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Prologue




Megan Garrett half-heartedly scribbled notes in her notebook while Mrs. Carmichael droned on making even the exciting parts of world history dry and dull.

"Henry VII's army defeated Richard III at the Battle of Bosworth on August 22, 1485," she said in a robotic tone.

Megan giggled to herself as she watched the heads of several students around her bobbing up and down like plastic sports toys or resting chin to chest while their hands held their pencils upright as if they were still taking notes. But Megan wasn't bored for the same reason as her classmates. She actually found history really fascinating. It was just that she'd already studied the English Tudor period at the school she'd just transferred from two months ago. 

Megan continued to look around the room at the strange faces. It hadn't been easy starting a new school in the middle of the Spring semester of her sophomore year. She wasn't what anyone would have called popular at her old school, but at least there she didn't feel so out of place.

The kids at Eastwood were mostly sons and daughters of wealthy politicians, entertainers, and fortune 500 business leaders. Their lives were a far cry from Megan's simple Michigan upbringing. The constant chatter about new cars, expensive clothes, and family vacations in foreign places completely unnerved Megan. In addition to all that, she was shy about making new friends because there was a secret she'd been wrestling with that she hadn't even shared with anyone back home. She was gay.

The bell rang signaling the end of the class period and slumbering bodies sprang to life and headed out the door. Megan slowly placed her notebook into her book bag. She wasn't in any hurry. Unlike most of the other Eastwood students, she didn't have a car or a driver waiting to take her home. Megan rode the public bus and the one she caught to go home wouldn't pass the school for another half hour.

"Ms. Garrett," Mrs. Carmichael's monotone voice called out. 

She insisted on calling the students by their last names according to some old school tradition that had long since been abandoned by the rest of the faculty.

Megan swung her book bag over her shoulder and walked toward her teacher's desk.

"I'm glad you're still here," Mrs. Carmichael continued. "I'd like to speak with you about something."

Megan waited politely for her to continue.

"I'm sure you're aware that this class is the second in a year-long world history curriculum."

Megan just nodded opting for the preferred non-verbal communication most teenagers used when dealing with adults. 

"At the beginning of the school year, the students selected partners for their first and second semester projects."

Megan kept her expression blank, but inside she was hoping that Mrs. Carmichael was about to give her permission to complete her project alone. She hated group assignments and certainly didn't want to be added to an existing pair and feel like a third wheel.

 "Since you don't have a partner I'd like to pair you with a student who took this class previously but didn't do very well."

Great. Not only did Megan's hope of working alone vanish, but she was about to be teamed up with a student who was a slacker. 

"There's a young lady who took my class two years ago, she's a senior now, but…" Mrs. Carmichael paused and pressed her hand to her mouth as if it pained her to speak the next words. "… when she was a sophomore her mother became ill. Cancer," Mrs. Carmichael whispered. "Naturally this student didn't do too well in her classes that semester."

Mrs. Carmichael shook her head as if trying to dislodge the awful memory. 

"She's doing much better now. And she's already decided to take a gap year before going to college so she'll have some time to get her applications in proper order. Principal Stewart and I have decided to let her make up some of the assignments she missed and thereby improve her grades. We didn't think it was fair for her academic career to be put in jeopardy because of a family challenge that was out of her control."

Megan blinked trying to hold back the tears she felt at the thought of what life would be like without her own mother. She didn't know who this student was, but she certainly felt sorry for her.

"Since you seem to have a strong grasp of World History I thought the two of you could be partners. You probably already know her. Her name is Brandi Turner."

Megan didn't know Brandi personally, but she'd heard her name mentioned quite a bit. Brandi was one of the popular kids who was most often talked about with the god-like reverence, admiration and or jealousy that governed most of high school life. In Megan's mind, she was just another one of the numerous spoiled socialites that populated the school.

"I haven't met her," Megan said without commentary.

"Oh good!" Mrs. Carmichael said with clueless adult optimism. "This will be an opportunity for you to make a new friend!"

Megan managed a weak smile. "Yeah. Right," she said keeping her sarcasm hidden.

"Here's Brandi's phone number." Mrs. Carmichael handed Megan a slip of paper. "Please give her a call and introduce yourself. I've already shared my plan with her and she's enthusiastically waiting to hear from you."

Megan looked down at the slip of paper. She was pretty sure the enthusiasm was all Mrs. Carmichael's, but she smiled anyway.

"Thanks," Megan mumbled. Thanks a lot.




***




Megan hadn't gone to the Friday night football game, but she was pretty sure Brandi had — isn't that what popular girls do? She waited until Saturday afternoon before trying Brandi's number.

"Hello." The voice on the other end of the phone sounded half asleep in spite of the loud music playing in the background.

"Hi, may I please speak with Brandi?" Megan said, practically yelling into the phone.

The volume of Kelly Clarkson's voice singing Dirty Little Secret lessened.

"This is Brandi." 

"Hi Brandi, this is Megan Garrett."

There was no response on the other end.

"I'm a student at Eastwood. Mrs. Carmichael gave me your number."

Megan heard a long sigh.

"Oh, yeah. Hey," was her only response.

"Well, I was just calling to see if you wanted to talk about the World History project."

"Sure, I guess. Look I'm just waking up. Can we maybe meet later today to talk about it? I could come to your house or you could come over here, whatever."

Megan's stomach dropped at the thought of Brandi coming to the small apartment she shared with her mother. The place wasn't bad. In fact, it was pretty nice for what Megan's mom could afford on her retail salary, but Megan still didn't feel comfortable inviting someone like Brandi over.

"Uh, meeting at your place would be cool," Megan said trying to keep her voice calm.

