “What do you mean? What kissing?” 
 
    “You said Monica was there. Doris said she saw you kissing a girl, so…” 
 
    Ellie’s eyes narrowed, and she stared at Mac. “You already knew. Didn’t you?” 
 
    “About you and Monica? We both did,” Mac said motioning between her and Dana with her fork. “Saw you two kissing at the festival.” 
 
    “Actually, I also saw you kissing when Mac and I were on the Ferris wheel. It was so sweet.” Dana sighed at the memory of the teens’ first kiss. Mac turned and gave her a we’ll discuss this later look. 
 
    “And now Nana knows too.” Ellie groaned audibly and buried her face in her hands. “My life is over,” she said, her words muffled, but Dana could hear them, and she felt the girl’s anguish. 
 
    “Your life is not over, El, and you did nothing wrong.” Mac pulled Ellie’s hands away from her face. 
 
    “Yeah, I know.” She sighed. “Still, I’m going to get lectured to death ya know.” She pushed the last bit of egg onto her fork and ate it. “So, you’re not mad at me?” 
 
    Mac tilted her head. “For what? Kissing Monica or getting caught by Doris?” 
 
    Ellie shrugged. “Both?” 
 
    Mac sat back and chuckled. “To be honest, I didn’t expect you to start dating for another year or so, and I certainly didn’t expect you to fall for your best friend.” She paused. “Ellie, you are who you are, and you’ll love who you love. No one has the right to judge you on what’s in your heart. Okay?” 
 
    Ellie’s eyes glistened. “Thanks, Mac.” 
 
    “Now, as for getting caught by Doris. We can chalk that up to poor judgment due to your state of inebriation at the time.” She squeezed Ellie’s hand. 
 
    Ellie laughed as she stood and took her plate to the dishwasher. “I’m going to call Monica and check on her.” She went in search of her phone. 
 
    As she disappeared, Dana turned to Mac. “What do you think will happen now? With Doris that is?” 
 
    Mac collected the plates and utensils and stacked them in a pile before she carried them to the dishwasher. “I don’t know. But as sure as shit, she’s not going to let this rest.” Her brow furrowed. 
 
    She followed her to the kitchen, wrapped her arms around her and pulled her in for a soft kiss. “I’m here for you, Mac; you know that. Right? Even if it’s just to listen.” 
 
    Mac kissed her back. “Thanks. I know you are. But not to worry. I can handle Doris.” 
 
    Dana studied her. Hopefully, she was right, and she could handle the nasty woman. But what if she couldn’t? Would she let her help? Would she ask for it if she needed it? Dana held her close, and her chest tightened as Doris’s parting words came back to her: This isn’t over. Mark my words. 
 
    She stepped back at the sound of Mac’s phone buzzing in her pocket. Mac gave her a look of concern as she retrieved it. “Are you okay? What’s wrong?” she said before glancing at the caller ID. 
 
    “I’m fine. Just worried about you.” 
 
    Mac nodded. “I appreciate that, but you don’t need to be. Okay? I need to take this.” She winked. “It’s my other girlfriend.” She tapped the screen. “Jenny! How are you?” 
 
    Dana scowled and swatted her backside. “Not funny.” 
 
    Mac stepped away, listening to Jenny as she rubbed her backside. “Sure, Jen, I’ll let her know. Talk to you later.” Mac ended the call and put her phone away. “Ouch!” She glared at Dana. “That stung.” 
 
    “You deserved it. Now, what did the homewrecker want?” 
 
    “In your hast to see me last night, you left your phone behind; that’s why she called me. Also, you have company. Jenny didn’t say who.” 
 
    She cocked her head, wondering who could possibly be visiting her. “That’s strange. I’m not expecting anyone.” 
 
    Mac shrugged and walked toward the entrance, slyly looking back at her, then quickly away. “You better get going. Don’t want to keep whoever it is waiting.” 
 
    “You’re up to something, Ms. Mackenzie. Spill!” 
 
    “I have no idea what you’re talking about. Besides, I need to get to work.” Her eyes twinkled, and Dana could tell she was fighting to keep a straight face. 
 
    “Un-huh.” Dana slipped on her sneakers. “I’m going to meet this mystery guest, then you and I are going to talk about keeping secrets.” She gave Mac a languid kiss as she caressed her arms. 
 
    “Sounds good,” Mac said as she all but pushed her out the door. 
 
    *** 
 
    Mac pulled her phone out as she made her way to the kitchen and fired off a quick text. 
 
    She’s on her way. Ellie and I will be there shortly. 
 
    The reply came seconds later. Excellent. See you soon. 
 
    Mac looked up, and her heart pounded in her chest. Ellie walked toward her as if on autopilot. Her arms hung limply at her sides, and she stared blankly ahead, the color drained from her tear-stained face. Mac’s chest tightened, and a sense of dread filled her. 
 
    “Ellie? What’s wrong?” 
 
    She looked at her, blinking away tears. Her lip quivered. “Monica,” she croaked. She cleared her throat and tried again. “Monica. She’s in the hospital.” She moved quickly to Mac and wrapped her arms around her and sobbed. 
 
    Mac held her, giving her time before asking questions. After a few moments, Ellie calmed, and Mac moved them to the sofa. “Tell me what happened. Is Monica okay?” 
 
    Ellie nodded and wiped at her eyes. “Monica’s mom answered her phone when I called. She told me that after she picked her up from Nana’s and brought her home, she wouldn’t stop puking.” She sniffed, and Mac grabbed a few tissues and brought them to her. 
 
    “Go on,” Mac said. 
 
    “Her mom was worried because it was all red and she thought she was bringing up blood, so she called 911. They took her to the hospital, but it turned out to be the red Jell-O she ate.” She giggled nervously. 
 
    “Well, that’s a relief.” Her own panic settled. “But she is still in the hospital?” 
 
    “Yeah, they did some tests, and the doctor said the alcohol in her blood was close to dangerous levels, so they wanted to keep her for observation.” 
 
    “When will she be able to go home?” 
 
    “Her mom said it could be this evening, but most likely tomorrow morning.” 
 
    Mac gave her a hug and kissed her forehead. “Cheer up, El. She’ll be okay. Why don’t you clean up and we’ll take a run over to the hospital and see her? I want to see if there is anything we can do for her mom.” 
 
    Ellie brightened at the suggestion and stood, but Mac stopped her before she could go. “Ellie, did you eat the red Jell-O?” 
 
    “I had the blue mostly.” 
 
    “That would explain the color of your puke.” 
 
    “Gross.” Ellie turned and headed for the bathroom. 
 
    Mac was thrilled Monica was okay, but she needed to find out what sort of lies Doris may have told Barb, Monica’s mom. Thirty minutes later, Ellie stood at Monica’s bedside and Mac sat in a chair next to Barb. She was a few years older with wavy black hair that hung at her shoulders. Her face wore the signs of worry and lack of sleep. Her clothes were neat and clean but showed signs of age. 
 
    Mac had met Barb a few times when Ellie was younger, but it wasn’t until Jack and Melissa died that they became friends. Barb was a kind-hearted woman who had married her high school sweetheart after graduation. Monica was born a few years later, and he decided then that being a father wasn’t for him. It had been rough for her and Monica the first couple of years, but Barb worked hard, sometimes working two jobs at once to make ends meet. Melissa had often volunteered to take care of baby Monica to help her out. 
 
    “I’m so relieved Monica is okay,” Mac said. “Ellie was pretty sick last night too, but nothing like what you described.” 
 
    Barb looked at her with kind eyes which put her at ease. “Well, Monica weighs like 45 kilos. It wouldn’t take much to get her drunk.” She paused, smiling at the way Ellie fussed over Monica. “You ever watch those two together? They act like an old married couple sometimes.” 
 
    Mac glanced at the girls and had to hold back a laugh. She wondered if Barb had any idea how close the girls had become. Monica rested in a seated position on the bed, smiling as she talked with Ellie. She wore a standard hospital gown and sported an IV tube that snaked from her left arm to the bag of saline that hung on a rack nearby. Ellie busied herself adjusting the blankets and pillows anytime Monica moved, always wary of her IV tube. 
 
    “I was beside myself with worry last night,” Barb continued. “But things are a lot better today. Monica told me they only drank water last night. However, Doris would have me believe something else.” 
 
    “Barb, anything Doris says can’t be trusted. I assure you that Ellie—” 
 
    “No need to explain. I’ve known Ellie and her parents since she was in diapers. I trust her, and I trust you. If the girls say they didn’t drink anything, then they didn’t. I’ve known Doris about as long too. Wouldn’t trust her as far as I could throw her.” She took a sip from the coffee cup in her hand and stared out the window as if contemplating something. “However, that doesn’t explain how they got drunk.” 
 
    “I have a theory about that. Have you ever heard of Electric Jell-O?” 
 
    *** 
 
    When Dana arrived at the beach house, she looked questioningly at the SUV parked beside Jenny’s car. It was Jason’s but why would he drive all the way out here? They had spoken on the phone just the other day. Not that she wasn’t thrilled to get a surprise visit from her brother; it just seemed odd. She parked behind Jenny’s car and shut off the motor. As she exited her vehicle, she could have sworn she saw a small figure dart out of sight at the back of the house where the steps led to the deck. If Jason was here, then it was a safe bet her nieces were also here. They were probably hiding around the corner of the house waiting to scare her. 
 
    She crept to the side of the house and ninjaed her way to the corner. Pausing for a second, she leaped out, arms in the air, roaring like the complete idiot she felt like. The deck and the walkway leading to it were empty. She glanced around, relieved no one saw. Composing herself, she made her way to the deck and stepped inside the house. 
 
    “Surprise!” A chorus of voices called out, then broke into a boisterous rendition of Happy Birthday. 
 
    Startled, Dana froze and took in the sight before her. A Happy Birthday, Dana sign hung above the kitchen counter. Colorful balloons filled with helium skidded across the ceiling, pushed along by the breeze from the open windows and door. Was that today? She knew it was coming up, but she hadn’t given it much thought. She was on vacation, so the calendar was something she ignored. The date on her phone was irrelevant these days as well. Familiar faces were happy to see her, and as the song ended, they clapped. 
 
    Her nieces, the ones who she thought had been lying in wait to scare her, rushed over and wrapped their arms around her. 
 
    “Auntie Dana!” 
 
    She pulled them both into a big hug and kissed each on their forehead. Both girls had long brown hair and deep blue eyes and looked strikingly similar. Though there was a year between them, Kelsey 13 and Meghan 14, people often mistook them for twins. 
 
    “Girls!” Dana said, overjoyed. It had been far too long since she had last seen them. “It’s so good to see you. How have you been?” She put an arm around each girl and walked them toward the rest of the group of well-wishers. 
 
    “We’re good,” Kelsey replied. “Meghan’s got a boyfriend,” she added mockingly because that’s what little sisters did. 
 
    “Do not!” Meghan protested. 
 
    “Do to!” 
 
    “Okay, girls knock it off. Your aunt doesn’t what to listen to you two bicker,” Jason said as they approached. The girls moved off, and he pulled Dana into a bear hug. “Happy birthday, Punk.” 
 
    “Jason, is this your doing?” she asked in mock annoyance, punching him in the shoulder when he released her. 
 
    “Guilty and ow!” he replied and feigned injury. 
 
    “Big baby.” His wife, Susan, rubbed his lower back. “Happy Birthday, Dana.” She gave her a hug and a peck on the check. There was no doubt Susan was Kelsey and Meghan’s mother; she was an older, taller version of the girls. 
 
    “Thanks, Susan,” she replied. “It’s great to see you guys.” 
 
    She talked with them for a few more moments before moving to where her mother sat in an armchair, sipping a cup of tea, and chatting with Jenny. It had been longer since she had seen her, and she felt guilty for not trying to visit more often. They regularly spoke on the phone, but she knew it wasn’t the same. 
 
    “Hi, Mom.” She bent at the waist to give her a warm hug and a kiss. 
 
    “Happy Birthday, sweetheart. Now stand up and let me look at you.” 
 
    Dana obeyed, and her mother’s lips pursed and her brow furrowed. “You look like something the cat dragged in,” she said matter of factly. “What’s going on?” 
 
    She chuckled, not at all surprised by her mother’s remark. She never had an issue with telling things how they were, regardless of the company she was in. “It was long night.” 
 
    “Oh?” Jason said from behind her. “Should I send the girls out of the room?” 
 
    Dana gave him a dirty look and would have punched him again had he been standing near. “Nothing like that, you sicko,” she said. “My friend Mac’s daughter, Ellie, was sick last night. I stayed up with Mac most of the night watching over Ellie. At some point, I fell asleep on her sofa.” 
 
    “I see, and is Ellie okay?” her mother asked, her concern shifting from Dana’s ruffled appearance to Ellie’s wellbeing. 
 
    “Yes, mom; she just needed rest.” 
 
    “Good,” she said and looked up at her daughter. “Now go change those clothes and freshen up. I made you a cake, and I know my granddaughters are champing at the bit to get some.” 
 
    Dana laughed, and Jenny stood to give her a hug and to wish her a happy birthday. She took Dana’s arm and walked with her toward the bedroom, stopping once they were out of earshot of the others. 
 
    “So, you and Mac? Everything okay?” Jenny asked. 
 
    “Yeah, we’re good.” She gave Jenny’s hand a squeeze and continued to her bedroom. 
 
    Later they all gathered around the table where, after making a wish, Dana blew out the candles. She swore there were too many of them on the large chocolate cake with white icing and sprinkles, a favorite of hers since she was a kid. She cut the first two slices and handed them to the girls and let the rest fend for themselves. 
 
    As everyone enjoyed their cake, some had scooped vanilla ice-cream on theirs, Jason approached her. “Hey, Punk,” he said. “Are you sure you’re okay? You did look rather out of sorts earlier.” 
 
    Dana nodded. “I just need some sleep. But, last night was interesting, to say the least.” She took his elbow and steered him out of earshot of the others. “Ellie wasn’t just sick; she was drunk.” 
 
    His eyebrows raised. “Drunk? Didn’t you say she was 14?” 
 
    Nodding, she glanced around the room. “Let’s go out on the deck.” A minute later they were sitting on the swing where Dana explained everything that had happened the night before. She also told him about what Doris and her sleazy lawyer of a son had tried after Jack and Melissa’s death. 
 
    “Unbelievable,” Jason said, shaking his head. 
 
    “I know. Right?” 
 
    “Does this so-called lawyer have a name?” He took the empty plate from her and placed it with his own on the table. 
 
    “I don’t know his first name, but his last name is Pennington.” 
 
    His eyebrows pinched together. “Clayton Pennington.” He said the words as if they left a bad taste in his mouth. 
 
    “You know him?” 
 
    He shook his head. “No, not personally. But his reputation precedes him. He’s a weasel. Seriously, look up weasel in the dictionary, and you’ll see his picture. The man has no scruples to speak of.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be surprised. Do you think they will try and drag Mac back to court to get custody of Ellie?” Doris’s threat replayed in her mind. 
 
    “I doubt it. From what you’ve told me, they have nothing to build a case on,” Jason replied. “Don’t sweat it, Dana, this too shall pass.” 
 
    “Says, my all-knowing brother.” She smirked, feeling much better. 
 
    “Exactly. It’s about time you figured that out,” he said, nudging her shoulder with his. “Speaking of Mac, where is she? She should have been here ages ago.” 
 
    “Why would you think Mac would be coming? She doesn’t know you are here.” Dana thought about it for a moment. The phone call from Jenny, then Mac practically pushing her out the door to meet some unexpected guest. “Unless she was in on it!” 
 
    He grinned. “Yeah. I called her a couple of days ago. She was going to find a way to get your key to me and get you out of the house for a while. Turned out that Jenny was here with her own key, and you were already out for the night.” 
 
    “I see. Oh, what a tangled web we weave.” She laughed. 
 
    “Of course, we figured you would have had a different reason for being tired this morning.” He waggled his eyebrows, and she swatted him. 
 
    “And speaking of the devil,” Dana said as Mac and Ellie rounded the corner of the house. She met them at the top of the steps, and Mac pulled her into an embrace and kissed her. 
 
    “Happy Birthday, baby.” Mac gave her the smile she loved. 
 
    “Thanks. I’m glad you made it. Your co-conspirator over there was wondering what happened to you.” She nodded toward her brother. 
 
    Mac laughed and turned to Jason as he approached. “Nice to be able to put a face to the voice on the phone,” she said, holding out a hand. 
 
    “Likewise.” He shook her hand before turning to the teen. “And you must be Ellie. I’m Jason, Dana’s brother.” 
 
    Ellie gave him a little wave. “Hi, Jason.” 
 
    “So, what kept you?” he asked. “If you don’t mind me asking.” 
 
    Concern spread across Mac’s face as she glanced at Dana. “Um, we had to stop off at the hospital. Ellie’s friend Monica took sick last night and was admitted.” 
 
    Dana gasped. A heavy feeling filled her stomach. “Oh, my god. Is she okay?” Ellie nodded, relieving her fears. “Jason, why don’t you take Ellie in to meet the girls?” 
 
    “Come on, Ellie.” He motioned toward the door. “My girls are about your age and would love to meet you, I’m sure.” The suggestion brightened Ellie’s mood and she followed him inside. 
 
    Dana took Mac’s hand and led her to the swing where they sat facing each other. “Okay, spill. What happened with Monica?” She rubbed her thumb over the knuckles of Mac’s hand and listened intently as Mac retold the conversation she had had with Barb in Monica’s hospital room, including her suspicion about the Jell-O. 
 
    “So, you think they may have eaten spiked Jell-O?” 
 
    “Makes sense. Jell-O shots are a thing. I’ve served them at the tavern a few times, and if done right, you can’t taste the alcohol. Both girls said they ate a lot of Jell-O cubes last night.” 
 
    “Sorry to interrupt, ladies,” Jason said from the doorway. “But Mom is asking for you, Dana. Says she wants to meet your girlfriend.” 
 
    She gave him a nod and shrugged. “Only fair. I’ve met your folks. Now it’s your turn.” She stood and offered her an elbow. 
 
    “I’d be delighted to meet your mother.” Mac linked arms with Dana as they headed inside. 
 
    “Word of warning though, she likes to speak her mind. Calls a spade a spade.” 
 
    Mac laughed. “Duly noted.” 
 
    Moving deeper into the house, they noticed Ellie and the girls sitting at the table chattering away, Ellie with the remains of a slice of cake in front of her. Susan, Jason, and Jenny sat on the sofa, and her mother was still in the armchair. 
 
    “Mom,” Dana said as they neared the older woman. “I would like you to meet Mac Mackenzie. Mac, this is my mom.” 
 
    “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Lawson.” 
 
    Her mother pursed her lips and looked Mac up and down. “Mac Mackenzie,” she said, mulling over the name. “Surely your mother didn’t name you Mac?” 
 
    Dana groaned. “Mom!” 
 
    Mac squeezed her hand. “It’s okay,” she reassured Dana. “No, ma’am, she didn’t. My name is Taylor. I prefer Mac.” 
 
    Mrs. Lawson pondered this for a moment, not taking her eyes from Mac. “I see,” she said. “She’s lovely, Dana. And she’s a redhead. I bet she’s a fiery one where it counts.” 
 
    Dana wanted to crawl under a rock and never come out. “Oh, god, Mom! She’s standing right here.” Her mother ignored her. She felt the blush moving up her face as she glanced at Mac not knowing what to expect, but to her surprise, Mac wore an amused expression, and her shoulders shook from silent laughter. 
 
    “Well, Mac, now that I have thoroughly embarrassed my daughter, my job is done. Please, call me Ruth.” Her eyes sparkled with mischievous. 
 
    “Thank you, Ruth.” Mac nodded. “She is a lovely shade of pink, isn’t she?” 
 
    “Don’t you start.” Dana bumped her shoulder against Mac. 
 
    Jason had grabbed a couple of chairs from the dining room for Dana and Mac, and the adults sat and talked about anything and everything well into the afternoon while the girls busied themselves elsewhere. Sometime around 3:00 PM, they said their goodbyes. Jason, Susan, Ruth, and the girls piled into the SUV and Jenny into her own car. Dana, Mac, and Ellie waved from the driveway as both vehicles and their occupants headed back to the city. 
 
    “So, what shall we do now?” Mac slipped an arm around Dana’s waist. 
 
    “I think I should take you and Ellie out for supper, then we can stop at the hospital and visit Monica for a bit.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me!” Ellie agreed, assuredly more excited about seeing Monica than going out to eat. 
 
    “Me too, but I think I should be the one buying since you’re the birthday girl and all,” Mac said as they headed back inside. 
 
    “Nope. I insist, and I get my way because I am the birthday girl.” 
 
    They chose a quiet little family restaurant one town over and a couple blocks from the hospital where Monica was. The eatery was a simple yet pleasant spot that was popular with the locals and tourists alike. 
 
    Monica lit up when Ellie entered her hospital room. Ellie went straight to the bed and sat on the edge where she initiated an animated conversation. Barb was sitting in a chair and looked pleased to see the visitors. 
 
    “Hi, Barb,” Mac said. “How is Monica doing?” 
 
    “She’s feeling great. The doctor says all her tests are normal and that she can go home in the morning.” Barb glanced at Dana, giving her a polite nod. 
 
    “That’s wonderful news. Barb, this is my girlfriend, Dana Lawson. Dana this is Monica’s mom, Barb.” 
 
    “A pleasure to meet you, Barb. I’m so happy Monica is okay.” 
 
    “Thanks. Monica has told me all about you. You have quite a fan in her,” Barb said.  “It was very kind of you to give her an autographed copy of your book. You don’t know how happy you made her.” 
 
    “It was my pleasure. She’s a wonderful girl.” 
 
    They sat with Barb and chatted while Ellie and Monica did the same, only with a lot more giggles. When the nurse entered the room to inform them visiting hours were over, Dana looked at her watch, surprised they had been there for over an hour. 
 
    “Well, thank you for coming to visit. It means a lot,” Barb said as they all stood. 
 
    “We were more than happy to. Monica is like a second niece to me,” Mac said as she and Barb hugged. 
 
    “Barb, I was thinking,” Dana said as they were turning to leave. “Next week I’m going to an awards ceremony in the city, and I have invited Mac and Ellie. Maybe Monica would like to come along too?” 
 
    “Can I, mama? Can I?” Monica released an excited squeal and opened her eyes wide. 
 
    Ellie, who looked equally excited at the proposition, matched Monica’s squeal. 
 
    “We’ll if Dana is sure she wants you underfoot, then it’s fine with me.” 
 
    “I would love to have Monica there,” said Dana. 
 
    The girls cheered and gave each other a hug as they said their goodbyes. Mac and Dana said goodnight to Barb and Monica, then left the hospital for home. 
 
    Later that evening, Dana snuggled with Mac on her sofa, a shared bowl of popcorn between them. Ellie lay claim to the oversized armchair and curled up with a bowl of her own as they watched a movie and relaxed. Dana breathed a contented sigh. She liked being here like this, in Mac’s embrace. She felt safe as if this was where she was meant to be. 
 
    She glanced at Ellie and her thoughts wandered. She had often thought about what it would be like to have a child of her own, but Gail had never shown any interest in starting a family. If she was honest with herself, she was, or at least had been, so focused on her writing that there really hadn’t been any room in her life for a child. She had her nieces, and she spoiled them whenever she could, much to her brother’s dismay, and that seemed to be enough for her. But she was getting older and time wasn’t on her side. If this relationship with Mac was meant to be, then perhaps Ellie could fill the role of the child she never had. Hell, maybe Mac would want to have a baby with her. 
 
    Whoa! Back up the bus. Where had that come from? She gave herself a shake. A baby! Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. The corners of her mouth climbed her face at the thought, and she wondered what Mac would think about it. But, it would have to be a discussion for a much later date. It was apparent that Mac liked her; how much was the question. Dana wasn’t exactly sure how deep her feelings went for Mac. No, that wasn’t true. Not at all. 
 
    She peeked up at Mac who was munching leisurely on a handful of popcorn, her gaze fixed on the TV. Dana enjoyed the familiar warmth that washed over her. Being with Mac made her feel whole, and she felt her absence when they were apart. She looked forward to the morning texts she received, and waking up beside her was a new favorite thing. It was true; she adored this woman, and she could easily see herself falling in love with her. Stopping herself, she pondered that last thought. She peeked up again and this time kissed the underside of her jaw. Correction, she was already falling. 
 
    Mac looked down at her as she pushed a piece of popcorn between her lips, and it sent tingly sensations through her. Her green eyes shone like emeralds from the light of the TV. “What?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Dana said and snuggled closer. “Just happy to be here with you.” She closed her eyes as Mac squeezed her and placed a soft kiss on her head. 
 
    “I can’t think of any place I’d rather be either.” 
 
    When the movie ended half an hour later, neither of them moved, content to watch the credits roll by. Moving would mean breaking contact, and that wasn’t an option right now. Ellie, on the other hand, was of a different mind. 
 
    She stood, stretched, then glanced at them questioningly. “Movie’s over,” she said as if it wasn’t apparent to them. 
 
    “Um-hmm.” They replied in unison. 
 
    “Okay then.” Ellie scooped up the remote and turned off the TV. “Well, you two enjoy whatever you’ve got going on here.” She waggled a finger at them. “I need to go to bed and get some sleep. Night,” she said as she headed off to her room. 
 
    They wished Ellie a good night and sat in silence for a while longer. As much as Dana enjoyed their closeness, she needed to move her cramped legs. “I think maybe Ellie has the right idea.” She stood and stretched the muscles in her legs. 
 
    “About getting sleep?” 
 
    “About going to bed.” She tucked her hair behind her ears and held a hand out to her. 
 
    Mac took her hand, and she led her to the bedroom. Their clothes soon lay in a heap on the floor, and they fell as one onto the bed. Gentle kisses turned hot and passionate while their hands roamed. Fingers teased and explored the most intimate places of their bodies, bringing each to climax multiple times before they collapsed, both sated and exhausted. 
 
    

  

 
   
    
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
    Mac set Ellie’s copy of What the Heart Desires on the coffee table and sighed contently at the happily ever after Dana had crafted for Marcy and Lisa, the main characters of the story. She had meant to read it weeks ago when she learned Dana, the one on her sofa with the twisted ankle, was the author. But life tended to get in the way, and lately, it was Dana that occupied much of her free time. 
 
    She glanced at the table where Dana and Ellie sat shuffling through pages and discussing aspects of Ellie’s manuscript. Dana caught her looking and blew her a kiss before turning back to Ellie. It was all Mac needed to make her feel warm inside and it drew a contented sigh from her. 
 
    This had been the fifth morning in a row she had woken up with Dana snuggled against her. It was a record for Mac and in violation of her cardinal rule of not bring women home while Ellie was there. She thought back over the last four years and realized she had never spent more than two nights with the same woman, and that itself was rare. When Jenny was in town for a weekend, they would only spend one night together in bed. 
 
    For Mac, a lasting, meaningful relationship with someone had seemed impossible while she raised Ellie, and running her tavern required all her energies. Still, she was only human with needs and desires, so a night out with an attractive woman that ended in great sex was all she wanted. Until now. Until the day Dana Lawson walked into her tavern and into her life. Slowly, over the last several weeks, she had come to realize what she wanted wasn’t necessarily what she needed. 
 
    She liked Dana. Really liked Dana, and it wasn’t just the sex, though that was awesome too. Besides being sexy and beautiful, witty, and caring, she made her feel something else, something she had never felt before. Complete. Was Dana meant to be part of her life? Part of Ellie’s life? Ellie certainly liked her; that was for sure. A thought occurred to Mac then. These feeling she was having, the way her skin tingled when they touched, the way her stomach pulled when Dana entered the room, the longing she felt when they were apart. Could she be falling in love? 
 
    She shifted on the sofa to face Dana and quietly watched her, and her heart fluttered. Dana’s eyes sparkled as she chatted with Ellie, and Mac couldn’t help but enjoy the warmth it brought her as she watched them interact. Yeah, Dana belonged here with her and Ellie. 
 
    “You're awfully quiet over there,” Dana said while she helped Ellie gather the pages of the manuscript together. 
 
    “Hmm? Oh, yeah. Just thinking.” 
 
    “About?” 
 
    “Umm,” Mac stammered, thinking of something to say other than that she thought she was in love with her. Which may be the truth, but this wasn’t the time or place to share that bit of info. Instead, she snatched the book and held it up. “Your book! I was thinking about your book.” 
 
    “Okay. What about it?” 
 
    Mac hesitated and cleared her throat. “Well, first. I loved it.” 
 
    “Thank you. And?” 
 
    She thought about it for a moment. Damn. She searched her memory for a bit of the story she could comment on. Then an intriguing scene came back to her. “Marcy. All those allegations. Did she sleep with her aunt or not?” 
 
    “What do you think?” Dana crossed the room and sat beside her. 
 
    “I don’t think she did. I think it was a lie created by that shit of a brother of hers to keep her from the inheritance.” She studied Dana as she spoke, looking for a tell in her expression. 
 
    “Ellie, what do you think?” Dana asked. Turning her attention to the teen. “Did Marcy sleep with her aunt?” 
 
    Ellie didn’t hesitate. “I certainly think it’s possible. Throughout the story, we see these two are close. It's obvious that they care for each other very much, but it isn’t presented in a way that makes it sound like anything more than what any aunt and niece would feel for each other.” She closed her laptop and took a seat in the armchair across from the sofa. “But the thing is, Dana never tells the reader if the aunt is so by blood or marriage. We know the alleged affair happened when Marcy was an adult, and if the aunt is one by marriage, then it is quite possible it did happen.” 
 
    Mac starred at Ellie dumbfounded. “When did you become all Sherlock like?” 
 
    Ellie shrugged. “Just seemed reasonable.” 
 
    “So, miss author lady, which is it?” Mac asked. “Did she, or didn’t she?” 
 
    Dana grinned and looked between the two. “Well, actually you’re both right.” 
 
    “What?” they asked in unison, their jaws dropping. 
 
    “There is no wrong answer. I intentionally wrote it so the reader would have to think about it and come to their own conclusion. But I do like Ellie’s reasoning, so points to her.” 
 
    Ellie cheered, and Mac frowned. “That is so not fair. Showing favoritism to the newbie author instead of your girlfriend.” 
 
    “Aww. Poor baby.” Dana slid over and nipped at her earlobe. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I’ll make it up to you later.” 
 
    A shiver of excitement ran the length of her spine. “Promise?” she whispered back. 
 
    “Guys! Please! I’m sitting right here.” Ellie groaned. 
 
    “We watched you and Monica kiss,” Mac shot back in jest. 
 
    Ellie’s cheeks turned pink. “Yeah, well. We didn’t know you were watching.” 
 
    The doorbell chimed. “And speaking of the object of your affections; I bet that’s her.” Mac stood and went to the door. 
 
    She had no sooner opened the door and Ellie was at her side. Barb and Monica stood at the threshold, and Mac invited them in. Monica pulled a small travel suitcase behind her and Ellie led her into the living room. 
 
    “Hi, Barb. How are you?” Mac asked as the woman entered, and she closed the door behind her. 
 
    “Great, thanks. I apologize if we’re early. Monica has been a nut case all morning. Couldn’t wait to get here.” 
 
    “It’s fine. You know you’re both welcome anytime. I was about to whip up lunch. Would you like to join us?” 
 
    Barb shook her head. “Thank you, but I really can’t. I need to head to work soon.” 
 
    “Hi, Barb,” Dana said as she approached them. 
 
    “Hi, Dana. Listen, good luck with the awards tonight. I hope you win,” Barb said clasping Dana’s hand in hers. 
 
    “Thanks, Barb. I appreciate that.” 
 
    “Monica. Come and give your mother a kiss,” Barb called. 
 
    Monica dashed over and wrapped her arms around her mother, then kissed her cheek. Her happy, carefree expression was contagious. “Bye, Mama, love you.” 
 
    “You have a good time and behave for Mac and Dana. You hear?” 
 
    “Yes, Mama. I will.” 
 
    “Good girl. I love you too,” Barb said and gave Monica a quick kiss before the excited teen rushed back to Ellie. 
 
    Mac and Dana said their goodbyes to Barb, then headed into the kitchen to make lunch before they left for the city. With the girls’ backs to them, Mac took the opportunity to clasp Dana’s chin in her hand and stare into her soft brown eyes for a moment before capturing her mouth. The kiss was unhurried, and Mac savored the texture and flavor of her lips. She pulled away and watched her. 
 
    Dana’s eyes remained closed, and her face showed the happiness she felt. “Umm. That was nice,” she said softly as her eyes fluttered open. “What did I do to deserve that?” 
 
    Mac brushed Dana’s face with the back of her hand. “Just by being you.” 
 
    Dana took her hand and gave it a soft kiss. “Well, I’ll just be me more often if you’re going to keep kissing me like that.” 
 
    “Deal,” she said as she turned and opened the fridge. “Shall we get lunch ready now?” 
 
    *** 
 
    They arrived in the city a little before three that afternoon and checked into the suite Dana had reserved for them. It wasn’t like any hotel room Mac had ever stayed in before. Then again, she’d never actually stayed in a hotel. There was that motel outside of town, but that’s another story. Mac stood in the living room of the two-bedroom suite and marveled at its size. 
 
    “Are all hotel rooms like this?” Ellie asked. “It’s huge!” 
 
    Dana chuckled. “No, sweetie. This is a suite. Larger hotels usually have a few of them.” 
 
    “It must be expensive,” Mac said as Ellie and Monica explored the space. 
 
    “Not really. I get a discount because the awards ceremony is here and we’re attending. Let’s unpack, then maybe we could go for a walk along the waterfront and check out the sights.” She grabbed her suitcase and headed for the master bedroom. 
 
    “Find your room okay?” Mac asked a few moments later when Ellie and Monica appeared in the doorway. 
 
    “Yeah,” Ellie said. “The bed is huge, and did you know there’s a TV in there? This is awesome.” 
 
    “That’s right. There is only one bed in that room. The sofa folds out if it’s an issue,” Dana offered. 
 
    “Nah, we’ve been sleeping together for years.” No sooner had the words come out of her mouth, when her face turned a deep shade of pink. 
 
    “Really, now?” Dana smirked. 
 
    “No! What I mean is…Crud, it sounded so much better in my head.” Ellie groaned and looked sheepishly to Monica. 
 
    Both Mac and Dana laughed. Monica hid her face in her hands for a moment. 
 
    “It’s okay. We know what you meant,” Mac said still chuckling. 
 
    With their bags unpacked and the outfits they planned on wearing that evening ready, they left the hotel and made their way along the boardwalk on the busy waterfront. The sounds of live music and the aroma from the numerous restaurants and street vendors’ carts that were preparing a wide variety of gastronomic delights bombarded their senses. Mac held Dana’s hand as they walked, stopping every now and then to wander through the shops that opened onto the boardwalk. 
 
    The Bluenose happened to be in port, and the girls were thrilled to get a chance to see her up close. Next to her was the HMCS Sackville, a Second World War Navy Corvette, which they took a tour of before stopping for supper at one of the several restaurants they had to choose from. Not surprisingly, the place was busy, but they were able to quickly snag a table in the cordoned-off section outside the eatery. 
 
    “This was fun, walking the boardwalk,” Monica said softly. “I would have liked to have gone through the Maritime Museum though.” 
 
    Mac saw a hint of disappointment in the girl’s expression. “Still lots of summer left. We could come back and make a day of it.” 
 
    Both Monica and Ellie beamed and let out a little cheer, drawing the attention of the people seated around them. “Sorry.” Ellie giggled and then speared a ketchup-covered French fry from her plate. 
 
    “What do you think?” Mac asked, turning to Dana. “I’ve kinda committed myself here. Feel like tagging along?” 
 
    Dana nodded. “Sounds like a blast to me. Count me in.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Two columns of chairs sat in neatly aligned rows and filled most of the auditorium. At the back of the stage, an oversized projection screen displayed a stylistic blue and white ACLA logo. With most of the guests already seated, the cavernous room still felt empty. Surely there must have been a smaller room they could have used. 
 
    Dana’s arm slipped into Mac’s. “We’re on the left, third row from the front,” Dana said after checking the seating chart. The quartet made their way up the aisle to the designated seats. As they moved arm in arm, Dana waved and called out a hello to a couple of individuals already seated. Probably fellow authors or the likes, Mac reckoned. 
 
    Finding their seats, they settled in. It occurred to Mac that during the trek along the red carpet, arm in arm, a tune had played in the back of her mind. Bum-bum-babum. What the hell? She glanced at Dana and her thoughts from earlier that morning flooded back, and a pleasant warmth filled her. Taking her hand in hers, she brought it to her face and softly kissed it. 
 
    “For luck,” she said when Dana looked at her. They held each other’s gaze, and Mac lost herself in her soft brown eyes. A loud crackle followed by a shrill squeal quickly drew their attention and hurt their ears. On stage, a woman fussed with the microphone and the awful noises ceased to everyone’s relief. 
 
    “Well, that was pleasant.” The woman drew a chuckle from the audience. “Good evening, ladies and gentlemen, and welcome to this year’s Atlantic Canada Literary Awards. I’m Heather Grey, and I’ll be your Emcee for the evening.” 
 
    “Is she an author too?” Ellie whispered to Dana as the crowd erupted in applause. 
 
    “Yes, she is. She’s been writing mystery novels for over thirty years.” 
 
    “Wow!” Ellie said softly. 
 