"Okay, I'll text you the address. How about 3 o'clock?"

"Yeah, that works. I'll see you then."

Megan hung up the phone and waited for Brandi's text message. Just as she'd suspected, Brandi lived in an expensive part of town not too far from Eastwood. She'd probably never even been near Megan's neighborhood.

Megan sent a quick text message to her mom asking if she could use her car to go to a study session with a friend. She could easily take the bus to the mall, grab her mom's car and then pick her mom up later when she got off work.

Sure thing, Sweetheart, was the response.




***




At 2:55 Megan walked past the two stone lions guarding the door to a house bigger than she'd ever seen up close. She pushed the door bell and a deep resonant chime bellowed from somewhere inside. A moment later a girl about her age opened the door.

"Hey." she greeted nonchalantly. "I'm Brandi. I guess you're Megan."

"Yep, that's me," Megan said trying to keep her voice from cracking. She felt an irritating wave of nervousness. Not only was the grandiose house intimidating, but there was something about looking into Brandi's green eyes that made Megan's toes tingle. She wasn't prepared for Brandi to be so attractive.

Her dark brown hair was almost the same color as Megan's, but it was cut in a much more sophisticated style. Brandi was wearing a pair of cut-off jean short shorts and a tank top both of which showed off her tan and toned body. Megan didn't recall hearing about Brandi participating in any sports activities, but clearly, she kept in great shape.

Megan didn't want to keep staring at Brandi so she diverted her attention to the house. Of course, that didn't really ease her anxiety. 

She tilted her head upward and was amazed by the huge chandelier hanging above her head. Paintings — that were taller than Megan — lined the walls and the marble floors looked like something out of a European cathedral. 

The whole thing made Megan feel like she'd stepped onto the set of a movie.

"Come on upstairs," Brandi said tilting her head toward one side of the double staircase that flanked the entryway. "We can talk in my room."

They'd made it about halfway up the stairs when a female voice called out from somewhere down below.

"Brandi, who was that at the door?"

Brandi rolled her eyes and sighed.

"It was for me," she shouted over the staircase banister. There was a distinctly annoyed tone to her voice. 

"Okay. Just checking," came the response. "I'm expecting a package."

"Big surprise," Brandi mumbled and continued up the stairs.

Megan was just about to follow Brandi when a surprisingly young blonde woman appeared in the entryway below them.

"Well, hello there," she said smiling up at Megan. "I'm Pam, Brandi's stepmom." 

Megan barely got the word hello out before Brandi reached back and grabbed her arm. 

"We've got homework to do," she said directing her voice downward without looking at the woman. 

She pulled Megan the rest of the way up the stairs clearly not intending to have any further conversation with her stepmom.

"I'm expecting a package," Brandi repeated in a mocking tone as soon as the two of them reached her room. "I wonder how much of my father's money she's spent today." 

The coldness in Brandi's tone caused Megan to flinch. Whatever was going on inside this house obviously wasn't as picture perfect as the outside.

"Sorry about that," Brandi said as she plopped down onto one of two large bean bags facing a flat screen TV in the corner of a room. 

Megan tried not to gawk, but the room was large enough to fit Megan's whole apartment inside. 

Brandi pointed and waved for Megan to have a seat. "They just irritate me — my father and that woman he married after…" Brandi's voice trailed off without finishing her thought. "So, World History, huh?" Brandi said changing the subject. "Pretty boring stuff. I'm sure you've been getting some good sleep in during Carmichael's class."

"Yeah," Megan agreed just to keep the conversation easy. "She's pretty dull compared to the history teacher at my old school."

The expression on Brandi's face made it clear that she didn't think any teacher could make history interesting.

"Oh yeah, that's right. You just transferred to Eastwood. Where are you from again?"

"Grand Rapids, Michigan," Megan answered.

"That's cool," Brandi said nonchalantly, but her tone seemed to indicate that she thought Grand Rapids sounded as boring as studying history. "So, what do we have to do for this project?"

"I guess the first thing is to pick a country to focus on," Megan answered.

Megan shifted trying to find a comfortable spot on the bean bag, but she kept sinking down into the middle. Her legs flailed in the air and she felt like a turtle laying on its back.

"Hmm." Brandi reached to the floor and picked up the iPad at her feet. After a few swipes she opened the Google Earth app and the image of the globe appeared on the large flat screen in front of them. "Let's see," she said spinning the world around with her finger. "Japan is cool. I love sushi. Don't you?"

Fortunately, she didn't wait for Megan to answer.

"England is boring. Too rainy and sad and the Queen is old. Greece is absolutely beautiful and the guys are hot!" Brandi said excitedly.

Megan was hesitant to offer an opinion since Brandi seemed to be speaking from her own travel experiences and Megan had never even been out of the country before. But, there was someplace she was interested in.

"What about France?" Megan finally offered.

"France is cool," Brandi said with less enthusiasm than Greece, but more than England. "The food is good and of course the clothes are to die for! I think I have some video from last year's Paris Fashion Week."

Brandi tapped at the iPad screen again and images of pencil thin models popped onto the screen. They were walking around in outfits that to Megan looked more like Halloween costumes than clothes for real people.

"Umm. That's great, but I think we'll have to focus on something other than food and fashion shows."

Brandi looked at her with a slight frown.

"I just mean," Megan said quickly. "I think the goal is to focus on historical figures or major events." 

"Right," Brandi muttered. "The boring stuff."  She thumped the iPad and the images disappeared. "What makes you so interested in France anyway?"

Megan hesitated for a moment. 

"My favorite author lives in France. Her name is Rachel Durand." 

Brandi just shrugged her shoulders. "Never heard of her."

Megan felt a twinge of disappointment — but not surprise. It wasn't like Rachel Durand was on any current best seller's lists. Her historical fiction novels had been published by a small independent press starting in the late 1970's and the last book she wrote was published in 1996. Judging from the paperback Y.A. novels Megan saw scattered on the floor near Brandi's bed Brandi's reading tastes were a bit more contemporary.

Megan had been introduced to Rachel Durand's books in one of the LGBTQ chat rooms she'd joined when she first started questioning her sexual orientation. A bunch of the chatroom regulars said Durand's books were a must have for any young lesbian trying to find her way in the world. Megan ordered all of the books she could find on Amazon — grateful that the packages came in discreet brown envelopes that her mother wouldn't question. 

"What about focusing on famous women from France," Brandi said interrupting Megan's musings. "We could do a timeline from 1400 A.D. the present that way we could even include some significant fashion designers. I mean you can't really talk about French history without mentioning Coco Chanel."

Megan wasn't so sure about that, but if including a fashion icon or two was what was needed to keep Brandi excited about the project then that's what they'd do.

"Let's make a list of important women and then maybe choose the top ten to include in our report," Megan suggested.

Megan pulled out her cell phone and the two of them searched the web for interesting names.

An hour later they'd selected a list of women beginning with Joan of Arc and ending with France's first female Prime Minister, Edith Cresson.

"Maybe this won't be as boring as I thought," Brandi said with a smile that made Megan's heart flutter slightly.

"Yeah, maybe it won't." 




***




For the next three weeks, Megan and Brandi met at Brandi's house to work on their report. Megan would show up about 1 pm, they'd work on the report for a couple hours and then order pizza and sometimes watch a movie. Their weekend meetings had an almost clandestine air to them since the two girls rarely saw each other at school. Their senior vs. sophomore class schedule kept them going in opposite directions most of the time and even when they did see each other the communication between them was usually nothing more than a nod as they passed in the halls. But in spite of their seeming distance at school, there was a certain closeness forming between the two of them. 

Megan still thought Brandi was a bit spoiled. She didn't have any of the normal teenage responsibilities that Megan had, no washing clothes, no doing the dishes after meals and certainly no taking out the trash. Instead, Brandi's life seemed to be filled with shopping excursions, parties at the members-only club her family belonged to and a seemingly endless preoccupation with what her real friends thought of her. But in spite of those flaws, Brandi was a pretty nice person when she was alone with Megan. 

They talked a lot about family stuff. Well, Brandi mostly talked and Megan listened. She was understandably still grieving her mother's death and it didn't seem like that was something she talked to her real friends about.

"Nobody wants do be around a Debbie Downer," she'd said one day. "So I just pretend like everything is okay most of the time. You're really the only person in my life who I can totally be myself with."

Megan held that confession like a badge of honor — she had to admit that it made her feel special.

When it finally came time for their history presentation the whole class sat riveted as they shared their research. Of course, Megan was pretty sure that had more to do with Brandi being a popular senior talking to a room full of impressionable sophomores than any great interest in French history.

Megan secretly hoped that after the presentation was over she and Brandi would continue to hang out, but things didn't pan out that way. The following Saturday Megan kept checking her cell phone hoping for a text from Brandi but none came. Brandi must have gone back to spending her Saturdays with other cool kids, leaving Megan to return to reading her novels for company. Then one Saturday about two weeks before the semester was over Megan's cell phone rang. Her heart fluttered a little when she saw Brandi's name flash across the screen.

"Hey! What's up?" Megan asked trying to sound calm when she answered the phone.

"I don't know. I was just sitting here doing nothing when I realized that I'd gotten kind of used to you coming over on the weekends while we were planning out little French adventure." Brandi laughed out loud.

Megan wasn't sure how to respond. She'd certainly missed hanging out with Brandi, but she never imagined Brandi might feel the same way.

"So, you wanna come over and go swimming?" Brandi finally asked.

Megan's mind spun around the offer. She'd planned to spend the day reading and maybe catch a late movie, but she certainly wasn't going to turn down an invitation from Brandi.

"Uh, s-s-sure," Megan said. "I need to see if I can use my mom's car, but I could probably get there by 12:30 or so."

"Perfect! See ya then." 

Megan couldn't figure out why she felt so nervous when she got to Brandi's house. By now she'd been there often enough for the initial awe the house inspired to have dulled to a more general appreciation. Besides, after witnessing the tension between Brandi and her step-mother, Pam, Megan was well aware that everything wasn't perfect behind the ornate doors.

 "Hi!" Brandi said when she opened the door. She gave Megan an uncharacteristic hug as she stepped across the threshold. Megan felt her whole body react to the touch.

Instead of heading upstairs to her room Brandi walked toward the kitchen.

"You want a beer?" she asked nonchalantly. 

"No thanks," Megan said. "I'm not really a beer drinker." The truth was she'd never tasted one, but her answer sounded cooler than that admission. 

Brandi shrugged and pulled a six-pack of beer and a container of guacamole out of the fridge. 

"Can you grab that bag of chips?" she asked nodding toward the counter.

Megan picked up the chips and followed Brandi outside to the pool. 

Brandi stashed the beer in a small ice-filled cooler and spread the snacks out on a table between two lounge chairs. 

"My dad and the child-bride are out golfing so it's a perfect day to chill without anybody bugging us." Brandi smiled and let her cover-up drop to the ground. 	She was wearing a bright pink bikini that probably cost a fortune despite the small about of fabric it was made of. Brandi's full breasts threatened to spill out of the tiny triangles covering them and the thong-shaped bottoms revealed more than a little about Brandi's personal grooming habits.