    The applause died away, and Heather held out an arm indicating the sharply dressed man who made his way to the side of the stage. “To get this evenings event started, I give you Mister Alister Coakley, President and Chair of the Atlantic Canada Literary Society.” She stepped back from the podium and clapped along with the audience as Alister crossed the stage, waving to the crowd as he went. He gave her a friendly hug and spoke to her briefly before taking his place behind the podium. 
 
    Alister gave a short opening speech praising all the evening's nominees for their outstanding work and wishing them all good luck. When he had finished speaking, he left the stage with another wave and round of applause. 
 
    After a few more words from Heather, she moved into awards presentations. Mac sat patiently as she introduced each presenter and they read out the category and its nominees. She clapped as the winner was announced and they accepted their award. Damn! How many categories were there? 
 
    Finally, Heather announced the category Mac had been waiting for. She grabbed Dana’s hand and squeezed it as her excitement grew. It was entirely possible she was more excited than Dana. 
 
    “Next is the award for Romantic Novel of the Year in the category of Contemporary Romance. The nominees are, Summer Love by Kathleen Collins, Wine and Roses by Patricia Scott, and What the Heart Desires by Dana Lawson.” 
 
    Mac’s heart pounded in anticipation, and she held her breath as she waited. She glanced at Dana who looked amazingly calm at that moment. How in the hell could she be so damn calm? Next to Dana, Ellie squeaked, vibrating in her seat with nervous energy. 
 
    “And the winner is…” The presenter paused, taking her time as she opened the envelope. “What the Heart Desires by Dana Lawson.” 
 
    Ellie and Monica screamed and clapped. Mac released her breath and wrapped an arm around Dana, kissing her cheek. The room applauded as Dana rose and made her way to the stage. Mac watched her go, and her heart swelled with pride and adoration. Dana graciously accepted the award and faced the gathering of her peers. Her face couldn’t hide the thrill of her win as she took the mic and thanked everyone for the honor. 
 
    Mac sighed, looking up at Dana on the stage and thinking how beautiful she looked. She had never known a woman quite like her before, and she realized she had never felt for any other woman what she was feeling for Dana. Her idea of a summer fling had fallen by the wayside long ago, but still, she knew summer would end and Dana would inevitably return to her life in the city. The pain of that thought struck her hard, and a wave of sadness washed across her. She pushed the thought aside, not wanting to think about it. As she had told Monica earlier in the day, there was lots of summer left, and she was going to enjoy every moment of it she could with Dana. 
 
    When Dana returned to their row, Ellie and Monica met her in the aisle and gave her a huge hug. She thanked them both and returned their hug. When she sat a moment later, Mac pulled her into an embrace and kissed her. 
 
    “I’m so happy for you, sweetheart,” she said softly, taking the engraved acrylic award from her and holding it in her lap, studying it. 
 
    Dana hesitated, giving Mac a curious look. “Thanks. That means a lot.” 
 
    She traced the engraved letters of Dana’s name with her thumb, but before she could finish, she felt Dana’s fingers on her chin, coaxing her to look up. When she did, soft brown eyes pulled at her heart. “Mac? What’s wrong?” Her voice was full of concern. 
 
    Mac shook her head. This was Dana’s night, and she wasn’t going to let her silly emotions ruin it. “Nothing. I’m fine.” She gave Dana a big toothy smile. “See?” she said pointing at her face. “All smiles. I’m fine.” Then she stole a kiss. 
 
    She looked at Mac suspiciously. “Are you sure? You looked a little melancholy a moment ago.” 
 
    “All’s well with the world. I have you, so how couldn’t it be anything but?” Mac said, handing her the award. 
 
    Dana’s frown faded and her lips curled up. She took Mac’s hand in hers and stared at her for a moment longer. “Okay then.” She kissed the back of Mac’s hand. The kiss did make her feel better and the remnants of the sadness she felt earlier faded to nothingness. She gave Dana’s hand a squeeze, and they settled in their seats and enjoyed the rest of the presentations. 
 
    Dana’s hand rested on Mac’s lower back as she guided her into a small banquet room adjacent to the auditorium. Ellie and Monica followed a pace behind. A waiter balancing a tray with several flutes of champagne greeted them and offered them a drink. Dana thanked him, took two, and handed one to Mac. 
 
    “There is an assortment of non-alcoholic beverages on the buffet tables if the young ladies would care for a refreshment,” he said, gesturing toward the far side of the room, then moved on to the other guests. 
 
    The room buzzed with the sounds of the smartly dressed people talking and laughing as they mingled. Dana had chosen to wear a black sleeveless dress that dipped in the front, teasing Mac with the smallest hint of cleavage. Mac too had worn a dress, not something she would have necessarily done on her own, but Dana had insisted, batting her eyelashes and pouting playfully. The look had been so sexy, Mac didn’t have a choice but to comply. Ellie and Monica also wore beautiful dresses that Dana had bought for them. With their hair and faces done, they transformed from the little girls Mac had always seen them as into beautiful young women. They were growing up fast. 
 
    They didn’t make it more than two meters into the room before someone greeted Dana with a warm smile and a friendly hug, congratulating her on her win. Mac stood quietly and watched as Dana talked to the man. He was older, in his mid-fifties, she guessed. He stood a few centimeters taller than Dana and had short red hair that was graying at his temples. He had a round face with sparkling blue eyes, and when he laughed his ample belly shook, reminding her of a particular Christmas poem. 
 
    “I knew you would win your category, Dana,” the man said. “There was never any doubt.” 
 
    “How could you be so sure? I was up against some very talented competition.” 
 
    “Bullpucky! Mere amateurs compared to you.” He waved dismissively in the air and laughed. 
 
    “Dangerous words, George,” she said, raising an eyebrow. “And aren’t you married to one of those amateurs?” 
 
    “What she doesn’t know can’t hurt me, right?” He winked as he glanced at Mac. 
 
    Dana linked her arm with his and turned them to face Mac and the girls. “George, this is my girlfriend, Mac Mackenzie. Mac this is my good friend and agent, George Douglas.” 
 
    Mac reached for the hand he offered and gasped when he pulled her into a one-armed hug. “Very nice to meet you, Mac. Any friend of Dana’s is a friend of mine,” he said as he released her, his face beaming. “And who are your lovely young friends here?” 
 
    “Well, this is Ellie, Mac’s niece, and Monica, Ellie’s best friend.” 
 
    “A pleasure, ladies,” he said, shaking their hands. “Are you enjoying yourselves?” 
 
    “Very much,” Ellie replied as Monica moved slightly behind her. 
 
    “You best keep your eye out for this one, George,” Dana said, resting a hand on Ellie’s shoulder. “She is quite the author in her own right. You just may see one of her manuscripts cross an editor’s desk in the not too distant future.” 
 
    “Oh? Is that so?” He looked impressed. “That’s pretty high praise coming from Dana, young lady.” He studied Ellie with a serious eye. “Maybe I should give you my card. You keep old George here in mind when you land your first publishing deal. Okay?” 
 
    Ellie blushed and nodded her head enthusiastically. “Yes, sir. I will,” she stammered, drawing laughter from the adults. 
 
    “Dana,” George said after a moment. “I have news for you. Can we talk for a moment?” 
 
    “Of course. Girls, why don’t you two get yourselves something eat,” Dana said. 
 
    Dana moved to Mac’s side and linked their arms. “What news, George?” 
 
    “Well, I received an interesting phone call this morning,” he said, pausing to snag a glass of champagne from the passing waiter. 
 
    “From who?” 
 
    “The English Department of Simon Fraser University.” He took a swallow of his drink, not taking his eyes from Dana. 
 
    “Okay,” she said, cocking her head to one side. “What does that have to do with me?” 
 
    “Seems they’re looking for a Writer in Residence for the coming academic year and possibly the following year, and they want you.” 
 
    Mac looked at Dana, not at all sure what any of this meant. Dana stared at him, unblinking. The excitement on her face grew, and Mac felt her squeeze her arm. 
 
    “Really? Wow!” Dana said with excitement in her voice. 
 
    George laughed. “I figured that might be your reaction. But I have something else to sweeten the offer.” He paused for dramatic effect. 
 
    “George! You’re killing me here.” 
 
    He held up a hand and laughed. “Okay, okay. C.J. Jennings will be there as well.” 
 
    “Oh, my god! No!” Dana squeaked, covering her mouth with her hands. 
 
    Mac had no idea what they were talking about. What exactly was a writer in residence and who was C.J. Jennings? This was apparently someone of importance, to Dana at least, as she was acting much like Ellie had when she met Dana in their living room that first night. 
 
    “This is amazing. I can hardly believe it,” Dana said, and her eyes flashed with excitement. 
 
    “They would like you to fly out for a meeting on Monday morning. To discuss the offer and such,” George added. “I’ve taken the liberty of booking you a hotel, car, and a flight out on Sunday.” 
 
    “So soon?” 
 
    George shrugged. “School year starts in less than a month. They need to make sure you're onboard.” 
 
    “Okay. Monday it is then.” 
 
    “Great. I’ll send them a text and let them know to expect you,” he said. “You two enjoy the rest of the evening, and it was nice meeting you, Mac.” He gave Dana another hug and then disappeared into the crowd. 
 
    How was she supposed to enjoy the rest of the evening? The news made Dana happy, but it hit Mac like a punch in the gut. Her stomach dropped as the thought of Dana leaving struck her. As much as she didn’t like the idea of her returning to Halifax, there was still the possibility of carrying on their relationship at least for a while longer. But this university was in Vancouver, the other side of the damn country. How could they possibly hope to make that work? She would be over four thousand kilometers away for a year, possibly two. 
 
    She felt herself welling up, and her lip quivered. No! She scolded herself. She was stronger than this. She wasn’t going to do this here, in front of Dana. If moving to Vancouver was something Dana wanted to do and it made her happy, then she would be happy for her too. At least on the outside. 
 
    Mac took a deep breath and wiped her eyes, but she wasn’t quick enough. Dana’s expression softened, and she took her hands. 
 
    “Mac. What is it?” 
 
    She shook her head and put on a brave face. “Nothing,” she said. Her voice threatened to crack. “I’m just happy for you. That’s all. But I will admit that I’m not thrilled with the idea of you being on the other side of the continent for a year.” She glanced at the empty glass in her hand, wishing it was full of something stronger than champagne. 
 
    Dana dipped her head and caught Mac’s eyes. “Hey. Look at me,” she said softly and stroked her cheek. Their eyes met, and Dana gave her a reassuring smile. “It’s not actually a year, more like nine months. Besides, we can still talk and text, and I’ll be back for the holidays and spring break.” 
 
    Mac raised the corners of her mouth and nodded. That sounded good, but would it really be enough? She wanted to believe it would. She sighed and pulled her into a hug. “I know,” she whispered. 
 
    Not wanting to draw too much attention to themselves, Mac pulled back after a moment. “Shall we see what sort of goodies they have on the dessert table?” 
 
    Dana searched her face before she spoke. “We could just get the girls and head back to our suite if you would rather.” 
 
    “Don’t be silly. This is your evening. Let’s enjoy it.” She wanted to celebrate Dana’s win with her. She could feel sorry for herself later. 
 
    They found Ellie and Monica standing off to the side of the buffet table. They each had a plate with fruit, cheese, and two big chocolate brownies on them. They grinned happily when Mac and Dana approached. 
 
    “Where did you get those brownies?” Mac asked. “And, please, tell me there are more.” 
 
    “I knew you would go nuts when you saw them.” Ellie touched her fork to the delicious-looking treat. “They’re over there.” She pointed at the table that held a large assortment of squares and other sweets. 
 
    Mac turned. “Come,” she said to Dana. “We must rescue the brownies.” What better than chocolate to raise one's spirit? 
 
    “Lead the way.” Dana followed as she made a beeline for the sweets. 
 
    For the rest of the evening, Mac, Dana, and the girls mingled and chatted with other recipients and guests. Mac was feeling a lot better as they made their way to the elevator at the end of the evening. Dana pushed the button for their floor, then slumped against the back wall of the elevator next to Mac. Holding onto Mac’s shoulder, she reached down and pulled off her heels. 
 
    “Damn, that feels so much better,” she said with a groan. 
 
    Ellie and Monica giggled, and Mac asked. “Maybe you would like me to rub your feet later?” 
 
    Dana looked at her and smirked. “I just might take you up on that offer.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t mind one of those myself,” Monica said, then immediately turned a bright shade of pink when the elevator went quiet and three pairs of shocked eyes fell on her. 
 
    “I…I…Um,” was all Monica could manage. 
 
    They all laughed, and Ellie put an arm around her shoulder and squeezed. She whispered something to Monica that Mac couldn’t hear, then kissed her cheek. 
 
    Back at the suite, they went to their rooms to change into something more comfortable. 
 
    Dana stood in front of the dressing table and removed her necklace and earrings. “Unzip me?” 
 
    Mac moved behind her and slowly pulled the little zipper down. The whole time she gazed into the mirror, watching Dana’s face. She dipped her head and kissed the smooth skin of her shoulder while she pushed the thin straps off and let the dress fall. She caressed her upper arms and kissed up the column of her neck, then nibbled on her ear. 
 
    “You’re beautiful. You know that?” she whispered. 
 
    Dana’s breath hitched. “What are you doing to me, Mac?” Her bra joined her dress on the floor. She ran her hands down Dana’s sides, then back up and cupped her naked breasts. She watched herself in the mirror as she squeezed the soft flesh and pinched each nipple, giving them a twist. Dana groaned and brought her hands up to cover Mac’s. She tilted her head back, and Mac kissed along her jaw and down her neck. 
 
    “Fuck,” she croaked and turned in Mac’s arms to face her. 
 
    Mac moved into her. Tangling fingers in her hair as she captured her mouth in a passionate kiss. Her other hand moved to Dana’s hip, slid into her underwear and cupped her ass as she pressed her thigh against her center. Dana sucked a breath and Mac knew she was ready. Holding the pressure, she didn’t move until she broke the long kiss moments later. 
 
    She saw the flush of Dana’s skin and felt the heat as she kissed along her collarbone and down to heaving breasts. Mac took a nipple into her mouth, chasing the erect bud for a moment before continuing her journey downward. 
 
    On her knees, she pulled the black panties down and off. She glanced up at Dana’s face and her own arousal grew. Dana’s eyes were shut, and her lips slightly parted. Her breaths came quick and ragged. Mac kissed her thigh, and Dana shuddered. She kissed upward across the soft skin until she reached the apex. 
 
    Dana moaned and gripped the edge of the dressing table when Mac kissed her center. Another kiss, then her tongue snaked out and flicked upward. Dana jerked. Two more swipes and a hand gripped the back of Mac’s head, guiding her. Another swipe and Dana coaxed her on. 
 
    “Yes,” Dana hissed. “Right there!” 
 
    Mac took her entirely in her mouth, and that was all Dana needed to send her careening over the edge. She cried out and shuddered, grabbing onto the table as her legs buckled. Mac stayed with her, holding her hips, and kissing her softly until she recovered. 
 
    Mac stood and wrapped her arms around her. “You okay?” 
 
    Dana moaned. “Yeah. That was…wow,” she said and kissed Mac softly. 
 
    Mac studied her face and brushed a thumb across her lower lip. “Shall we finish changing and see what the girls are up to?” If she stood here staring at that face any longer, the dread of Dana’s departure from her life would overwhelm her again. 
 
    Later that night as they lay in bed, Mac on her back and Dana snuggled alongside with her head on her shoulder, she stared up at the ceiling. She felt a small shiver run through her as the sheen of sweat from their lovemaking cooled her body. Although she sighed contentedly at the pleasant calm and relaxation that came after the series of mind-numbing orgasms, her sigh was also born from the unpleasant thoughts that had been at the back of her mind, now rising to the forefront once again. 
 
    Dana moved her head at the sound. “Penny for your thoughts.” 
 
    Mac kissed the top of her head. “This residency thing; it’s important to you.” It was a statement more than a question. 
 
    “It is. Just having them ask me is an honor. I’ve always thought it would be thrilling to be able to pass on my knowledge of writing to others. Maybe mentor other aspiring authors, like I’m doing with Ellie.” 
 
    “I see.” Her chest tightened, and her stomach clenched. That was it then, wasn’t it? Dana was going to fly out to BC and take the offer. She took a breath before she spoke again. “The person that George mentioned, somebody Jenkins, Jennings…” 
 
    “C.J. Jennings,” Dana supplied. “She’s a well-known and highly respected author. Best known for her historical fiction sagas. She’s right up there with the likes of Tolkien and Rowling. I’ve been a fan and admirer of her work long before I started writing. She inspired me to start writing to begin with. I guess you could consider her my idol.” 
 
    “So, it’s a done deal then?” Mac’s asked softly. 
 
    Dana was quiet, and Mac didn’t need to hear her answer to know what it was. “I’m sorry if it upsets you, Mac, but this is too important of an opportunity for me to pass up.” 
 
    Mac hesitated for a moment before speaking, pushing back the lump that had formed in her throat. “I know, Dana, and I’m happy for you. Honestly, I am.” Her tone was less than convincing, and she knew Dana would have heard it too. 
 
    The silence that followed was deafening. She stared at the ceiling for the longest time as thoughts of Dana leaving played in her mind. After a time, she heard Dana’s soft rhythmic breathing as she slept. She bit her lip as the tears rolled down her cheeks. 
 
    

  

 
   
    
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
    For the third time in as many minutes, Dana snugged the seatbelt over her hips. She peered out the small window and watched the buildings and streets of the city grow larger as they rushed up to meet the plane. For a moment she wondered if they were going to clear the urban sprawl in time. The steel, glass, and concrete abruptly gave way to a field of grass and then to the asphalt of the runway. There was a mild but noticeable thud as the wheels of the Airbus kissed the ground. The aircraft shuddered, and the engines roared for a moment as the mighty jet slowed and then continued to taxi to the gate. 
 
    Dana slowly released her breath and loosened her death grip from the arms of her seat. She had flown more times than she could count, but landings were still the scariest part of the flight as far as she was concerned. The flight from Halifax to Vancouver always made for a long day, and a two-hour layover in Toronto didn’t help. What the trip did do though was give her plenty of time to think. She had thought about the upcoming meeting with the university the next day and what a terrific experience it would lead to. Being able to help new aspiring authors learn the craft was thrilling, and working with the author who had inspired her was a dream come true. 
 
    But, the previous 24 hours had been foremost in her thoughts, and it left her feeling uneasy. When she had awoken in the hotel suite the morning after the awards ceremony, she could smell Mac’s scent on the sheets. She had reached out for her and found the spot where Mac had slept empty and cold. Opening her eyes, she looked around the room, giving her brain a moment to clear the fog of sleep and process her surroundings. 
 
    She swung her legs around and sat up on the edge of the bed, stretched, and yawned. She hummed at the slight ache between her legs that reminded her of their activities from the night before as she strolled to the en-suite for a shower. 
 