Megan forced herself to look away. Between the sun and Brandi's barely-there bikini her temperature was rising uncomfortably.

Get a grip! Megan thought to herself. You managed to spend time alone with Brandi before without going nuts. What's so different about today?

Megan wiggled out of her shorts and pulled her t-shirt over her head. The plain sports-style bikini she was wearing made a much less dramatic statement than Brandi's and there was absolutely no threat of any part of Megan spilling out.

Brandi picked up a tube of suntan lotion sitting on one of the lounge chairs and began to rub some of the thick white contents into her skin.

"I don't know about you, but I burn like crazy if I'm outside for more than two minutes without this stuff."

Megan watched as Brandi bent over and rubbed lotion up and down her long legs.

"Yeah. I should probably put some on too," she said reaching for the lotion.

Brandi snatched it out of her reach playfully.

"Let me," she said with a smile. "It's not like you can reach your own back."

Brandi straddled the lounge chair where Megan was sitting and scooted up close to her.

Megan swallowed hard when she first felt Brandi's hands on her shoulders.

She's just being nice. She kept reminding herself. This is one of those things girls do. It doesn't mean anything.

"I think our project went pretty well, don't you?" Brandi asked as her hands swept across Megan's shoulders.

Megan was relieved to have something to talk about to distract her from the feeling of Brandi's hands touching her body. 

"Yeah. I think it went well too. I guess we'll know for sure next week when grades come out."

Brandi's hands moved from Megan's shoulders, slowly down her back and around to her stomach. She made small circular motions across Megan's abdomen massaging in more lotion.

"So, I checked out that author you mentioned. Rachel Durand." One of Brandi's thumbs brushed across Megan's left nipple.

Megan felt her stomach do a back flip.

"Now I understand why you like her writing so much," Brandi said as she scooted her body even closer to Megan's. "She wrote some pretty hot stuff."

Megan's breath stuttered as Brandi whispered the next words in her ear.

"Maybe we should have included Rachel Durand in our report. I think there are at least a few students at Eastwood who'd find her writing interesting — don't you?"

Megan could feel Brandi's breasts pressing against her back. She turned her head slightly and could see Brandi's lips just inches from hers. Megan's heart was racing. Was this happening? Was Brandi about to kiss her? Megan held her breath and didn't move.

The next thing she knew Brandi leaned in and placed her lips on Megan's. A rush of heat swept over Megan's body as she slowly, tentatively at first, returned the kiss. Before long their tongues were dancing and Megan felt a wave of passion like she'd never felt before. She turned her body so that she and Brandi were facing each other. Megan reached up and gently touched the pink fabric covering Brandi's breast. Brandi let out a soft moan that sent shivers through Megan's body. This was the most passionate kiss Megan ever had — it was her first French kiss.

When they finally came up for air Brandi was smiling broadly while Megan was still trying to figure out what had just happened.

"I've been wanting to do that for weeks," Brandi confessed.

Megan couldn't help but blush.

"When I read that Rachel Durand book — the one about the two girls whose families were on opposite sides during the Spanish Civil War all I could think about was you and how terrible it would feel not to be able to see the person you loved."

Wait. Did she say loved?

Megan's heart swelled at the realization that she wasn't the only one experiencing more than platonic feelings in their interaction.

Brandi reached up and brushed a lock of hair out of Megan's face. She was just about to lean in and kiss Megan again when the sound of a car door slamming shut filled the air. They both froze like statues.

Brandi pulled back and a flash of panic swept across her face.

"Yo! Brandi. Are you out back?" a male voice bellowed from the other side of the fence surrounding the backyard.

"Yeah. I'm by the pool," Brandi answered and then quickly got up from where she was sitting with Megan.

A moment later a guy and two other girls strolled through Brandi's back gate. Brandi didn't even look at Megan as the trio walked over. 

"We figured you'd be home alone when your dad and Pam showed up at the club," one of the girls said. "We brought gifts!" She pulled a joint from her pocket and waved it in the air.

The other girl plopped down on the lounge chair next to Megan. 

"Hey, I know you. You're the new girl right?"

"Yeah. I'm Megan." Megan's voice cracked as she spoke. 

When Megan looked back in Brandi's direction she had her arms wrapped around the boy's neck and the two were engrossed in a sloppy kiss.

Megan felt like she was going to be sick.

"Give it a rest will ya!" the girl with the joint said. "We didn't come over to watch you two make out all day."

The two girls started laughing, but all Megan could do was cast her eyes toward the ground. She stood up quickly and grabbed her clothes.

"I should probably go."

"What's the hurry?" the boy asked. He'd released Brandi's lips, but now his arm was draped possessively across her shoulders. "We've got enough for everyone," he said pulling another joint from his pocket.

Somehow Megan found the courage to make eye contact with Brandi, but she just looked back at Megan with a blank face — like what had just happened between the two of them was a figment of Megan's imagination. 

Megan felt a different wave of heat rush over her body. She didn't know if she was more embarrassed or angry. What she did know was she needed to get out of there before the tears forming behind her eyes burst to the surface.

"Thanks, but I've got to go pick my mom up at work. See you later, Brandi." 

"Yeah. Sure," Brandi mumbled as she inhaled one of the now lit joints. "See you later." She exhaled filling the air with smoke.

Megan watched as a smokey wall formed between them. A moment later a breeze cleared the air and somehow Megan knew that smoke wasn't the only thing that had just vanished before her eyes.












































Chapter 1




Megan stared at the top of her student's heads as they hunched over their desks hurriedly filling the blue test booklets with everything they could remember about a year's worth of English Literature. The scratching sound of pencils touching paper filled the air as the students did whatever they could to coax memories of the lectures they often slept through from the recesses of their brains. Some of them rubbed their temples, some stared up at the whiteboard as if willing the previous notes to reappear on its surface, others bounced their legs or fidgeted trying to shake the information loose.

It was kind of funny to watch. It reminded Megan of a poorly choreographed flash mob minus the innocent bystanders who gawked, wondering what they'd walked into. 

Megan swiveled her chair and glanced up at the clock on the wall behind her. 

"Fifteen more minutes," she said in a voice soft enough not to jar any students from their train of thought.

For a moment pencils fell silent and several heads popped up to look at the clock in disbelief. Once the unfortunate truth was confirmed, their heads dropped and each hunched even more intensely over their desks and continued writing.  

Megan smiled at the memory of sitting in one of those very desks during her years at Eastwood. Of course, she'd always been a good student and tests — unlike navigating the rest of high school life — had never caused her any anxiety.  

Megan's eyes scanned her classroom. She could point out the students like her. Smart. Shy. Gay. Of course, now they had some place to go since Eastwood had established an LGBTQ Club about five years ago. Megan wondered if her life would have been different if Lambda House had existed when she was a student here.

Megan was still considering the question when a flash on her cell phone screen caught her attention. She picked up the phone and eased it into her lap. She discouraged the use of cell phones in her classroom so she didn't want to be obvious about using one herself.

The message was from her best friend Angie. 

Have you seen this?

Megan clicked the link and scanned the New York Times headline.

Best Selling Indie Author Tonya Pendleton Inks Three Book Deal At Random House.

Megan let out a sigh so loud that a few students looked up from their tests. She waved her hand and mouthed an apology and then went back to reading the article. Apparently, Tonya's first novel had found a fan base large enough to attract the attention of the major publisher.

Megan closed the link to the article, texted an aghast emoji back to Angie and set her phone back down on her desk. This was all too depressing to think about.

Megan and Angie were still in grad school when they met Tonya at the Brooklyn Book Festival. The three of them had been sitting near each other during on of the lectures about the publishing industry and they'd struck up a conversation afterward.  Things quickly turned adversarial when Tonya announced that she thought M.F.A. writing programs — like the one Megan and Angie were in at Columbia — were a waste of time and money. 

"If you're a writer, just write!" Tonya had declared.

Needless to say, the three woman hadn't kept in touch.

Now three years later there was Tonya's name — above the proverbial fold — in the Books section of the New York Times.

Megan looked up at her students and felt a sickening feeling rumbling in her stomach. How in the world had she ended up back at Eastwood ten years after her own graduation? And what happened to the writing career she'd dreamed of ever since reading her first Rachel Durand novel?

She picked up her phone.

Yogurt Shop. 7pm? I need comfort food!

She got a thumbs up emoji in response. 




***




 When Angie arrived, Megan was already sitting at a booth several bites into a multi-scooped concoction covered with hot fudge and pieces of Oreo cookie.

Angie purchased her yogurt and then joined Megan at the table.

"What a bitch!" Angie blurted out as she stabbed her frozen dessert to emphasize her point. "I could be a famous writer too if  my mother got me booked on the Today Show just because she plays golf with Kathy Lee."

"You're turning green," Megan said with a giggle. She was upset about the news but not as much as her friend.

"Have you read it? Angie asked scornfully.

Megan shrugged one shoulder and let out a dismissive guffaw. 

"I only peeked at the sample pages online. I couldn't bring myself to actually buy it. It was one of those post-apocalyptic space traveling vampire love stories." 

"She'll probably sell the movie rights before the week is over," Angie said not even trying to mask her jealousy or literary disdain. "It's totally unfair that someone who didn't even study the craft now has a book deal." 

Megan just nodded and scooped another bite of yogurt into her mouth. She agreed with Angie in principal but she also knew Tonya had one thing going for her that Megan didn't. 

"At least she finished writing her book," Megan said. "That's more than I've done." 

It was a sobering confession. 

Shortly after earning her M.F.A. Megan had written a treatment for a novel and submitted sample pages to several publishers. She got some positive feedback but no publishing offers. At first, the rejection didn't get her too down. It was to be expected, rejection was a part of the process for all — well, most — new writers.

Megan had continued to plug away tweaking and revising her treatment, sending new sample pages to different publishers, and all the while trying to find an agent but time flew by and sooner than she knew it she'd exhausted the six-month student loan deferment period and then she had both undergrad and graduate loans to deal with — not to mention basic living expenses.

She had almost reached panic mode when she saw the job announcement for a full-time English teacher in the Eastwood Alumni Newsletter. It seemed like the perfect solution. She knew as an alumna of the school, she'd get preference in the hiring process and a full-time teaching gig at the elite institution would pay her enough to live on plus give her summers off to write.

"You know it's been three years since I started teaching at Eastwood," Megan said admitting to what Angie already knew. "And I still haven't finished my novel. In fact, last summer I didn't write anything at all. Not a word." She sighed in frustration. "How am I supposed to be mad at someone like Tonya when she's at least finished what she started?"

Angie pushed her empty yogurt cup to the side and reached across the table and patted her friend's hand.

Megan knew Angie understood even though her own writing dreams had partially come true. Two of Angie's children's books had been published and even though she still had to supplement her earnings writing freelance pieces she had at least achieved some of her goals.

"What do you think is keeping you from finishing," Angie asked.

Megan leaned back into the leather booth and let her thoughts drift toward the ceiling. If only she could answer that question. She knew the story she wanted to write, but for some reason, she kept avoiding the process.

"Maybe you need to go skydiving?" Angie said.