    Ellie and Monica were sitting at the dining room table and gave her a bright smile as she approached. Mac stood beside a room service cart, placing plates of eggs, bacon, and pancakes on the table. She looked up at her, but the dazzling smile Dana expected to see wasn’t there. Instead, the corners of her mouth curled up slightly, then flattened almost immediately. 
 
    Dana moved around the table and behind Mac, wrapping her arms around her waist. “Good morning,” she said and leaned in to kiss her. To her surprise, Mac pulled away and moved to one of the empty chairs. 
 
    “I hope you don’t mind that I ordered breakfast. I should get back to the Anchor,” she said without emotion. 
 
    Dana blinked. Ellie and Monica also glanced between them questioningly. What the hell? “Of course, no problem,” Dana replied, not knowing what else she could say and dished up egg for herself. Mac never took her eyes from her plate as she ate. Confused, Dana wondered why she acted this way. She tried to engage Mac in small talk, but she received only single-word answers. Frustrated, Dana gave up and turned her attention to her breakfast. The return drive to Emerald Bay was a little less uncomfortable. Though Mac never took her eyes from the road, she talked in longer sentences. Mostly, it was colorful observations about the slow drivers in front of them, though the needle on their speedometer seldom dipped below 120 kilometers per hour. 
 
    When Dana couldn’t stand it any longer, she turned in her seat and looked at the woman who had come to mean so much to her. “Mac, what’s going on? Did I do something wrong?” 
 
    Mac continued to stare straight ahead saying nothing. Dana was beginning to think she may never speak to her again, but to her relief, Mac took her hand and kissed it. 
 
    “No,” she said, barely loud enough for Dana to hear. “You did nothing wrong.” 
 
    “Then what is? I know something is bothering you.” She watched Mac’s face. Whatever it was, she kept it from showing. Mac glanced at her. Her mouth curving upward slightly. Not quite the smile that sent tingles up her spine, but it was close enough. 
 
    “I’m sorry I’ve been so bitchy,” she said, looking back to the road. 
 
    “You haven’t answered my question.” 
 
    Mac’s brows furrowed. “It’s nothing,” she said, letting go of Dana’s hand and shifting down as they exited the highway. 
 
    “Mac, I just—” 
 
    “Dana, please. I don’t want to argue, okay.” 
 
    Dana pursed her lips. “Okay,” she said in surrender. Crossing her arms, she turned and looked out her window. Neither of them spoke for the rest of the short drive from the off-ramp to Dana’s beach house. Once they arrived, Mac took Dana’s suitcase from the Jeep, carried it to the back door, and set it down. 
 
    When she stopped to find her keys, Mac cupped her cheek. She looked into those emerald green eyes and saw…sadness? Mac caught her lips and kissed her. It was slow and soft, and for a moment she forgot about the morning. Mac stepped back and looked at her, an expression that Dana couldn’t quite read crossed her face. 
 
    “Have a safe trip tomorrow, okay?” 
 
    Dana raised an eyebrow. Mac made it sound as if she was never coming back. She stepped toward her, but Mac retreated. “Will I see you this afternoon?” 
 
    Mac shook her head. “I have paperwork to catch up on, and I am working the bar tonight. I didn’t get much sleep last night, so I will probably go straight to bed as soon as I’m done.” 
 
    “Okay, I understand. Can I call you later then?” 
 
    Mac shrugged as she walked down the steps. “If you want.” 
 
    Dana watched her disappear around the corner without another word. Later in the day, she called several times and sent texts; all went unanswered. She sent a text to Ellie that evening to make sure Mac was okay only to discover that after they had dropped Monica off at her house, they had gone straight to Mac’s parents’ home and were staying there for the night. Mac had lied to her. 
 
    She sighed and collected her belongings as the flight attendant opened the main cabin door. Once in the terminal, she claimed her suitcase, picked up her rental car, then drove to her hotel. She plopped down on the bed and checked her phone for missed calls or texts. Nothing. She typed a text to Mac, letting her know she had arrived. She hesitated as her thumb hovered over the send button. Should she bother? If Mac was ignoring her, then what was the point? Staring at the screen for a moment longer, she took a breath and sent the text. 
 
    Arrived in one piece. Long day. Miss you. 
 
    A quick calculation told her it was after nine back home. After a few moments, she tried to convince herself Mac was probably working the bar and couldn’t respond right away. Her stomach growled, and she decided a shower and food were the priority now. 
 
    An hour later, she grabbed her phone as she headed for the door of her room. Noticing she had a missed text, a wave of excitement washed over her as she thumbed the phone. The short message from Mac merely read, Glad you’re safe. That was it. Her shoulders fell, and she sat on the bed. A tear rolled down her cheek as she stared at the screen. Why was Mac acting like this? The uneasiness she felt earlier came rushing back. Maybe Mac didn’t have feelings for her. Not like she had for her. No, she didn’t want to believe that. Mac needed time to adjust to the idea of her moving to Vancouver for the academic year. That’s all this was. She wiped her eyes and satisfied there was nothing to worry about, she set out in search of food. They could talk when she got back in a couple of days, and all would be well. 
 
    *** 
 
    The morning was gloomy. Gray clouds hung low in the sky, and the threat of rain was real. Dana was thankful for the GPS on her phone as she weaved her way through the streets of Simon Fraser University Campus in search of her destination. The drive to the campus had felt like something from a spy novel. Once she left the highway, she found herself surrounded by forest as her car climbed the gentle slope of Burnaby Mountain. At the top sat the 1.7 square kilometer expanse of the SFU Campus with its many buildings made of concrete and glass. Yup, this could be the top-secret military facility where they studied aliens or something. She glanced around and chuckled: no soldiers with machine guns or Cylons disguised as striking blondes in red dresses; she was safe. 
 
    After another minute or two, she steered her car into the parking lot and quickly found a spot. The main office of the English Department was in the Academic Quadrangle, an impressive building designed and built in the 60s. It was a large hollow square that hovered a story off the ground, supported by numerous concrete columns. 
 
    A middle-aged woman looked up from her computer screen as Dana entered the reception area. The room was spacious with warm colors on the walls. A stark contrast to the exterior of the building. A few comfortable-looking chairs lined two walls, and magazines lay neatly organized on a low table in the center of the space. 
 
    “Hello. May I help you?” The woman’s expression was warm and friendly, and she had a slight French accent that Dana found charming. 
 
    “Hi. I’m Dana Lawson. I have an appointment.” 
 
    “Yes, of course. Just one moment. I will let Dr. Jackson know you are here.” The woman picked up her phone and punched a button. She spoke quietly then hung up. Before the woman had a chance to say anything, a door adjacent to her desk opened. Dr. Jackson, Dana presumed, stepped briskly toward her, his hand extended and a broad smile on his face. 
 
    “Ms. Lawson. A pleasure to finally meet you. I must admit though, I am a bit jealous of you.” 
 
    Dana blinked, not sure how to respond to that. 
 
    “Sometimes I think my wife spends more time curled up in bed with you than she does with me.” 
 
    Dana raised an eyebrow, looking up to meet his eyes. “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    He laughed. “With your books, Ms. Lawson. She’s a big fan.” 
 
    “Oh.” She felt the blush rising on her neck. “My apologies for interfering in your love life, Dr. Jackson, but, please, thank your wife for her support. And, please, call me Dana.” 
 
    “I will certainly pass that along,” he replied and laughed again. He released her hand and straightened his jacket. “And my name is Harvey.” 
 
    “A pleasure to meet you, Harvey.” She followed his lead when he motioned her toward his office. 
 
    Dana sat when Harvey offered her a chair in front of his desk. She glanced out the large window as he sat in his chair. A green lawn with manicured hedgerows, bushes, and small trees filled the interior space of the quadrangle. A cement walkway bisected a long rectangular pool as it crossed from one side of the green space to the other. 
 
    “Impressive, isn’t it?” Harvey said, bringing her attention back to him. 
 
    “Very. It and this building have appeared in several TV shows and movies if I’m not mistaken.” 
 
    “Yes, indeed.” He handed her a file from his desk. “This package outlines what we are offering you as the Writer in Residence and what we expect in return. As you will see, we have allowed plenty of time for you to concentrate on your own writing during your stay with us.” 
 
    Dana nodded as she skimmed through the package. For the next hour or so, they discussed various aspects of the appointment. With her questions answered, Harvey escorted her to various offices and introduced her to the remainder of the Writer in Residence Committee. At the end of a quick tour of the campus, they stood at the entrance to the Quadrangle. 
 
    Harvey glanced at his watch. “I’m meeting Cathy Jennings for lunch in a bit. Would you like to join us?” 
 
    Dana was about to decline when a thought occurred to her. “Cathy Jennings? As in the C.J. Jennings?” Excitement filled her voice. 
 
    “The one and the same.” He stepped aside to allow a passing staff member more room. “I will take your enthusiastic question as a yes.” 
 
    She hadn’t expected to meet the woman on this trip, so the offer came as a welcome surprise. “You’re correct. I’d love to join you for lunch.” 
 
    “In that case, let’s go. We can take my car.” 
 
    A short time later as Harvey expertly maneuvered his car through lunch hour traffic, a question came to Dana. “If you don’t mind me asking? Why didn’t you offer the residency to Ms. Jennings?” 
 
    He glanced over. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but we did offer it to her first. She declined due to previous commitments. You were our second choice.” 
 
    Ouch! Now if that wasn’t a bruise to the old ego. “Oh, I see.” What was it the non-winners of an Oscar would say? It was an honor to just to be nominated. It was sort of true in this case; she was here after all, even if it was a win by default. 
 
    “Cathy will be on campus one day a week for the first semester though. So, you will be working together somewhat.” 
 
    That detail pleased her. She would be working with freaking C.J. Jennings! 
 
    They entered a quaint corner café tucked away on a quiet side street off the main thoroughfare. The location appeared to be popular with the locals but not too busy as there were a few empty seats available. 
 
    A woman sitting in a booth looked up at them as they approached. Dana instantly recognized her, and she couldn’t contain the grin that spread across her face. She felt like a starstruck teenage girl at a boyband concert. Oh, wow! C.J. Jennings in the flesh! 
 
    Cathy Jennings slid from the booth and embraced Harvey in greeting. She was older than Dana by about twenty years, according to her biography. But Dana wouldn’t have guessed it by looking at her. Cathy was her height, slight of build with dark hair, which was tied back in a loose ponytail. A quick review of her outfit caught Dana by surprise. She wore gray sweatpants and an SFU hoodie. Had she just come from the gym? 
 
    “Cathy, this is Dana Lawson. Dana, Cathy Jennings.” Harvey stepped aside after the introduction. 
 
    Dana eagerly took the woman’s hand. “Hello, Ms. Jennings. It is a pleasure to meet you. I don’t mind saying I’m a huge fan. I’ve been reading your books since I was a young girl.” She felt like an idiot after the long hello. There was an awkward silence as Cathy glanced down at their hands. Dana was still shaking hers, and for a lot longer than was customary. The heat rose in her cheeks as she let go. “I’m sorry; I’m a bit excited.” 
 
    Cathy caught her eyes. “It’s okay. I understand, and, please, call me Cathy or CJ if you like.” She paused. “Since you were a young girl, huh? Now I feel old.” She gave her a playful wink. 
 
    They sat, and soon the server was at their booth taking orders. Dana opted for the soup and sandwich, while Harvey had a Club on whole wheat and Cathy a large Cobb salad. As they ate, they talked about the weather, world events, family happenings, the usual stuff. Eventually, the topic turned to writing. 
 
    Setting her fork down, Cathy dabbed her mouth with a napkin. “Dana, I’ve read your reviews and some of your work. You’re a very talented writer.” There was a pause, and Dana enjoyed the flattery, but she felt a but coming. “But.” And there it was. “Have you considered trying your hand in another genre?” 
 
    Dana studied her for a moment. Cathy looked back, eyebrows raised in question. She was serious. “Um…No. Not really.” 
 
    “I see. You should try. You’re more than capable of writing something more meaningful, I’m sure.” She picked up her fork and speared a piece of chicken. 
 
    At that moment Dana felt as if her heart was that piece of chicken. “More meaningful? And what exactly is wrong with romance as a genre?” She worked to maintain calm in her voice. 
 
    “There’s nothing wrong with it per se. I find those stories are usually predictable and somewhat contrived.” She paused as she sipped her water. “I mean, it’s always boy meets girl, boy loses the girl, boy gets the girl back, and they live happily ever after. Or, in your case, its girl meets girl. It’s all so low brow really.” 
 
    Dana couldn’t believe what she was hearing, but Cathy didn’t stop there. 
 
    “I realize romance is the highest grossing genre in the industry, but that only goes to show there are a lot of trailer parks with lonely housewives out there.” 
 
    Jesus! Dana set her spoon down and pushed her plate away, her appetite gone. She was speechless and hurt. This woman she had idolized for so many years had, in three minutes, trashed her life’s work. She had grown a thick skin over the years when it came to negative reviews by critics. But this struck deeper than anything negative that had ever been said about her work in the past. Not wanting to burst into tears in front of everyone, she excused herself and went to the washroom. 
 
    With her hands resting on the cold porcelain sink, she hung her head and cried. She tried to contain the sound, but she needed to breathe, and a loud sob echoed throughout the room when she drew a breath. 
 
    “Hey, are you all right?” a disembodied voice from a nearby stall asked. 
 
    Dana jumped. She thought she had been alone. “Yeah, I’m fine,” she sniffed and leaned down to splash water on her face. When she stood, a hand holding paper towel appeared in front of her. She looked at the woman attached to the hand, and her breath caught. Green eyes looked back at her from a concerned face framed with long red hair. “Mac?” she breathed. 
 
    “No. I’m Sheryl,” the woman said softly. “Are you sure you’re okay? Can I call someone for you?” 
 
    She dried her face with paper towel and looked back at the woman. Her hair was now dirty blonde, and her eyes were hazel. She blinked a couple of times. Damn, now she was hallucinating. She shook her head. “Thank you for the towel. I’m fine. Just a bit of bad news. Nothing serious though.” 
 
    The woman hesitated, watching her for a few more moments. “Well, okay then. If you’re sure. Take care then,” she said before leaving her alone with her thoughts. 
 
    Dana checked her reflection in the mirror. She had been sure she had seen Mac standing there. She wished it had been. God, she missed her. With one more glance in the mirror, she took a breath and headed back to the table. 
 
    Upon her returned, Cathy was gone. She gave Harvey a questioning look. 
 
    “She had to go,” he said as she sat. “But she did want to apologize if she offended you.” He looked at her, sympathy in his voice. “Are you okay? Her comments were hurtful. I’m sure.” 
 
    She shrugged. “I’m fine. There’s an adage about never meeting your idols. You’ll always be disappointed when you discover they’re only human.” 
 
    “True that, Dana. True that,” he said. “Did you want dessert or coffee?” 
 
    “No. I’m good, Harvey, thanks.” 
 
    “Okay then. If you don’t have any further questions, let me pay the bill, and I’ll take you back to your car so you can enjoy the rest of your day.” 
 
    Back at the hotel, Dana kicked off her shoes, loosened the button on her slacks, pulled a bottle of wine from the minibar and flopped down on the bed. She stared at the ceiling, unable to get the image of Mac handing her the paper towel from her head. “Fuck me.” She sighed. 
 
    Retrieving the file folder she had tossed on the bed earlier, she thumbed through the pages. The offer was terrific: on campus for a few hours three days a week, put on a few workshops, give a few lectures, put in a little one-on-one time with students. The rest of the week was hers to do with as she pleased. It should have excited her down to her bones, but it didn’t have the same appeal anymore. Then there was Cathy. What a letdown that had been. How could she work with a person who thought her writing was meaningless? 
 
    She tossed the folder back on the bed and closed her eyes. Mac was there, smiling at her. The image lingered until her phone chimed, indicating a received text. She grabbed the phone; it was from Jenny. She would be lying if she said she wasn’t disappointed it wasn’t Mac, but knowing it was her best friend helped to lift her spirit. 
 
    Hey, sweetie. How was the meeting? Call me. Miss you. 
 
    She cleared the message and dialed. 
 
    Jenny picked up on the second ring. “Hey, you! I didn’t expect you to call so quickly.” 
 
    “Hi, Jen. How are things?” She put her on speaker phone before adjusting the pillows behind her back and sinking into a more comfortable position on the bed. 
 
    “You don’t sound too chipper, hon. Are you okay?” Jenny had her concerned best buddy tone going on. 
 
    She sighed and twisted the cap off the bottle of wine. “Not really, Jen. I’m all sorts of screwed up right now.” 
 
    “What’s wrong? Are you hurt? Did you get in an accident?” 
 
    She chuckled. “No, nothing like that. Calm down.” 
 
    “Oh, good. Don’t say things like that when I’m a million miles away and can’t do anything about it.” The sound of a chip bag opening came from the speaker. “Okay. So, spill, girlfriend. Why are you all screwed up?” The distinctive crunching of a chip followed. 
 
    “I think I may be losing her.” She pulled a swallow from the all-too-small wine bottle. 
 
    “Her? You mean Mac?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Dana sniffed. 
 
    “Sweetie, no. Tell me what happened.” The voice was soft and comforting as she knew it would be. 
 
    Dana took another swallow and recounted everything that had happened since George had given her the news at the awards ceremony, including her meeting with Cathy Jennings. 
 
    “Well, what does that woman know anyway? Your books are all sorts of wonderful. Besides, she’s probably jealous because she’s never experienced the kind of things romance writers write about.” 
 
    “Thanks for saying that. I knew I kept you around for a reason.” 
 
    “You know it.” More chips crunched, and Dana wished she had a bag. “Sweetie, I can’t tell you what the best thing for you to do is, but I can tell you that long-distance relationships seldom work, especially when you’re just getting used to one another. That’s not to say yours won’t, but the odds are against it, and from what you have told me, it sounds like Mac may already have figured that out.” 
 
    Dana sniffed. “Thanks, Jen. I already knew that I guess. I just needed to hear someone say it out loud.” 
 
    “Good. But I don’t want you to rush to any decisions. Sleep on it, and when you get back, you and Mac need to sit down and have a serious talk. Find out where she stands, and how she really feels about you. And how you feel about her.” 
 
    “I’m falling in love with her, Jen. Or, maybe I already have.” The words came out of her mouth as easily as if she were saying her own name. 
 
    “Even more reason to talk to her, and for god’s sake, tell her how you feel.” There was a pause, and Dana could have sworn she heard sniffling coming from the phone. 
 
    “Don’t you start crying,” Dana scolded. “You’ll get me crying again.” 
 
    “Okay,” Jenny blubbered. 
 
    Damn it. “Thanks, Jen! I told you not to do that. I’m hanging up now. I’ll call you when I land tomorrow.” She sniffed, and the tears rolled down her cheeks. 
 
    “Okay, sweetie. Sleep well. Love you.” 
 
    “Love you too,” Dana replied and ended the call. 
 
    She grabbed a tissue and cleaned her face, thinking about what Jenny had said. She needed to talk to Mac, needed to be with her. She picked up her phone and dialed the airline. There had to be an earlier flight home. 
 