Megan looked up to see if her friend was speaking with a straight face. 

"Excuse me?" she said. "Are you having some kind of yogurt brain freeze?"

"I just mean, maybe if you do something you've been afraid to do it will unblock whatever is in your subconscious that's keeping you from writing. Think about it. The characters in your novel are risk takers right?"

Megan thought about the two heroines in her story. She'd set the novel in France in homage to the country her favorite writer called home after leaving the United States in the 90's. The two women were caught on opposite sides of the French Revolution because one was the daughter of a wealthy aristocrat and the other the daughter of a poor commoner.

"Okay, you may have a point, but skydiving?"

"It doesn't have to be that, maybe you could do one of those mud runs or go to a club and dance alone in the middle of the floor or do naked karaoke."

Megan chuckled. "Is naked karaoke really a thing?" she asked suspiciously.

"Sadly, yes," Angie said with a laugh. "But my point is that you should just pick something that you'd never imagine yourself doing and go for it. Be spontaneous for once!"

"I'm spontaneous!" Megan protested with a pout.

"Ha! Since when?" Angie asked not even trying to hide her sarcasm.

Megan tried, but she couldn't actually think of an example to support her theory.

"You could just go out on a date," Angie said as she scraped the bottom of her already empty yogurt cup.

Megan just rolled her eyes. 

"I'd rather try naked karaoke," she said flatly. 

Dating — and therefore relationships — had never been something Megan had gotten the hang of. She wasn't a club person and on-line dating was out of the question and she didn't really know where else to go to meet women. In her mind, she'd always imagined the perfect encounter happening without effort as she went about her day focused on her writing career.

The fantasy version of that scenario usually involved her standing in front of a crowd — in some dimly lit but quaint bookstore — reading excerpts from her latest novel. After dazzling her audience during the post-reading Q & A, a gorgeous  woman — with a passion for historical fiction —  would come up to her to ask a follow-up question to some brilliant point Megan made during her talk. They'd chat until it was time for the bookstore to close and then go get a cappuccino and some dessert at a neighborhood cafe so they could finish their conversation. They'd spend the next several months attending lectures, visiting museums and dining in unpretentious but unique restaurants until one day they'd both realize they wanted to spend the rest of their lives together. Of course, the whole storyline was contingent on Megan actually publishing a book.

"Hey. Hey!" Angie said loudly trying to get Megan's attention.

"What? I'm sorry, did you say something?"

"If you're over there having that bookstore fantasy again I'm leaving!"

"No, I wasn't." 

Angie gave her a glare that said she knew better.

"Well, I was but I know there's a fatal flaw in my plan."

"Yeah, like it's a plan! That's not how relationships happen."

"I was referring more to the parts about me not having a novel to read at the bookstore and therefore…"

Angie held up her hand for Megan to stop.

"I get it. But wouldn't it just be easier to try skydiving?"

 

***



Brandi shuttered as the icy water rained down on her body. This definitely wasn't the fantasy she'd imagined when she selected the oversized shower/sauna — equipped with multiple body jets — for her newly redecorated Parisian condo, but the cold shower was a necessary evil after staying out late on a weeknight. 

After a ten hour day, drinks with the girls had turned into dinner with the girls and then club hopping until 2 am. It wasn't behavior she participated in very often these days.

Of course, it had been the norm when she'd first come to Paris as a foreign exchanged student during her junior year in college. Brandi had fallen in love with Paris that semester — the fashion, the food, the culture — so much so that she applied for a permanent transfer to the University of Paris and never went back home. 

It wasn't like there was anyone to miss her in New York anyway. Her father had just married her third step-mother — seemingly oblivious to the fact that each successive bride was getting closer to his own daughter's age — and Brandi didn't have any other close family to speak of. But in Paris, Brandi found true community and the freedom to explore who she really was. 

She'd been questioning her sexuality since high school, but she knew in spite of the fact that her father's conservative views didn't prohibit him from marrying women decades his junior, they did make accepting his daughter being gay very unlikely. As a result, Brandi had ignored her rising sexual questions, stuffing the unexplored urges down into the same walled off space where she kept the memories of her mother. It wasn't until she'd met her now best friend Renee during her senior year at the Sorbonne that everything changed. 

Renee had known she was gay since she was twelve — and her single mother had always been supportive of her daughter's identity. As a result, there was a lot she learned while hanging out with Renee. Back then Renee and Brandi would go to class, then hit a poetry reading or some a-vanguard performance art show, then head straight for the gay clubs. It wasn't unusual for Brandi to wake up the next morning with a hot chick in her bed. She was careful about who she hooked up with, but she didn't allow caution to limit her exploration. It was an exhilarating introduction to France and to her own sexuality.

Brandi pretty much kept up the same schedule after she graduated simply replacing going to class with going to work — plus now she had the disposable income to do more than just hang out at clubs. She'd done a few Olivia Travel cruises, joined a weekend soccer club and became active with an LGBTQ community service organization all the while balancing ever increasing responsibilities at work.

The only problem she encountered in her flourishing social life was avoiding the women who wanted to settle down in a committed relationship. Brandi was just too focused on her career to settle down right now. All of that could wait for a few more years after all she wasn't even thirty yet.

Brandi stepped out of the frozen torture chamber and reached for a towel. Before she wrapped it around her body she glanced at her naked reflection in the mirror. At least her body didn't show any evidence of her strenuous work/play schedule she thought as she wiped the cold droplets from her tanned frame. 

Brandi stepped into her walk-in closet and shuffled through several dozen suits hanging in color and seasonally appropriate sections. Her hand landed on a chocolate brown Elie Tahari suit she'd bought two months ago, but hadn't worn yet. "You will be perfect," she said out loud to the garment. She was pulling a creme colored sleeveless silk blouse from the appropriate section of the closet when she heard her cell phone buzz in the bedroom. 

A text message? It wasn't even 7 am and her day had already started. It was probably her boss checking to see if she had the report ready for the senior staff meeting this morning. As if she was ever unprepared.

She scurried out of the closet, tossed her clothes on the bed and snatched her cell phone off the nightstand. Surprisingly it wasn't a business related message at all.

It was great seeing you last night. I hope to see MORE of you soon. ~G.  

The written text was followed by three grinning devil emojis.

Genevieve's less than subtle hint put a smile on Brandi's face and sent a warm surge through her body. Genevieve had been pretty persistent about wanting Brandi to come over to her place as they were leaving the club last night, but somehow Brandi managed to pass on the offer. Genevieve was always good for an evening of no strings attached fun, but Brandi rarely found weeknight hook ups worth it these days. As it was she was totally sleep deprived. She couldn't imagine how awful she'd feel if she'd said yes to a sleepless night with Genevieve. 

Great seeing you too!! Wink emoji.

Brandi had known Genevieve for at least two years, but neither of them had ever considered making things serious. It was nice to have someone she could hook up with when she chose to without feeling any obligation to say yes every time. Brandi had a few friends like that, but Genevieve was by far the hottest. 

Brandi twisted her lip as she glanced at the clock. 6:28 am. There was still time for a little text assisted stress relief before she had to leave for the office.

 She tapped another message to Genevieve. 

What MORE of me would you like to see? Kissy face emoji.

Brandi let her towel drop to the floor. She crawled back into bed and reached into her nightstand drawer for one of her favorite battery operated toys while she waited for Genevieve's reply. 




***




"As you can see from the end of the quarter report…"

Brandi listened as she flipped pages on her iPad following along with the presentation being delivered by one of the team analysts. The room was quiet except for the analyst's whiny voice. So quiet that the sound of Brandi's cell phone vibrating against the conference room table reverberated around the room. She quickly snatched her phone off the table and muffled it in her lap. 

If you ever get tired of real estate, you'd have a great career in erotic literature! 

The text message was followed by several flame emojis and a one with a big cheesy grin. 

Brandi smiled and shifted in her chair as memories of her morning sext-capade with Genevieve reheated certain parts of her body. She replied with a kissing red lips emoji before turning her phone to silent and placing it upside down on the table. 

"It may take some special incentivizing to get the property owners to sell," a different analyst was talking now. "But it looks like Cote d' Azur may still have some parcels of land that could accommodate a development of this size." 

Brandi looked at the blueprint being projected on the front screen and the wheels in her brain started to turn. Cote d'Azur, better known outside of France as the French Riviera, had been a hot spot for tourist development for decades. When Brandi first moved to France, Cote d' Azur was one of her favorite get-a-way destinations. She'd spent quite a few weekends there lounging on the beach by day and club hopping by night — rarely with the same woman more than once.

She smiled thinking about some of the fun she'd had there.

 Even though most of the coast was already covered with luxury villas, spas, and hotels, Rousseau was interested in building more. If Brandi could identify some perspective locations it would look good on her annual review and be one more step toward the management promotion she had her eye on. 

In the midst of her thoughts, something on the other side of the table grabbed Brandi's attention. She looked up and Victor Moreau's sullen eyes were focused directly on her as if he was trying to read her thoughts. The corner of his mouth was turned upward in the half smile, half snarl that characterized the contentious nature of he and Brandi's relationship.

Victor had been hired at Rousseau Development just two months before Brandi, but because she already had a year-long internship under her belt most of the staff both knew and liked her. This pissed Victor off from day one and he'd been determined to trip Brandi up as she climbed up the career ladder. He never missed an opportunity to point out something Brandi had missed in a report — preferably when a senior manager was in the room — or mansplain some aspect of their job. But Brandi wasn't intimidated by him. 

Victor was smart, but he was lazy. Always looking for a short cut he never hesitated to let someone else do the heavy lifting while he cruised along manipulating everyone in his path. In spite of the company's clear non-fraternization policy there were rumors that he'd dated several women in positions below his on the org chart hierarchy — secretaries, paralegals, mailroom attendants — anyone who had too much to risk to rat him out when he ended the relationship after getting whatever information they had that he found useful. Lately, Brandi heard he was dating one of the new contractors in the IT department.

What a jerk.

When it came to finding property in Cote d' Azur, Victor was Brandi's only real competition within the department and she had a good idea how to get a head start on him.

"Hey Quentin, Do you have a minute?" Brandi asked her supervisor after the meeting.

"Sure, Brandi. Come on to my office. What's up?" he asked as he took his seat behind the large wooden desk.

"Well, I know this is kind of last minute, but I'm thinking about using some of my vacation days next week and I wanted to make sure you didn't have anything you were expecting me to be working on."

Quentin scratched his chin. "No, I pretty much cleared our project calendar after we finished the Thompson report last week. I'm actually planning to take a long weekend next week myself. Mandatory vacation with the wife," he said with a half-hearted smile. "As long as you're back in the office a week from  Monday we should be fine."

Brandi thanked Quentin and immediately went back to her office and opened her personal email. She typed the name Renee in the search bar and waited for the computer to pull up the right message. 

When she clicked the link digital balloons filled her computer screen followed by the words…

You are cordially invited to the wedding of Sophia Elize Renault and Renee Camille Broussard. June 15th at the Peret Winery, St. Amelia, Cote d' Azur, France.












































Chapter 2




 Megan peered wide-eyed out the car window and watched the French Riviera roll by. It was like looking at a backdrop for a romantic movie. The blue water of the Mediterranean, the white rocky beaches, she had to keep reminding herself to breathe. 