    *** 
 
    Mac sat perched on her stool behind the bar. Gary and Mark chatted from their usual places at the bar, talking about the Blue Jays’ odds this year. She held the folded newspaper, tapping it with her pencil. Seven across, set of rungs, six letters. Mac thought for a moment. Ladder. Which left four down. Scully of X-Files, four letters. Mac scowled at the page. She should know this, but it wasn’t coming. 
 
    “Hey, guys.” She looked over at Gary and Mark. “What was Scully’s first name on the X-Files?” 
 
    “Dana,” Ricky answered as he wheeled a new draft keg in on a dolly. 
 
    Her stomach tightened at the name. It seemed the more she tried to prepare for the fact Dana was soon leaving her life, the more things reminded her of her. She wrote in the missing letters and tossed the paper on the counter. The universe was being a bitch. 
 
    Today was here and she was dreading it. Dana would be back soon, and she would probably want to carry on as if nothing had changed. They’d have to discuss their future, what little of it remained. She snorted. Sure, it sounded good in theory. Phone calls, and texts. Trips home on the holidays. It wouldn’t work. It never did. There was a reason why she had never allowed herself to become too attached to anyone in the past. She wondered if she would be strong enough to do what was coming next. 
 
    After stretching, she helped Ricky replace the empty keg. She squatted and fastened the coupler to the new keg as he pulled the empty one away. When she stood again, she jumped with a start, not expecting to see the man who was standing at the bar. 
 
    “I’m terribly sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to startle you.” 
 
    “It’s all right. No harm done. Nothing like a good scare to get the blood pumping.” She grabbed a nearby rag and wiped her hands. “Can I get you something?” 
 
    “No, thank you,” he replied. “I’m looking for a Miss Taylor Mackenzie.” 
 
    Mac raised an eyebrow. She didn’t know this man and had no idea why he would be looking for her. “I’m Taylor Mackenzie.” 
 
    He produced a manila envelope, seemingly from nowhere, and handed it to her. “You’ve been served.” His eyes were almost apologetic. He turned and left without another word. 
 
    She stared after him, dumbfounded. Once the stranger was out the door, she turned her attention to the envelope in her hand. 
 
    Ricky had stopped at the doorway while the man was speaking and was now at her side. Hesitantly she tore open the envelope and pulled the document from it. Turning, she rested her backside against the counter and read. 
 
    “What is it, Mac?” Ricky asked. 
 
    As she looked at him, her anger grew, and tears welled in her eyes. “Doris,” she spat, “is suing for custody of Ellie.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Nervous and excited would be the best way to describe how Dana felt. She had changed her return ticket to an earlier flight Monday evening, opting to fly throughout the night to get her back in Emerald Bay early Tuesday afternoon. She was tired from not getting much sleep on the plane and from her thoughts rehearsing what she would say to Mac when she saw her. 
 
    She stopped her BMW in the main parking lot of The Rusty Anchor, checked her face in the rear-view mirror, then headed inside. The place was quiet with only six people seated at different tables eating a late lunch. Another three people sat at the bar, talking, and enjoying their beer. 
 
    Ricky looked up as she approached. 
 
    “Hey, Ricky. Mac around?” 
 
    “Yeah. In her office.” 
 
    “Great. Thanks.” She moved past the bar, but before she could go any further, Ricky blocked her path. 
 
    “Dana, before you go in there, there is something you need to know.” He took her elbow and guided her out of earshot of the patrons at the bar. 
 
    Panic gripped her, and she glanced rapidly between Ricky and Mac’s closed office door. “What is it, Ricky? Is she hurt?” 
 
    “No. Nothing like that. She’s fine…physically.” 
 
    “Thank god,” she said placing a hand on her chest. “Then what is it?” 
 
    There was a pause before he spoke again. “Doris is suing for custody of Ellie. She’s using the incident of Ellie’s drunkenness and her witnessing you and Mac being…well, intimate in front of her.” 
 
    Dana stared at him in disbelief. “That bitch,” she muttered. She was angry as hell, but her concern for Mac was greater. “Thanks for letting me know.” She moved past him and headed for the office. 
 
    She softly rapped on the door a couple of times, then opened it, not waiting for a reply from inside. She stepped in, and Mac looked up from the document she held in her hands. Her face was a mixture of emotions, anger mostly, but there was also worry and fear in her eyes. She didn’t move from her desk, just sat there and looked– glared would be a better term–at her. Dana took a step forward and swallowed. She wanted to wrap her arms around her, hold her, tell her everything was going to be okay. But she wasn’t getting a welcoming vibe. It would be best to tread lightly. 
 
    “Hey,” she said softly. “Ricky told me what happened. I’m so sorry, Mac.” 
 
    Mac didn’t respond. Her expression remained unreadable. She dropped the document onto the desk and straightened in her chair. “Yeah, well. I’m not surprised. I should have seen this coming.” Her tone was harsh, and Dana wondered if she was directing it at her. 
 
    “So, what happens now?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I’ll figure something out.” 
 
    “Did you call your lawyer? What did he say?” 
 
    Mac slammed her palms on the desk and stood quickly, sending her chair banging loudly against a file cabinet. Dana jumped, taking an involuntary step back as a bolt of fear shot through her. 
 
    “No, Dana,” she snapped. The volume of her voice increased. “I didn’t call my god damn lawyer because I don’t have one. He retired last month, and I haven’t got a new one.” 
 
    Once the shock of Mac’s unexpected outburst had passed, Dana spoke, trying to maintain a calm voice. She understood why Mac was upset but not why she was yelling at her. “Let me call Jason. He might be able—” 
 
    “No! This is my problem. I’ll take care of it on my own.” 
 
    “Mac, please. Let me help,” she pleaded. “I want to be there for you.” 
 
    Mac’s eyes flashed. “Be there for me? Be there?” she yelled. “How in the hell can you be there if you’re on the other side of the god damn country? Huh?” 
 
    Dana stared at her, speechless. What the hell? The job? Was that it? Was this why she was on the receiving end of all this anger? If she could only explain. Her heart pounded in her chest, and her eyes welled. She took a breath. 
 
    “But Mac, I’ve decide—” 
 
    Mac held up a hand and shook her head. “Don’t,” she ordered. “The most important things in my life are Ellie and this bar. That is where my focus needs to be. Especially now. Had I kept it there to begin with, I might not be in the middle of this shit storm. It was a mistake allowing myself to get involved with you. For allowing this distraction to carry on as long as it has.” 
 
    A scimitar couldn’t have sliced any deeper than Mac’s words. Dana found it hard to breathe. No! This can’t be happening. Mac moved from behind the desk and approached. She felt like a prisoner inside her own body, seeing through her eyes but unable to do anything. The world seemed to move in slow motion, and she felt herself taking another step back, out of the office. Tell her you love her; tell her! The voice inside her head screamed, but she couldn’t move her lips to form the words. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Dana, but this is the way it has to be.” 
 
    The office door closed with a soft click, but the sound reverberated inside her head with the loudness and finality of a steel prison cell door slamming shut. 
 
    “I love you,” she whispered to the door. The tears she had held now streamed freely down her cheeks. She stood there letting the reality of what had happened sink in. That was it then. It was over. The things she wanted to say to Mac, the feelings she wanted to express would go unspoken. 
 
    So, what now? There was no reason for her to stay in Emerald Bay. She would return to the beach house and call Jenny, let her know what happened. Maybe she would come and stay with her, help her pack her stuff. Silly, of course she would come. Nothing short of Armageddon would stop Jenny if she needed her, and she did need her. 
 
    She needed to leave before she broke down further and crumbled to the floor in a sobbing mess. As she turned to head for her car, a quivering voice spoke her name. Ellie stood at the bottom of the staircase to her loft. Her cheeks were wet with tears. Dana wiped her eyes and moved quickly to her, pulling her into an embrace. 
 
    “Oh, sweetie, how much did you hear?” Dana asked softly. 
 
    “Enough.” She sniffed. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Ellie. I wish you hadn’t.” She kissed her forehead and rocked her gently. 
 
    “Are you going to leave? Leave Emerald Bay?” She looked up with red, puffy eyes. 
 
    “I’m afraid so.” 
 
    “But what about my story? You have to help me finish it,” Ellie said pleadingly. 
 
    She gave her the best smile she could, wiping at her own eyes. “Your story is perfect. There is nothing left for me to show you. But, please, let me know how you make out with the contest. Okay? You have my number, right?” 
 
    Ellie nodded, and Dana gave her another hug. “You can call or text me anytime you like. If it’s okay with your aunt, that is.” 
 
    “Okay.” Her voice cracked. “I’m going to miss you. Maybe someday you and Mac can try and patch things up?” A glimmer of hope flickered in the girl’s eye, and it touched Dana. 
 
    “Maybe,” she said, knowing it was unlikely, but not wanting to dash the girl’s hopes. “I’m going to miss you too, Ellie. Look out for Mac for me, okay?” She gave her another squeeze before heading out the back door of The Rusty Anchor for the last time. 
 
    

  

 
   
    
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
    The steady thump of the bass from the DJ’s speakers hit Mac and shook her body. She had her eyes closed as she swayed in her chair letting herself become lost in the rhythm of the music. When the song ended, she opened her eyes and tipped back the beer bottle in her hand, swallowing the last of its contents. The bottle hit the table with a thud as she set it down a bit harder than she had intended, rattling the two empties already there. 
 
    It was a typical Friday night at The Rusty Anchor. The dance floor was full of twenty-somethings, their bodies gyrating and bumping against their partners in a ritualistic mating dance. Mac recognized her regulars, the ones that showed up on a Friday to party with their friends, looking to get lucky or to blow off steam at the end of their work week. There were also several people she didn’t know. Not unusual as The Rusty Anchor was extremely popular with the younger crowds from the surrounding communities. 
 
    As if on cue, another beer was set in front of her. Mac looked up at Sara who was holding a tray with several drink orders. “When did you learn to read minds?” Mac asked, yelling over the music. 
 
    Sara shook her head and leaned closer. “Not me. You have an admirer.” She pointed to an attractive young woman sitting at the end of the bar. 
 
    Mac looked over and the woman raised her drink in salute and smiled sweetly at her. Not exactly what Mac had in mind for tonight but, whatever. She held up the beer and returned the gesture. 
 
    She had felt like crap for days after she had ended things with Dana. When she had closed her office door, she had leaned against it and sunk to the floor. She sat there and cried for a long time, the emotions becoming too much. There had been instant regret for what she had said to Dana. Though she held true to her conviction that her focus needed to be on Ellie and the Anchor and that ending things with Dana had been the right choice, by no means had Dana been just a distraction. Maybe at first, but it had quickly become more than that, and that was what tore at her. 
 
    The people who were closest to her had supported her when she told them it was over with Dana. She could tell they didn’t necessarily agree with her reasoning. Her mother had sat her down shortly after and Mac had poured her heart out. “Ellie needs you and the Anchor needs you. That is true. But my dear, they don’t need one hundred percent of you. You have room in your life for the other things that matter to you, things of the heart. You need to let yourself let them in,” she had said. Her mother was probably right; she usually was. Ellie had outright refused to speak to her for three days, opting instead to communicate with short texts and preferring to be where Mac wasn’t. 
 
    It had taken a couple of weeks, but things were slowly returning to normal. Ellie had started the new school year, and the excitement of seeing classmates after a long summer, meeting her new teachers, and all the things that came with it kept her mind busy. Ricky had stopped walking on eggshells when she was around. He was sympathetic but had reminded her she still had a business to run. 
 
    Mac was glad for that, but for her, things wouldn’t be completely normal until this business with Doris and the court appearance were over. And of course, there were the constant reminders of Dana: the sofa in her loft where the first spark ignited; the rear parking lot of the Anchor where they had first kissed; her bed where they had spent many wonderful nights. The biggest reminder was the caricature Dana and Ellie had posed for, the one Dana had put into a proper frame for Ellie and hung over her desk. The one drawn so well and with such detail that each time Mac looked at it her stomach pulled, and she found herself missing Dana all over again. There were the numerous Dana sightings that had her doing a double take every time a brunette with Dana’s general build walked by. It was ridiculous, and she knew it; Dana was living on the other side of the country by now, out of reach forever. 
 
    Mac needed to let loose and burn off steam too, and tonight was going to be it. Ellie was sleeping at Monica’s, so she booked herself off from bar duty and settled herself at a small table not far from the bar. 
 
    “This seat taken?” 
 
    She looked up, drawn from her thoughts by the voice. The young woman, no more than twenty-five she guessed, stood beside the chair opposite her, smiling. Mac motioned toward the chair and lifted her beer. “Please. And thank you for this.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” she said as she sat. “You looked lonely sitting over here by yourself.” 
 
    Mac raised an eyebrow. “I did, did I?” She studied the woman. Straight black hair hung just past her ears, and her dark skin appeared smooth and flawless in the subdued light of the tavern. Her dark eyes glimmered, and full luscious lips pulled up showing pearly white teeth. 
 
    The woman took a sip from the glass she held. “Yeah, you did. Am I wrong?” 
 
    Mac shrugged. “Maybe. But I guess you’ve solved that issue now.” The stranger stood and pulled her chair around the table closer to her. 
 
    “That’s better,” the woman said, leaning close to her ear. “Now we don’t have to scream to hear each other. My name is Kayla.” 
 
    Whatever scent Kayla wore was intoxicating. Mac drew a deep breath and let it out slowly. Certain parts of her body were already making demands on how this evening needed to end. “Mac,” she replied. 
 
    Kayla pulled her head back and gave her a puzzled look. “Mac?” 
 
    “My last name is Mackenzie. I go by Mac.” 
 
    “Oh! Okay. So, your first name is?” 
 
    “Not important.” 
 
    Kayla nodded in appreciation. “So then, not important. You live around here?” 
 
    “You could say that. How about you? Where are you from?” Mac asked, not breaking eye contact. 
 
    “How do you know I’m not from around here?” 
 
    “Oh, trust me; I’d remember if I’d seen you around here before.” 
 
    Kayla pulled back and glared. “Was that a racial thing you just said there?” She pointed an accusatory finger at her. 
 
    Mac’s eyes widened as panic set it. “No! No! God no! I didn’t…I mean…” She stopped sputtering when Kayla laughed and took great pleasure from her discomfort. Soon Mac was laughing with her. 
 
    “That was too easy,” Kayla said. “But to answer your question, I live in White’s Bay.” 
 
    “Really? That’s a fair drive from here. Don’t they have bars in White’s Bay?” 
 
    “Yeah, but I’ve heard so many people rave about this place, my friends and I had to check it out.” Kayla used her thumb to indicate a table not far away where a guy and three girls sat. 
 
    “All your friends are over there, but you want to sit with me?” 
 
    “Do you want me to leave?” She placed a hand on Mac’s knee. 
 
    “No. No. Just making an observation. I’m rather enjoying the company.” Mac allowed her thoughts to drift to the possibilities and tingles flashed through her. 
 
    “My friend Greg over at the table is my ride home. He told his husband that he would be home by midnight. So, I have until then to um…” 
 
    “Secure a ride home in the morning?” Mac offered. 
 
    “That’s certainly one way of putting it.” 
 
    The slow song the DJ had been playing ended, and he spun the latest popular song with a fast beat. Kayla stood and took Mac’s hand. Mac looked up into those dark eyes that sparkled with mischief. 
 
    “Come on, not important Mackenzie. Dance with me.” 
 
    Mac stood and followed her to the dance floor, taking the opportunity to let her eyes travel the length of her body. The woman was Mac’s height and thin. The tight jeans she wore hugged her curves, accentuating the ass that was almost as hot as…Dana’s. Damn it all! Mac shook her head, pushing the thought away, and moved onto the dance floor. Mac spun Kayla around and pulled her close. They moved together in sync, bodies barely touching. The sweat glistened on their skin, and Mac felt the tingles of pleasure flash through her when skin brush against skin. 
 
    As the night wore on, their dancing became more and more suggestive, hands touched and caressed body parts for fleeting moments. Mac’s heart raced, both from the physical exertion of the dance and from the desire building in her. 
 
    Kayla moved against her, pressing her body close. Her thigh pressed against Mac, and she sucked a breath. She squatted, running her palms down Mac’s legs and up again. When she stood and leaned close to her ear, Mac felt the heat from her rapid breaths. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here,” she said hungrily. 
 
    The invitation was all Mac needed, and she didn’t hesitate. She grabbed Kayla’s hand and pulled her toward the back of the tavern. As she passed the bar, she caught Sara’s surprised expression, her always-present bubbly smile fading to sadness. Mac frowned for a second, not sure of what to make of it before she dismissed the thought. 
 
    “Where are we going?” Kayla asked as they pushed through the employee doors and headed toward the stairs. 
 
    “My place,” she answered as they climbed the staircase. 
 
    “You live above a tavern?” 
 
    “I own the tavern, honey.” Mac was tired of talking. She needed this woman naked and in her bed. Closing the door of the apartment behind them, she pulled Kayla into her arms and kissed her. Damn, but didn’t that feel good. Her lips were full and soft and moist and tasted like cherry. She pulled back; Dana’s lip gloss tasted like cherry. An image of Dana’s smiling face just before she kissed her flashed in her mind’s eye. 
 
    “Mac? What’s the matter?” 
 
    “Nothing,” she said, shaking the image from her head. “Nothing at all. Let’s go to the bedroom.” 
 
    “Okay,” Kayla said, sounding confused and a bit nervous. 
 
    As they moved toward the bedroom, the caricature hanging above Ellie’s desk caught Mac’s eye and brought her to an abrupt halt. She stopped so quickly, Kayla bumped into her. The imagine on the wall—more precisely Dana’s smiling face—held her attention, freezing her in place. As if someone threw a switch, the lust and desire she felt for the beautiful woman that stood beside her disappeared, and guilt took their place. She didn’t understand why she was feeling this way. Dana was out of her life. There was no reason to feel guilty for having sex with another woman. Yet, there it was. Mac sighed and turned to Kayla. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I can’t do this,” she said softly as she glanced at Dana’s likeness again. 
 
    “Oh,” Kayla replied, shocked and confused and probably a whole lot pissed off. “Wife? Girlfriend?” she asked, not sounding nearly as annoyed as Mac thought she would be. 
 
    Mac snorted. If she were cheating, it would make her guilty conscious easier to explain. “She was my girlfriend.” 
 
    “And you’re not over her yet, I take it?” Kayla asked, then pulled out her phone and typed a quick text. 
 
    Mac shook her head. Maybe Kayla was right. Perhaps she wasn’t over Dana. “I guess not. I feel bad though. I didn’t mean to lead you on. You must think I’m a jerk.” 
 
    Kayla frowned at her phone, then looked at Mac for a long moment. “Jerk is a bit mild, but yeah. It would be a lie if I said I’m not disappointed, but I understand. I’ve been there.” She gave Mac a reassuring pat on the arm. “This would be the point where I’d say goodnight and go back to my friends, but they’ve already left.” 
 
    Mac thought for a moment. She liked Kayla, and there wasn’t any reason why they couldn’t be friends. Maybe down the road, they could go where this night had been heading. “You’re welcome to spend the night. I mean, I have a spare bedroom. I can break out the junk food, and we can hang out, chat, get to know each other more. To be honest, I could use the company.” 
 
    Kayla studied Mac for a moment as if pondering her suggestion, and her expression eased. “Okay, I guess making a new friend is a good consolation prize to not getting laid.” 
 
    They broke into laughter, and Mac felt relieved this night wasn’t going to end badly, not as fun as either of them had hoped but not a total loss. She retrieved chips, dip, and a bottle of wine from the kitchen, then they settled onto the sofa and sipped at their wine as they talked. Their conversation started with the typical generalities of family, jobs, and childhood adventures and eventually led to Mac telling her everything about her relationship with Dana. 
 
    “Mac, not only are you not over Dana, I think you’re still in love with her,” Kayla said matter of factly. 
 
    Mac cocked her head, surprised at the bold statement. “Even if that were true, it’s too late to do anything about it.” 
 
    Kayla shrugged. “If you say so. But I think if you do love her, you should at least try.” 
 
    Mac entertained the thought for a moment. Was there a chance they could make it work? Would Dana want her back? Then all reasons she had ended it in the first place came back to her. No, ending it was still the right thing to do. Wasn’t it? 
 
    Glancing at the clock, she was surprised at how late it was. Kayla agreed it was time to call it a night, and Mac showed her to the guest room and gave her a robe to put on in the morning if she wanted to shower…like she had done for Dana the night they had first met. Sigh. How long does it take a broken heart to mend? 
 
    *** 
 
    The cursor blinked and blinked and blinked. Dana stared at her computer screen and read the sentences for the hundredth time. Cassandra sat on the bench, hunched forward, watching the Koi dart about their pond. She knew what she had to do; she knew how to get Jessica back! Unfortunately for Cassandra, Dana hadn’t typed a word since ending that sentence two weeks ago. Cassandra might have been ready to salvage her relationship and get her happily ever after, but Dana was having a hard time writing that, especially with the chances of her own being highly unlikely. 
 
    Closing her laptop, she walked to the kitchen and poured herself a coffee, turned on her sound system and selected a playlist of mellow tunes. It had been a rough few weeks filled with sleepless nights, lots of crying, and copious amounts of chocolate ice cream, her go-to comfort food when she was upset. 
 
    When Jenny had shown up at the beach house, just over an hour after Dana had left The Rusty Anchor, she brought with her a giant tub of chocolate ice cream and her overnight bag. Jenny left her bag at the door, dropped the ice cream into the freezer, then sat with Dana on the sofa, holding her until she cried herself out. She had already been tired after her day in Vancouver, then the all-night flight back to Halifax. The good cry into Jenny’s shoulder sapped the last of her strength, and she soon fell asleep in her best friend’s arms. 
 
    Dana’s eyes fluttered open sometime later, and her lips curled seeing Jenny sitting in the armchair adjacent to the sofa. “Hey,” she said hoarsely. Her throat was dry, and she had to swallow a couple of times as she pulled the throw off and pushed herself into a seated position. 
 
    Jenny looked up from her phone and gave her a sympathetic smile. “Hey, sweetie.” She moved quickly from the chair to a spot on the sofa beside Dana and took her hand. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I’m okay I guess.” She leaned her head against Jenny’s shoulder. “Thanks for coming.” 
 
    “Are you kidding? As your bestest buddy, it’s my sworn duty to be here when you need me.” She put her arm around Dana’s shoulder and gave her a firm squeeze. “I would have been here sooner, but I had to pack a bag and pick up ice cream.” 
 
    Dana tilted her head to look up at her. “Chocolate?” 
 
    “Naturally. Why don’t you hop in the shower and get into your PJs, then we can sit and talk and pig out on ice cream.” 
 
    She straightened and realized, not for the first time, how lucky she was to have Jenny as her best friend. Just having her here was an enormous comfort to her. “Well, you have fulfilled your duty admirably, and I love you to death for it.” She leaned in and kissed her cheek. “A shower sounds wonderful. God knows I probably need one.” 
 
    “I didn’t want to say anything, but yeah, ya do.” Jenny pinched her nose and waved a hand in front of her face. 
 
    Dana snorted and gave her a playful swat. “You didn’t need to agree with me.” She headed off down the hall. 
 
    Feeling refreshed and clad in her favorite blue pajama bottoms, the ones with little white kittens, and an oversized Micky Mouse tee shirt, Dana sat cross-legged on the sofa, a large bowl of chocolate ice cream in her hands. Across from her, on the other end of the couch, Jenny too wore a miss-matched set of PJs and cradled a bowl of ice cream. 
 
    “Did she really say you were just a distraction?” Jenny asked and put a spoonful of the chocolaty goodness into her mouth. 
 
    Dana nodded and played her spoon around the bowl for a second. The thought of those words stabbed at her. “Yeah, that’s what she said.” 
 
    Jenny shook her head. “I don’t understand that. It certainly didn’t seem like that to me when I talked to her.” She paused to take another spoonful. “What did she say when you told her how you felt about her?” 
 
    She sniffed, and a tear ran down her cheek. “I never got a chance.” 
 
    “Oh, sweetie, no. Maybe you should; if you really do love her. Not right now, but in a few days when she’s had time to calm down.” 
 
    “No. She made it clear what the important things in her life were, and I didn’t rate,” Dana replied with another sniff. “Can we talk about something else before I start crying again?” 
 
    “Sure, sweetie, anything you want.” 
 
    They sat and talked, trying to avoid anything that reminded Dana of Mac. They indulged in a second serving of chocolate ice cream. Almost done with this bowl, she noticed the time. Midnight. 
 
    “Huh. Midnight Chocolate,” she muttered. 
 
    Jenny cocked her head. “What was that?” 
 
    Dana shook her head and pointed at her bowl with the spoon as she swallowed what was in her mouth. “Midnight Chocolate.” 
 
    “You’ll need to elaborate.” 
 
    “It’s from a series of books by one of my favorite authors.” Dana set her empty bowl on the coffee table. “See, the books revolve around four women who are longtime friends and business partners. They have a long-standing tradition that whenever one of them has an issue that needs to be worked out, they’d call a Midnight Chocolate.” 
 
    “Okay, and what does this Midnight Chocolate entail? Chocolate at midnight I presume?” 
 
    “Exactly. If any of them were to call an MC, they would meet at a designated apartment, dressed in PJs, of course, and there would be an assortment of all things chocolate. They would talk and eat until said problem was solved.” 
 
    “Sounds cool,” Jenny said with a chuckle. “Hopefully they don’t have too many problems, or they will all weigh a ton in no time.” 
 
    Dana laughed. “Nice thing about fiction. The calories are fictional too.” 
 
    “If only that were true in the real world. Speaking of which, we should get our real-world butts to bed.” Jenny collected their bowls. 
 
    “You’re right.” Dana followed her into the kitchen, and once she had deposited the dirty dishes into the sink, she pulled her best friend into a hug. “Thanks again, Jen, for being here.” Her voice cracked, and tears threatened to flow again. 
 
    Jenny held her tight and sniffled. “You’re welcome. Now get to bed before we both start bawling again.” 
 
    She chuckled, sniffed again, and gave Jenny a peck on the cheek. “Right. Good night then.” She released her and headed to her room. Sleep didn’t come easy though. Images of Mac filled her mind and the harsh words she had said in her office struck her again, unwilling to let her forget the horrible scene. The hurt renewed itself, and she softly wept into her pillow until she finally dozed off. 
 
    The following day, Jenny helped her pack and load her suitcases into her car. She followed Dana back to the city and hung out with her at her apartment for the rest of the day. Maggie, her landlord, had also stopped by to say hello with the hope of getting a juicy tidbit of information to gossip about. 
 
    Dana’s phone chirped, bringing her back to the present. Ellie had sent her a text. Not the first since she had left Emerald Bay. 
 
    Hey, Dana. How are you? 
 
    I’m well, Ellie. You? 
 
    Good. I wanted to let you know that I’ll be reading my story aloud at the library. So will the winners of the other age groups. 
 
    Wow! That sounds great. 
 
    Ellie had texted her a while back to let her know she had won in her age group. Dana had been happy for her and regretted not being there during the judging. 
 
    I would really like you to be there. Please. If you can’t, I’ll understand. 
 
    Dana stared at the screen, not sure how to respond. She would love to be there for Ellie to show her support. But, Mac might be there, and she didn’t know if she was ready for that. 
 
    I don’t know if that would be a good idea. 
 
    There was a pause before she responded. Please, think about it. It would mean a lot to me. Pouty face emoji. 
 
    Damn. The girl knew how to push buttons. I’ll think about it but no promises. 
 
    That’s all I ask. Smiley face 
 
    How’s Mac? 
 
    Good. Court date is in a couple of weeks. 
 
    She found a lawyer then? 
 
    No. Doing it herself. 
 
    Dana suddenly felt sick. What the hell was she thinking? The chime of her doorbell interrupted her thought. 
 
    Oh, I see. Someone’s at the door. Got to go. 
 
    Okay, bye. And think about it!!! 
 
    Shaking her head in disbelief at what Ellie had said, Dana peeked through the peephole. Jason casually stood on the other side of the door, glancing down the left hallway, then the right. 
 
    “Hey, Punk!” he said when she opened the door. 
 
    “Hey, there, big brother.” She wrapped her arms around him. “To what do I owe this pleasant surprise?” 
 
    He laughed and stepped inside. “Do I need an excuse to visit my favorite sister?” 
 
    She swatted his arm. “I’m your only sister, you goof, and no you don’t. Now come in and sit. Can I get you a coffee?” 
 
    “Sure.” He took off his jacket before taking a seat in the living room. “How have you been, Dana?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” she said, pouring the coffee. She loved that everyone was concerned about her and wanted to make sure she was okay. But enough time had passed, and she was starting to tire of it. “Mom called to check up on me again this morning. Jenny stops by regularly. Of course, that’s normal for her. I even get texts from Ellie every now and again.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah? And how is Miss Ellie?” 
 
    “Good.” She handed him his coffee and sat in the armchair. “She won the writing contest she entered.” 
 
    “Yes, I remember you mentioning she entered a contest at your party. Good for her.” 
 
    “She also said the court date is coming up and Mac is going to represent herself.” Jason’s brow furrowed. “I’m worried for her and Ellie.” 
 
    He shook his head. “It’s never a good idea to represent yourself. With Pennington as counsel, it will be worse. He’ll use all the underhanded tactics he knows, no doubt.” 
 
    “Jesus.” She slumped back in her chair. “Do you think Doris could actually win?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I would like to think not. But like I said, with Pennington, you never know what he’ll pull.” 
 
    She stared into her coffee cup and tried hard not to think about Ellie having to live with that horrible woman. And Mac, she’d be devastated. 
 
    “You still have feelings for her,” he said matter of factly. 
 
    She looked up at him, his expression solemn, and she frowned. He always had an uncanny way of knowing her feelings even if she didn’t. “I care about what happens to Ellie, and I don’t want to see Mac lose her.” She sipped her coffee. “As for feelings for her. I’m not sure.” 
 
    “Well, I am.” He sounded quite sure of himself. Before she had a chance to protest, the doorbell chimed. 
 
    She walked to the door with him only a few paces behind. After checking the peephole, she opened the door for Jenny. Her pretty eyes sparkled from behind the two steaming cups of Tim Horton’s coffee she held up in front of her. 
 
    “Hey, Jen. Come on in.” Dana stepped aside to let her pass. “I see you’re bearing gifts.” 
 
    “I am,” she replied and looked up at Jason. “Sorry. I would have brought you one had I known.” 
 
    “No worries. I’m on my way out.” He turned to his sister and pulled her into a bear hug. “Take care, Punk, and don’t worry about Mac. I’m sure things will work out for the best.” 
 
    “Thanks, Jason. I will try,” she said, returning his hug. 
 
    “I’ll see the two of you later then.” He grabbed his jacket and headed out the door. 
 
    Dana took the tray of coffees, and Jenny pulled off her coat and kicked off her sneakers. 
 
    “What was that about Mac? And why are you worried about her?” Jenny asked as they sat on the sofa. 
 
    Jenny listened and nodded in understanding as Dana explained. “That’s what has me worried about Ellie and Mac. Neither one of them deserves this shit. It simply isn’t right. I’d love to get that bitch and her weasel of a son alone for five minutes…” 
 
    Jenny chuckled. “I’d pay good money to see that.” 
 
    She laughed too as she took a sip from the coffee Jenny had brought her. She would be up all night with the caffeine she drank today. But she wasn’t going to say no to her double-double. “Thanks for this, by the way,” she said holding up the large paper cup. 
 
    “Anything for you.” 
 
    “Listen,” she said after they chatted about this and that, “I need your opinion on something.” 
 
    Jenny raised an eyebrow. “Okay, what’s up?” 
 
    “Ellie is doing a public book reading, not exactly sure when yet, but she has asked–no, pleaded for me to go.” 
 
    “And you want to know if I think you should?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    She sat back and crossed her legs at the ankles. “Is there a good reason why you shouldn’t?” 
 
    She looked at her, and Jenny looked back, head tilted and eyebrows raised in question. “Mac will probably be there too.” 
 
    “And that’s a problem, why?” 
 
    Dana pursed her lips and stared at her. She didn’t have a legitimate answer for her. It might be nice to see Mac again, from across the room. 
 
    “I don’t know. What would I say to her?” 
 
    “You don’t need to say anything if you don’t want to. If she says hi, say hi back. If she asks why you’re there, you say for Ellie.” 
 
    Dana thought for a moment. “That’s true. I would be there for Ellie.” 
 
    “Un-huh.” 
 
    She paused again, thinking of what her brother had said. “Jason thinks I still have feelings for her.” 
 
    “Do you?” 
 
    Did she? She did care about what happened to Mac and Ellie, that much was for sure. There had been several times over the last few weeks that she would catch herself thinking about Mac and the good times they had shared, and it had brought a smile to her face. But inevitably she would remember the last words Mac had said, that she had been just a distraction. “I don’t know. What difference does it make anyway? She doesn’t feel the same.” 
 
    “Are you sure about that?” Jenny sipped her coffee. “Mac had just found out about the lawsuit; she was upset and stressed. Isn’t it possible she lashed out at you simply because you were there?” 
 
    “I don’t know. She was pretty adamant.” 
 
    “Well, I do know for a fact she cared about you very much once. So, go to the reading for Ellie. Talk to Mac if you want and see how she reacts. If nothing else, you will know for sure.” 
 
    Dana sipped her coffee. It sounded all well and good, but what if Mac ignored her or got mad at her for being there. She wasn’t sure she could handle that. 
 
    

  

 
   
    
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
    Mac’s stomach churned, and she was thankful she hadn’t put much in it that morning. She shifted uncomfortably on the hard, wooden chair and glanced over at the table to her left where Doris and her son, Clayton, the lawyer, sat grinning like a pair of foxes lying in wait outside a chicken coop. The pressure of sitting in court and thinking about the trial made her regret her decision to represent herself, and the words Ricky had spoken months earlier came back to her. Mac, one of these days that stubborn-assed pigheadedness of yours is going to cost you dearly. Could it be possible his prophecy might come to pass? Was there a chance she might lose Ellie? 
 
    She looked back at her father who sat in the public gallery behind her. His reassuring smile gave her some small comfort, and she was glad he was there for her. She had insisted Ellie stay at home with Cait. There were a dozen or so other people in the gallery, none of which Mac knew. 
 
    Turning her attention back to the front, the judge looked up from the documents he was reviewing and addressed her. “Miss Mackenzie, before we begin, I would like to give you an opportunity to reconsider your decision to represent yourself.” 
 
    A glimmer of hope flashed through her, and she caught herself seriously considering her options. This was a golden opportunity if there ever was one, and she would be a fool not take it. But, before she had a chance to respond, the courtroom door opened noisily, drawing everyone’s gaze. A man dressed smartly, carrying a briefcase and a small cardboard box, quickly approached the front of the courtroom. 
 
    “That won’t be necessary your honor,” he said as he took a spot behind the chair to Mac’s right. “I will be representing Miss Mackenzie. Also, I apologize for my tardiness. However, it was unavoidable, your honor.” He placed his briefcase and the small box on the table. 
 
    Mac looked up at him, speechless. A small wave of relief washed over her, and for the first time in several weeks, she saw a glimmer of hope. She hadn’t expected this turn of events but was more than grateful, and she couldn’t help but wonder how Dana was involved. The man gave her a quick wink and looked back to the judge whose brow was knitted as he studied the newcomer. 
 
    “Your name, sir?” the judge asked. 
 
    “Jason Lawson, your honor.” 
 
    The judge nodded. “Miss Mackenzie are you willing to have Mister Lawson represent you?” 
 
    “Yes, your honor. Gladly.” 
 
    Clayton Pennington stood quickly. “Your honor I obje—” 
 
    “Overruled!” The judge adjusted his position in his seat and looked to the defense lawyer. “Very well then, Mister Lawson, have you familiarized yourself with the Plaintiff’s claims of Miss Mackenzie’s unsuitability as a guardian for Ellie Mackenzie and Mrs. Pennington’s petition to assume sole custody of Ellie Mackenzie?” 
 
    “I have your honor, and I would like to request this case be dismissed immediately as it is based solely on discrimination and fabricated evidence. I have documented evidence to back my request.” He opened his briefcase and removed several folders. 
 
    “Your honor!” Clayton said, rising once again. 
 
    “Sit down, Mister Pennington. This is not a criminal case,” the judge said sternly. “You will have your chance to speak. Mister Lawson, I deny your request. I would like to hear your evidence.” 
 
    “Yes, your honor.” Jason held a smaller folder out toward the bailiff. “This folder has a summary of the documentation I wish to present.” He paused for a moment, allowing the judge to do a quick scan of the folder once the bailiff handed it to him. 
 
    “Very well, continue.” 
 
    “First, I would like to address Mrs. Pennington’s claim that Miss Mackenzie is a harmful influence on Ellie for no other reason than she is a lesbian and somehow may cause Ellie herself to become gay. As ludicrous as this may sound. I admit I am no expert.” Jason picked up a folder and opened it. “Therefore, I have provided the court with a signed affidavit from Dr. Joseph A. Kent, a noted phycologist, stating, and I quote, scientific studies have shown that children raised by a homosexual parent or parents are as psychologically healthy and well-adjusted as those reared by a heterosexual parent or parents. Dr. Kent was kind enough to join us today and is willing to testify.” 
 
    Mac and the Penningtons turned to look at the man Jason gestured toward in the gallery. The man slowly stood and nodded. Mac’s heart thumped in her chest. She was still in awe that Jason would do this for her, but she was glad he was here. 
 
    “The court thanks you for your time, Dr. Kent, but your testimony will not be needed today,” the judge said. “Please, continue, Mr. Lawson.” 
 
    “Next, I will address the more serious claims of Miss Mackenzie providing alcohol to her niece and the subsequent intoxication of Ellie and her friend Monica.” Jason flipped the page in the folder and opened the box. 
 
    Mac watched with curiosity as he removed what appeared to be the bottom of a broken bottle and set it on the table. She looked at him and raised an eyebrow. He remained confident and turned to the judge. 
 
    “Mrs. Pennington has stated both girls, Ellie and Monica, left her house the evening of her husband Stanley’s birthday party highly intoxicated. For the recorded, this statement is true.” He paused, and Mac took great pleasure in seeing the scowl cross Doris’ face. “The statement that a broken Scotch bottle that they have entered into evidence was found behind some bushes on Mrs. Pennington’s property after the party, however, is false.” 
 
    “Your honor, I must protest!” Clayton jumped from his chair. 
 
    “Mr. Pennington. Sit Down! I have told you once already that you will have your chance to speak. If I must remind you again, I will find you in contempt.” 
 
    Clayton sat, and Mac was sure little daggers flew from his eyes toward Jason. 
 
    “At this time, your honor, I would like to ask that the bottle in question be presented.” 
 
    “Mr. Pennington, the bottle, please,” the judge asked. 
 
    Clayton produced the bottle from a box beside his chair, and the bailiff handed it to the judge to examine. 
 
    When he finished, Jason continued. “As you have seen, your honor, the bottle is rather ornate and is made of thick glass. Also, for the record, it did come from The Rusty Anchor, a tavern that is owned and operated by Miss Mackenzie.” 
 
    Mac looked at him wide-eyed. What? How could that be? There was no way any of her staff would have given Ellie a bottle of booze, and she knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that Ellie wouldn’t have stolen it. 
 
    “However,” Jason said, “this particular bottle was both empty and broken when it left the premises of The Rusty Anchor.” He picked up the bottle and read the label out loud. “MacIntosh Scotch Whiskey Special Edition.” 
 
    Mac’s breath caught; she remembered that name and knew exactly where the bottle had come from. There goes your case, you miserable bitch, she thought. 
 
    “This Scotch is made in a small town in Scotland and is not sold outside Great Britain. This particular bottle was purchased by Miss Mackenzie’s father, Joseph, during a trip to Scotland last summer and has been sitting on a shelf at The Rusty Anchor ever since.” He paused to pour a glass of water from the cravat on their table. 
 
    Her father had brought it to the Anchor to share with her and any of her regular customers on special occasions. The bottle was beautifully crafted and heavy. It had MacIntosh written in Gaelic molded into the glass on the side. 
 
    “The last of the Scotch was drained from this bottle just two weeks ago by Joseph himself, several weeks after it was allegedly found on Mrs. Pennington’s property. The bottle was broken when it was dropped by an employee of The Rusty Anchor the same day it was emptied.” Jason took the bottle from the bag it was in and, after adjusting its orientation, set it on the broken bottom. The two parts joined perfectly. “Your honor, one of my associates recovered this bottom piece from a glass recycling bin behind The Rusty Anchor a few days ago.” 
 
    Mac frowned at the Penningtons. They had fabricated the evidence. She shouldn’t find that hard to believe though. They were both devious people. Clayton stared at the desk, his case and his career as a lawyer floundering. Doris spoke into his ear, and while Mac couldn’t hear the words, she could see her face was red with anger. 
 
    “I see. Can you explain then how the two young ladies ended up intoxicated?” the judge asked. 
 
    “Yes, your honor, I can. It has to do with a thing called Electric Jell-O. Simply put, it is Jell-O made with alcohol instead of water.” Jason took a drink from the water he had poured. “Mrs. Pennington personally made the Jell-O and served it to Ellie and Monica. She made it clear to others in attendance at the party that the Jell-O was for the girls and no one else. She was also very insistent the girls eat it. I have affidavits from Mrs. Pennington’s housekeeper and several party guests stating what I have said to be the case.” 
 
    The judge shook his head as he flipped through the stack of affidavits Jason had mentioned. “Is there anything else you would like to add, Mr. Lawson?” 
 
    “One last item, your honor.” There was an audible groan from Clayton Pennington, and Mac suppressed a chuckle as the man hung his head. “If you turn to the document I have flagged with a red sticky, your honor, you will see a notice from the Nova Scotia Barristers’ Society effectively barring Mr. Pennington from practicing law six months ago.” Jason returned to his seat beside Mac. 
 
    The Judge hmphed and jotted a note before he turned to the Penningtons. “Mr. Pennington, do you wish to speak now?” 
 
    The lawyer raised his head and stood, his face stoic. “We do not, your honor.” 
 
    Doris gave him a surprised look. She opened her mouth to speak, but he stopped her with a raised hand and a shake of his head as he sat. 
 
    “I thought not.” The judge scribbled another quick note, then closed the folder. He looked again at the Penningtons. “You two are despicable. Mrs. Pennington, you intentionally fed alcohol to your granddaughter and possibly endangered her life so you could discredit her aunt and get custody of her and her trust fund. One affidavit states that Ellie’s friend, Monica, was hospitalized because of your selfish act. You disgust me.” He shook his head again. “Bailiff, please, take Mrs. Pennington and Mr. Pennington into custody. They are to be held and handed over to the RCMP at their earliest convenience at which time they will be formally charged.” With that, he picked up his gavel and rapped it hard on its block. 
 
    Mac’s jaw dropped. She wasn’t expecting that. Neither were the Penningtons. Both sat frozen, staring straight ahead, their faces void of emotion. The judge turned to Mac and spoke in a gentler tone. “Miss Mackenzie, I am sorry you had to go through this. I remember the Penningtons appearing before me four years ago, but I never thought they would stoop to such levels. Please, go home to your niece and rest assured that those two,” he said, pointing to Doris and her son as they were being escorted out of the courtroom in handcuffs, “will not cause you any more trouble for a long time.” 
 
    “Thank you very much, your honor,” Mac said. 
 
    The judge nodded, then stood and retired to his chambers. 
 
    Mac sat back in her chair, still not believing what had happened. She felt a hand on her shoulder, and she turned to find her father wearing the biggest smile he could manage. She stood, leaned across the rail of the gallery, and gave him a big hug. 
 
    “I am so happy this all worked out and this mess is over, lass.” 
 
    “Me too, Dad. Me too.” 
 
    “I’m going to the Anchor to let your mother and Ellie know the good news,” he said. “Are you okay on your own?” 
 
    “Yeah, Dad. I’m fine; thanks.” She wiped away a happy tear. She was happy. Happier than she had been in a long time. 
 
    Her father left, and she turned toward Jason, who gathered his papers and folders. She thought about how she could repay him for helping her. Whatever amount he requested, she’d write the check without hesitation. 
 
    “Jason, I don’t know how to thank you. Why would you do this for me?” 
 
    He snorted. “Miss Mackenzie, I didn’t do this for you. I did this because I love my sister, and it seems she still cares a lot about you and Ellie. If you want to thank someone, you should go to Dana and thank her.” He closed his briefcase and faced her. 
 
    Mac sighed. “Sadly, a trip to Vancouver isn’t possible right now.” 
 
    He tilted his head and studied her. “Vancouver? She isn’t in Vancouver.” He walked past her and into the gallery. 
 
    “But the job at the university?” She followed him, confused by what he said. “I thought she would be living out there by now.” 
 
    He stopped but didn’t look at her. “She never took the job, Mac. She turned it down to be with you.” Without another word, he walked out of the courtroom, leaving her to digest his words. 
 
    Oh, my god! Dana had given up an opportunity she had dreamt of to be with her, only to have the door literally shut in her face. Was Jason’s presence here today at Dana’s request? Her happy tears turned to ones of sorrow as she made her way out of the courthouse and into the crisp autumn air. What had she done? Was there anything she could do about it or was it already too late? 
 
    *** 
 
    Dry leaves crunched under her feet, and a sudden gust of wind made Dana shiver and pull the collar of her coat closed. It was unseasonably cold for October, and she was glad she decided to wear slacks instead of a skirt. The full moon that hung above the horizon in the partially overcast sky caused the bare trees to cast eerie shadows along the walkway and steps of the public library. Images of Ichabod Crane running for his life through Sleepy Hollow, the horseman in hot pursuit, flashed in her mind. The story had scared the crap out of her as a child, and now the bony-fingered shadows that moved with the breeze caused the hairs on the back of her neck to stand. 
 
    Dana quickened her pace and took the stairs two at a time. No small feat in her heels. Safely inside, she drew a breath and slowly released it. She chuckled, feeling foolish for letting herself get scared. After composing herself, she moved through the second set of doors and into the Emerald Bay library. As she walked the short distance from the entrance to the librarian's desk, her anxiety grew. 
 
    Ellie had texted her two weeks ago to inform her about how Jason had destroyed Doris and her son in court. Of course, she had already learned about it from Jason. Ellie then started her campaign to make sure Dana attended the public reading. Ellie had recruited Jenny into an attack on two fronts. Truthfully though, they didn’t need to try all that hard. Dana wanted to be there for Ellie, but the possibility of running into Mac made her hesitate. 
 
    An older woman working at a computer looked up and greeted Dana. “Hello. May I help you?” she asked in a hushed tone. 
 
    “Yes, I’m here for the public reading.” 
 
    “Just through that door,” she said, pointing toward a door to her left. “It started a few minutes ago, so, please, enter quietly.” 
 
    “I will. Thank you.” Dana walked softer as she approached the door. So far, her plan to remain unnoticed was working. She had intentionally arrived a few minutes late to avoid running into anyone she knew in the library proper. She slowly opened the door and let out a soft breath, relieved the audience had their backs to her, and the low light levels in the room made it easy for her to slip in unnoticed and take a seat in the back row. She picked a spot close to the door so she could make a stealthy exit when it was over. The room wasn’t huge but was spacious enough to accommodate a dozen rows of chairs with twenty or so in each. The last row was the only one still empty. A raised platform set up at the far end of the room acted as a small stage. Six large, comfortable-looking chairs sat at the back of the stage and two smaller chairs rested toward the front next to a microphone stand. 
 
    A woman seated at the mic was reading a cute but childish story aloud. On the chair next to her sat a smartly dressed young boy. He sat at the edge of the chair with his legs swinging. The boy kept his gaze directed at the floor during most of the reading. He looked up only a couple of times, smiling nervously at the audience. It was evident the boy was shy, and the woman reading his story was most likely his mother. 
 
    Seated at the back of the stage, she saw another woman sitting with a young girl. Mother and daughter, she guessed. Ellie sat next to them, and Dana couldn’t help noticing the empty chair to her left. She was not surprised at all. Ellie wouldn’t be too shy to read her story and therefore wouldn’t need an adult to be with her on stage. She wondered where Mac was, and without thinking, she stood, not enough to be noticed but still able to search the room. It didn’t take long to find who she was looking for. There in the front row, the reflection of stage lights illuminated the flowing waves of long red hair. Dana’s stomach pulled, and she was sure the people in front of her could hear her heart pounding. Quickly she sat again and drew a calming breath. It didn’t help. 
 
    As she listened to the woman read, she found her eyes drawn down, trying to catch a glimpse of the redhead in the front row. The story ended, and the boy and his mom stood as the audience applauded. The boy, quite pleased with himself, took a step forward and bowed deeply. The audience broke into laughter and clapped again. The duo took their place at the back of the stage as the mother and daughter came forward and sat at the mic. 
 
    The pretty blonde girl sat by the mic and her mother adjusted it. She appeared to be older than the boy but not as old as Ellie. She spoke quietly into the mic and introduced herself. Her mother leaned in close and spoke something into the girl’s ear. She immediately sat straighter and introduced herself again, this time speaking louder. The girl gave the title of her story and explained the passage she was about to read. 
 
    Dana guessed the girl’s mother had joined her on stage for moral support. As she listened, it occurred to her that for someone so young the story was well written. She wondered how much help she had received from an adult, then found herself hoping she hadn’t given Ellie an unfair advantage over the others in her age group. Surely not; it wasn’t as if she had written the story for Ellie but instead had pointed out small errors in syntax, grammar, and punctuation. She’d also made a few suggestions where Ellie could flesh out characters and events a bit more. That’s all. 
 
    The reading finished twenty minutes later and like the boy before, the young girl received a loud round of applause. Now it was Ellie’s turn, and Dana sat straighter, giving her full attention to her young friend. Ellie took a seat at the mic and then looked out into the audience, scanning the faces in the crowd. Her smile grew as she looked in Dana’s direction. A wave a panic rushed through her. Damnit! Had Ellie picked her out in the darkened room? At that moment she wanted to run, but she knew Ellie would see her for sure and it wouldn’t be fair to her. So, Dana sat and listened, prepared to leave as soon as Ellie finished reading. 
 
    “Hello. My name is Ellie Mackenzie, and the name of my story is The Chauffeur. It is a lesbian romance story that takes place in the present day.” Ellie paused, and the audience remained silent. Dana had half expected gasps of shock and horror from the audience but was happy to be wrong. God only knows what Doris would have done had she been here. 
 
    “The piece I am going to read takes place near the end of the story. Victoria, heiress and only child of a billionaire tycoon, is about to meet Claudia, the chauffeur, for the first time since the two broke up during a heated argument over social status three weeks before.” She sat in her chair, adjusted the mic a bit and began to read. 
 
    Dana remembered the part well. The scene opened with Victoria standing in a small gazebo situated on a tiny island that sat in the middle of a pond on her father’s estate. The gazebo had always been a favorite spot for Victoria, a place to play when she was a little girl or to think and mull over whatever issues were plaguing her as she grew older. 
 
    The setting was picturesque. It was Christmas eve, and the snow-covered ground glistened in the moonlight. Colored lights decorated the gazebo and reflected off the frozen pond. 
 
    At the same time, Victoria was staring out over the snow and ice, Claudia had put the car away for the night. Deciding she needed to set things right with Victoria, she headed out to the pond and met her halfway across the narrow footbridge connecting the gazebo and the shore. 
 
    They stared at each other, then they both tried talking at the same time. Claudia conceded and let Victoria talk first. She apologized, telling Claudia she was wrong and that money and social status were nowhere near as important to her as Claudia’s love. Then Claudia apologized for accusing Victoria of loving her money more than her. They laughed and cried and kissed in the moonlight on the tiny bridge before sneaking into the house to find an empty bedroom to make love in. There was a steamy love scene at that point in the story, which Ellie smartly chose to leave out considering the age of some of her audience members. 
 
    Dana sighed at how heartwarming the passage was. The audience clapped, and then one-by-one the people stood, their applause growing louder. Dana stood, peeking around heads for a look at the stage. Ellie too was standing, her face beaming with pride and happiness. A joyful tear ran down Dana’s cheek, and she knew it was time to make her exit. Family and friends would surround Ellie now, and she would be far too occupied to notice her slip away. 
 
    The wind nipped at her face as she stepped out into the darkness, the moon disappearing long ago. Again, she found herself cinching the collar of her coat closed. Pausing for a moment, she let her eyes adjust to the darkness before descending the steps. She decided following the lit sidewalk to the parking lot was the wiser choice instead of cutting across the lawn as she had done when she arrived. 
 
    She was almost to her car when she heard footfalls quickly approaching from behind. Before she turned a familiar voice called to her. 
 
    “Dana! Wait!” 
 
    Damn, almost. She turned and watched as Ellie came running toward her, a winter coat clutched firmly in her hand. She didn’t stop until she had her arms around her and was hugging her tight. 
 
    “Where are you going? You can’t leave yet!” 
 
    Dana sniffed back her emotions. Her heart was breaking. Hurting Ellie was the last thing she wanted to do. “Oh, Ellie it’s so good to see you, and you did a fantastic job reading, but I really can’t stay.” 
 
    “But why? You just got here. We’re having a get together at Grammy and Papa’s house. You need to come, please!” Her voice cracked as she took a step back. 
 
    The girl’s eyes welled in the glow of the streetlight. “Ellie, don’t cry,” she said brushing her cheek. “You have your family and friends. I don’t think it would be appropriate for—” 
 
    Three figures approached, and her mouth froze. She smiled seeing Cait and Joe, but her heart skipped a beat when she saw Mac a pace or two behind them. 
 
    “It’s so good to see you again, love,” Cait said, pulling her into a warm embrace and pushing herself up on tiptoes to kiss her cheek. 
 
    “Aye, lass. You’ve been gone far too long,” Joe said and glanced at Mac. “Far too long indeed.” 
 
    “Ellie! Why haven’t you got your coat on, child?” Cait scolded. “Come on then. Let’s get you into that coat and out of the cold.” She helped Ellie with her coat and directed her toward their car. 
 
    “But, Dana! I want to—” 
 
    “Never mind that. You’ll see Dana again soon enough.” 
 
    Cait and Joe ushered Ellie off to their waiting vehicle, leaving Dana alone with the night and Mac. She drew a deep breath, not relishing what would come next. When she turned and faced Mac, her breath caught. She saw emerald green eyes that somehow still sparkled as bright as ever in the dull hue of the streetlamp. A strand or two of gorgeous red hair hung in front of Mac’s face, and it took every ounce of willpower she had to keep from reaching out and brushing it behind her ear. 
 
    Her eyes darted over Mac’s face, taking in every centimeter. She was still Mac, still as beautiful as always, and the ache in her chest grew. 
 
    “Hey,” Mac said softly. 
 
    “Hey.” She glanced at anything that wasn’t mesmerizing green eyes. 
 
    “Listen, I just wanted to say thanks.” Mac paused and shuffled her feet. “You know for asking Jason to take my case. I think I may really have lost Ellie without him.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. I’m truly happy it worked out for you and Ellie.” She looked back at Mac and saw a tear running down each cheek. Damnit. She wanted to pull her into her arms and hug her, kiss her, and tell her everything was okay. But she knew that wasn’t their future anymore. “You take care, Mac. It’s been good seeing you again.” She forced herself to turn away and walk toward her BMW. 
 
    “Dana, wait! Please, don’t go.” 
 
    She froze in place, hoping beyond hope for…something. Once again, she turned to face the woman that had come to mean so much to her. 
 
    “Dana. I’ve been an asshole.” 
 
    Well, that was certainly not what she expected to hear, not that she was going to disagree with the observation. She stared at her wide-eyed. 
 
    “I know,” she said with a sniff and a nervous chuckle. “It’s hard to believe, but it’s true.” She stepped toward her, stopping within arm’s reach. “Dana, I was wrong. So, so wrong and you have every reason to hate me. If you walk away right now, I will understand. But, I would like to apologize to you. If you’ll let me.” 
 
    Dana watched her for a moment as her stomach turned from nerves and excitement. She couldn’t hate this woman even if she wanted too, and she wasn’t about to walk away. At least not until she heard what she had to say. “Okay, I’ll listen. But can we get out of the cold first?” 
 
    Mac gave her a small smile. “Sure. My Jeep? It has an electric heater.” 
 
    Dana nodded and followed her the few meters to the monstrosity of a Jeep. She hoisted herself into the passenger’s seat. It was nice to see it had a top and doors on this time. Mac started the engine and turned a nob on a box attached to the underside of the dash. Soon, Dana felt warm air blowing over her legs. 
 
    They both sat looking out the windshield, the hum of the heater the only sound. After a long silence, Dana turned in her seat. “So, you were saying something about being an asshole?” 
 
    Mac snorted. “Yeah, I did say that.” There was another pause before she continued. “A while ago, Ricky said something to me about my stubborn-assed pigheadedness costing me dearly.” 
 
    “Yes, I recall you mentioning it.” 
 
    “Well, he was right. It cost me you, and it damn near cost me Ellie.” She shifted in her seat as well and faced Dana. “I told you once that the most important things in my life were Ellie and the Anchor. That is still true. What I didn’t realize at the time was there was room in my life for other things that are equally as important to me. That being you, Dana.” 
 
    Dana felt a tingle run through her when Mac reached over and took her hand. That tingle reminded her of the first time they had met at The Rusty Anchor. She looked down at the hand, then up to Mac. She was smiling, and Dana’s heart fluttered. 
 
    “Am I important to you, Mac?” Dana asked softly. “I thought I was just a distraction.” 
 
    Mac shifted in her seat, gripping Dana’s hand a bit tighter. “I need to be honest with you. When we met that first night at the bar, that’s all I expected because that’s all my life was about, the occasional distraction. But that’s not what happened. You made me feel things I never felt before. I fell for you, fell hard, and it scared the crap out of me, but I didn’t care.” 
 
    “Then what happened? What made you change your mind?” Dana placed her other hand over the top of Mac’s. 
 
    “Vancouver, Doris. It all happened so fast and was too much. It felt like my world was going to hell and I needed to find a way out. That day. In my office. I didn’t see a future for us. I didn’t know how to deal with you leaving and then the shit with Doris…” She paused, looking down at their clasped hands. “I lashed out, and much to my regret you were the one on the receiving end. I never wanted to hurt you, Dana, but I know I did and for that, I’m truly sorry.” 
 
    Seeing tears pool in Mac’s eyes ignited tears in her own eyes, and she leaned over the center console and pulled her into her arms. For several moments they held onto one another and let the emotions flow freely. 
 
    “You were never a distraction to me. Please, believe that,” Mac said, her voice hitching. 
 
    “I do believe you,” Dana replied between gulps of air. 
 
    “I love you,” Mac said softly into her ear. “I’m in love with you, Dana. I have been for a long time. I just didn’t see it until it was too late.” 
 
    She pulled back and blinked at her, wiping away tears. “Really? You mean that?” The emotions swelled inside, threating to burst out in a display of cheers and smiles and maybe a song and dance. 
 
    Mac nodded, wiping her own tears away. “I do.” 
 
    “Say it again,” Dana whispered. 
 
    “I’m in love with you, Dana Lawson, and it took me too damn long to admit it to myself. The days have been unbearable since I pushed you away. But you’re here now, with me, and I hope you can forgive me and give me a second chance, give us a second chance.” 
 
    She sat still, holding Mac’s hand. Those five little words were more powerful than she had expected. They carried meaning for her, and she didn’t need to think about what she was going to say; but she remained quiet and studied Mac’s face, searching the moist green eyes that looked back at her longingly. The moment she had turned around and saw Mac standing in the parking lot, all the anxiety of seeing her again melted away. The old familiar feelings she had when she was around her had rushed back. She loved Mac; there was no doubt of that in her mind or in her heart. 
 
    She brought Mac’s hand to her face and gently kissed each knuckle along the top. “Of course, I’ll forgive you,” she said softly as she held Mac’s eyes with hers. “Because that’s what you do when you love someone; you forgive them, and I do, Mac. I am in love with you too. I just wish I had told you sooner.” 
 
    Then it happened. Mac smiled at her with the smile that always took her breath away. She had missed that smile. She had missed everything about her. Leaning forward, she met Mac halfway. Their lips met, softly touching at first, then quickly the kiss grew into something more urgent. Her lips parted, allowing Mac’s tongue to slip between. Tongues touched, then danced and curled. Mac’s fingers tangled in her hair, pulling her close while she gripped Mac’s shoulders. Mouths mashed together, their swollen lips moving against each other, eager and hungry. 
 
    She was too far away; she needed to be closer to Mac. She needed to be on her, touching her, holding her. Dana tried to crawl over the console, but the stick shift and steering wheel impeded her progress. She pulled away from the kiss and grinned. They were both panting, and she chuckled seeing the windows of the Jeep had become fogged. 
 
    “I want you, Mac. Take me home,” Dana said, her voice husky. And to make sure Mac understood her meaning, she placed her hand on Mac’s knee and slid it slowly up her thigh. 
 
    Mac drew a sharp breath and straightened in her seat. “Yes, ma’am.” She adjusted the Jeep’s heater to blow air on the windshield, then wiped at it with her hand as it wasn’t clearing fast enough. When she could see, she pushed the vehicle into gear and pulled out of her parking spot. 
 
    Dana sat back in her seat and watched Mac as they drove, her hands pinned between her own knees as she didn’t trust herself not to paw at Mac during the trip. The last thing she wanted was to end up in a ditch. 
 
    Ten minutes felt like an eternity. Finally, they fell through the door of the loft, eagerly pulling at each other’s coats as they kissed and giggled against their lips. “Fuck, I’ve missed this,” Dana moaned. They kicked off their shoes as the coats dropped to the floor. Mac didn’t waste any time pulling Dana down the hall and into the bedroom. 
 
    “I love you,” Dana said as they kissed and groped and pulled at the buttons and snaps, eager to rid the other of their clothes. 
 
    “I love you more,” Mac mumbled against Dana’s mouth as she freed her bra and pulled it off her shoulders. She guided Dana backward and let her fall across the bed, then followed her down, lying on top of her. Mac kissed along the soft skin of her shoulder, up the column of her neck, stopping a moment to nibble on her ear. 
 
    Dana moaned, wrapping her arms around the beautiful woman, never wanting to let go again. “I’ve missed you so much, Taylor Mackenzie.” Mac caught her mouth and kissed her deeply. Dana closed her eyes, losing herself in the texture and taste of Mac’s luscious lips. She ran her hands down the smooth skin of Mac’s back, cupping the soft flesh of her butt and pulling her tight against her. Dana shifted, allowing a leg to move between hers. Pleasurable sparks and tingles chased through her, and it had her rolling her hips searching for better contact. Mac sensed her need, and she too began to move. Soon their rhythm was in sync. Their movements quickened, and the air filled with sounds of ragged breathing. 
 
    “Oh, god, Mac,” Dana moaned. 
 
    Mac rolled to the side, and Dana gasped at the loss of contact. She looked at Mac, her eyes wide and questioning. 
 
    “I’m not done with you, sweetheart,” Mac said and kissed her softly. 
 
    Dana squirmed, her body yearned for more. Mac teased her nipples with her tongue as she kissed her way down Dana’s body. Dana bucked and clawed at the bed in response as Mac kissed her center, the new and powerful sensations washing over her. Mac’s tongue snaked out and slid up slowly to her most sensitive spot and swirled there. Dana came undone, unable to hold on any longer. She reached down and held Mac’s head in place, keeping her there as she rode out wave after wave of exquisite pleasure. 
 
    Her head fell back onto the pillow, an arm across her forehead as she sucked in much-needed oxygen. Mac was beside her again, kissing along her jaw. “Wow!” Dana sighed. 
 
    Mac chuckled. “Wow, huh?” 
 
    “Yeah. You’re so damn good at that. You should write a book.” Dana rolled on to her side, facing Mac. She pushed the hair from her eyes and kissed her nose. 
 
    Mac laughed, and Dana’s heart soared. “Thank you, but I think I will leave the book writing to you.” 
 
    “I need to touch you now,” Dana said letting her eyes travel the length of Mac’s body. Mac watched her, not saying a word. Dana palmed one magnificent breast, squeezing gently, and Mac closed her eyes, drawing a shallow breath. Dana’s hand traveled south, in no hurry, and enjoyed the feel of the smooth, toned muscles of Mac’s abdomen. 
 
    Her fingertips played in the small nest of red curls, and when she looked at the expressions of desire and need on Mac’s face, new heat pooled between her own legs. She pushed her hand down farther still, between her legs then inside. Mac moaned softly and pushed against her as Dana withdrew. She pushed in again, deeper and Dana felt her shudder as Mac dropped onto her back. She withdrew her fingers and entered once again. 
 
    Mac rocked her hips in rhythm, and Dana watched her face. Mac’s mouth opened slightly, her eyes hooded, her breathing quickening. Dana’s fingers moved easily through the warmth of her arousal, and she knew Mac was ready. “Is this what you want?” Dana whispered as she pressed her thumb to Mac’s most sensitive spot. 
 
    “Yes,” Mac hissed. “God, yes.” 
 
    Dana pressed harder, moving her thumb in small circles. Mac’s head rolled from side to side as she pushed her pelvis up against Dana’s hand. Dana increased the speed and pressure, which elicited pleading noises from Mac until she finally stiffened, her head tilted back and face frozen in the most beautiful expression of exquisite agony Dana had ever seen. She watched her closely and committed the image to memory. 
 
    She continued to stroke Mac, bringing her down, slow and gentle, until the beautiful woman had recovered. Dana moved to lay partially on her and kissed her lips softly, then lay with her cheek on her shoulder. “I love you. I don’t ever want to be without you again.” 
 
    Mac released a contented sigh. “I love you more, and I’m not going anywhere. I promise.” She wrapped an arm around Dana. The declaration filled her with happiness. They lay there, cuddled together as Dana drew lazy circles on Mac’s belly with her finger. 
 
    “Is Ellie expecting you to show up?” 
 
    “Probably. But I’m sure she’ll forgive me when she finds out why I didn’t.” She kissed the top of her head. 
 
    “I think we should go over.” 
 
    “Really? Now?” 
 
    Dana sat up. “Yes. I think it’s only fair. It is her night after all. Besides, we have forever to romp around in bed.” Mac looked up at her with those beautiful emerald green eyes and blinked. She could stare into those eyes forever. 
 
    Mac gave a small groan and sat up “Okay. I’ll go anywhere you want as long as you’re with me, always.” 
 
    Dana moved to kiss her and yelped when Mac wrapped her arms around her and pulled her back down onto the bed. They would eventually get to Joe and Cait’s house, maybe just a little later then they had planned. 
 
    

  

 
   
    
    Epilogue 
 
    Ten Months Later 
 
      
 
    As the thunderous sounds of applause echoed throughout the auditorium, Dana watched from her spot behind the podium as this year’s Lifetime Achievement Award winner took one more bow, then waved to the audience as she departed the stage. 
 
    Dana breathed a silent sigh of relief knowing this had been the last presentation of the evening and the Atlantic Canada Literary Awards had ended for another year. She hadn’t expected to be attending this year’s awards as she had only written one book this year and it didn’t receive any nominations, so when the call came inviting her to emcee the ACLA, she had been thrilled. 
 
    She had sworn to herself she wasn’t going to go down the same road she had with Gail. She wanted this relationship with Mac to work. So, she decided to take time off from writing and concentrate on building a strong bond between her and Mac, and Ellie too. And that is what she did, once she finished the novel she had started upon arriving in Emerald Bay that summer. She prepared to file the manuscript away and revisit it down the road, but it had been entirely at Mac’s behest that she finished it. 
 
    Even though the presentations for the evening were over, the butterflies in her belly were having a field day performing all manner of aerobatics. She scanned the audience, and many sets of eyes looked back at her expectantly. Glancing down at a row close to the stage, Mac and Ellie smiled up at her, along with Barb and Monica, Mac’s parents, her mother and brother with his family, Jenny, and Ricky. They were all here, every important person in her life. Dana smiled back at them and steadied herself for one last item. 
 
    She cleared her throat and spoke into the mic. “Ladies and gentlemen, this concludes this year’s awards presentations. Let’s have another round of applause for all our recipients.” She clapped as the evening’s winners filed back onto the stage and the audience rose in tremendous applause. When she had the stage to herself and the crowd had settled, she spoke again. “Before we adjourn to the banquet hall for refreshments, I would ask you indulge me for a moment longer as I make one last presentation, of a sort.” 
 
    There were murmurs from the audience, and for the most part, everyone remained seated. She glanced at Mac and saw her looking back questioningly. Picking up a small remote from the podium, she pushed a button. The large floor to ceiling projection screen behind her, the one which displayed the ACLA Logo for the evening, changed to display a photo of Mac and Ellie. The image showed the two sitting on the steps leading up to their loft above The Rusty Anchor. They both wore old jeans and tee shirts, and their faces were smudged with dirt and sweat making it apparent they had been working hard. Dana had taken the photo the day they had moved her into Mac’s loft a couple months earlier. The picture was one of her favorites. 
 
    Her family and friends chuckled at the picture, but Ellie had her face buried in her hands while Mac glared up at her, a hint of amusement pulling at the corners of her mouth. Dana turned back to the audience. “Folks, if you read about my death in tomorrow’s edition of the Chronicle Herald, this will be the reason why.” She pointed at the picture and elicited laughter from the audience. “The lovely woman you see here is my girlfriend and the love of my life, Mac Mackenzie, and the equally lovely young lady to her right is her niece, Ellie.” 
 
    Dana moved from behind the podium, stood at the edge of the stage and gestured toward Mac and Ellie. “They’re seated right down here. Wave to the nice people, Mac.” Mac’s eyes fired tiny daggers at her. Dana chuckled and moved to center stage. “Now before I make this presentation, I need to ask a very important question of someone.” She paused and looked directly at Mac. 
 
    “Ellie,” she said, “could you join me on stage, please?” 
 
    Another murmur moved through the crowd, and their eyes turned to where Ellie was sitting and mouthing no as she shook her head. Dana laughed and held a hand out toward the teen. “She’s a bit nervous. How about some encouragement, audience?” The room applauded, and Dana joined in. Joe whispered into Ellie’s ear, and a moment later she was up and on her way to join Dana on stage. 
 
    When Ellie arrived, she took a quick glance at the audience and smiled meekly. Dana keyed off the mic, leaned close to Ellie and whispered something in her ear. Ellie took a step back; her eyes went wide, and her hands flew to her mouth. She then hopped up and down a couple of times before wrapping her arms around Dana. 
 
    Dana keyed on the mic again. “So,” she said, turning to the audience, “I asked Ellie a question, and as you can guess by her reaction, she was excited by it.” She put an arm around Ellie’s shoulder and pulled her beside her. “Okay, Ellie. The question I asked you. Yes or no?” She held the mic in front of the excited teen. 
 
    “Yes, yes a million times yes,” she said, her voice cracking. 
 
    Dana chuckled and kissed her temple. “Now for the presentation.” She looked down at the front row of seats. “Mac, sweetheart. Please, join me on stage.” 
 
    All eyes in the room turned to Mac. With pursed lips and a furrowed brow, Mac stood and made her way to the stage, stopping a meter away from Dana.” 
 
    “Hi,” Dana said huskily, then held the mic out to Mac. 
 
    “Hi?” 
 
    Dana took Mac’s hand and turned to the audience. “A little over a year ago, I chose to summer in the charming town of Emerald Bay, just an hour south-west of here. My first day there, I stopped for some of the best seafood in the province at a wonderful tavern called The Rusty Anchor, owned and operated by this beautiful lady to my right. That same night, I literally fell for Mac when I slipped on a spilled drink.” She paused when the crowd laughed. “She nursed my twisted ankle, and our relationship blossomed from there. The rest, as they say, is history.” 
 
    She turned to Mac, still holding her hand. “Mac this past year has flown by so fast, and with each day I have come to love you more. You and Ellie have come to mean more to me than I could have ever imagined. But this past year wasn’t enough. I want the next year and the next, and every year that follows. I want to wake up every morning and go to sleep every night with you in my arms.” 
 
    Emotions bubbled up inside, and she found it hard to continue. Looking at Mac didn’t help as she had tears in her eyes and a trembling lip. 
 
    “I don’t know how much longer I can hold it together.” Dana chuckled, and Mac squeezed her hand. “Mac, I love you more than anything, and I want to ask you in front of our family and friends, and this wonderful audience.” She took a knee and looked up at those wet sparkling emerald eyes. “Taylor Elizabeth Mackenzie, will you marry me?” 
 
    The room went silent for what felt like an eternity. Mac looked back at her and sniffed, tears flowing down her cheeks. She took the mic from Dana and spoke softly into it. “Yes.” 
 
    The room erupted into thunderous applause as Dana slipped a gold band with three diamonds onto Mac’s finger. Mac helped her stand and pulled her close, kissing her deeply. They held the kiss for a long time but not long enough for Dana’s liking. 
 
    They pulled away from the kiss as several hands patted them on the shoulders. Dana and Mac smiled and sniffed, seeing their family and friends around them. They remained on the stage talking and hugging well after the audience had left for the refreshments in the banquet room. 
 
    Later that evening when everyone had either driven home or settled into their hotel rooms, Dana, Mac, and Ellie sat together on the comfy couch in their suite. The adults sipped a glass of Chablis while Ellie enjoyed a Sprite. 
 
    “I love this ring, Dana. But why three diamonds?” 
 
    “One for you, one for me, and one for Ellie, silly.” She gave her a peck on the cheek. 
 
    “Of course. Duh!” 
 
    Dana laughed. “Speaking of Ellie.” She turned her attention to the teen beside her. “Sweetie, if you look in my shoulder bag, there’s a present in there for you.” 
 
    “Really?” Ellie said enthusiastically and jumped up from the sofa. Retrieving the small, brightly wrapped box, she returned to the couch. 
 
    “Can I open it now?” 
 
    “Of course,” Dana said with a chuckle. 
 
    She ripped the paper off to reveal a non-descript box. Opening it, she gasped. “Oh, my god! You didn’t!” She pulled a book from the box and held it up so they could see the glossy cover. On it, a black limo sat in front of a mansion. A beautiful woman dressed in a black suit and wearing a peaked cap stood by the driver’s door. The title read The Chauffeur, and at the bottom in bold letters was the author’s name: Ellie Mackenzie. 
 
    “My book has been published?” Ellie squealed and threw her arms around Dana. 
 
    “Not quite. This is a proof. You’re a minor, so you need your aunt’s permission first.” 
 
    Mac laughed. “As if I have a choice! Life would be hell if I said no.” 
 
    All three fell into one big hug, and Dana felt the love. She knew this time she was going to get it right. They were a family now, and even though their future had yet to be written, she knew they would write it together on the shores of Emerald Bay. 
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