I have never done anything this crazy in my entire life!

Megan had landed in Paris less than 24 hours ago without telling a soul — not even Angie — about her plans. Of course, Angie would have been supportive of the trip — it was practically her idea — but Megan had taken this leap of faith without telling a soul. It was just too crazy to speak her plans out loud — getting on a plane to France just to visit the place where her favorite author died —it was spontaneous and nuts!

She'd only called Angie after she'd landed in Paris and checked into her hotel for the night.

"Oh My God! Is that the Eiffel Tower behind you?" Angie shouted via FaceTime.

Megan tapped her iPad screen to flip the camera image toward her again and grinned at her friend.

"Welcome to Gay Paree!"

"When? W-w-what?" Angie stuttered. "Why are you in Paris?" 

"I decided you were right. Doig something spontaneous was just what I needed."

Angie's huge grin filled the screen. "Good for you!" she said with a laugh. Angie's image filled the screen as she leaned closer to the camera. "While you're there see if you can manage to get laid."

Megan rolled her eyes. Buying a plane ticket three days after the school year ended was crazy enough. Now she was supposed to pick up a strange woman in a foreign country. Going skydiving was probably more likely to happen, but Megan couldn't deny that there was something intriguing about the thought of an overseas romance.

"Earth to Megan." 

Angie was waving her hand at the screen.

"Sorry, what did you say?"

"I said if you're not going to have sex at least promise to send back some pretty pictures."

"That I can do!" she agreed. But now that she was actually staring at the Mediterranean for the first time she was too excited to ruin the experience by pulling out her cell phone.

"St. Amelia!" An exuberant, heavily French-accented voice announced. 

Megan pulled her eyes away from the deep blue ocean to meet the equally blue eyes of the elderly Uber driver watching her in the car's rearview mirror.

"St. Amelia," he repeated again and nodded his head to the right. "We'll be there in less than twenty minutes."

Megan scooted over to the other side of the car to get a better view. What she saw was even more mesmerizing than the ocean. On the other side of a dense green valley, a village made of stone buildings with red tiled roofs sat perched on top of a plateau. It looked like a crown on top of the head of an ancient monarch. 

"St. Amelia," she whispered. 

A bell tower jutted up from the center of the village like a mystic stone watchman. Megan remembered reading about that tower in one of the guide books she'd bought at the airport. It was part of St. Amelia's Cathedral, built in the 14th century. The bell in the tower still rang hourly to announce the time and was inscribed with French words that Megan couldn't recall exactly, but she whispered the English translation. 

"St. Amelia. The place where the hours invite us to dream."

When they arrived at the village the driver pulled the car into one of a short row of parking spaces just outside what must have been the village square.

There was a large water fountain in the middle of the square and surrounding it were vendors stationed under colorful tents selling everything from bread, fruit, and cheese to local craft items.

"You'll have to walk from here, Madame. The city streets are too small for cars to enter. Your hotel isn't far though. Just up that path to the right."

The driver pointed to a narrow dim street leading off the main square. Megan's heart fluttered for a moment as she stepped out of the car. She wondered if it was safe to venture down that road alone. She'd heard about tourists being easy marks for pickpockets and other thieves. But before she could articulate her concern the driver had already pulled her suitcase from the trunk, placed her carry-on bag at her feet and jumped in his car no doubt rushing to get back to the airport to catch another fare.

Megan lifted her computer bag to one shoulder, her carry-on to the other, picked up her suitcase and began to make her way across the square. Vendors called out in French as she passed.

"Pain Frais! Tomates! Fromage!"

Several clusters of people who must have been tourists were milling around looking at the items for sale. Many of them were wearing identical t-shirts that read France or Bust! They must be part of a tour group, Megan thought as she maneuvered through the crowd with her bags.

Megan made it down the street without incident and pulled open the large wooden door to La Maison d' Amelie. It was only after she'd stepped into the air-conditioned lobby that she noticed her shirt sticking to her body in sweaty patches. She felt a little disheveled, but none of that lessened the excitement she was feeling at having actually reached her destination.  

To her surprise, there was quite a bit of activity in the small lobby. A dozen or so patrons, mostly women, were milling about chatting with each other in French and Megan could hear more voices spilling through the doors of the attached hotel restaurant.  

There was only one clerk at the front desk and she too seemed a bit flustered by all the activity in the room. Her head was lowered and her lips were twisted at an awkward angle as she squinted intently at the computer screen in front of her. There was only one patron at the counter, but judging from the woman's body language she'd been standing there for a while. 

The woman was leaning on the counter with her chin propped in one hand. With her other hand, she was spinning a credit card between her thumb and index finger tapping the edge of the card against the counter after each rotation. A distinctive sound rang out each time the card hit the counter top. 

A Black Card, Megan thought as it pinged rhythmically against the wood. She recognized the specialized card because so many of her high school classmates at Eastwood had carried them. The onyx colored card, made of metal, was only given to customers with extremely high lines of credit. 

Megan swallowed nervously for a moment. What was someone who could afford to carry a Black Card doing in a place like this, she wondered? She'd found La Maison d' Amelia on a discount hotel site. It was the only hotel inside the walls of St. Amelia and its rates were a quarter of the cost of the large hotels twenty miles away. She certainly hoped she hadn't made a mistake in the booking. As it was she could only afford to stay in France for a week. Her one splurge had been the one night stay at the hotel in Paris and she'd only booked that because her discounted flight didn't arrive until after midnight, too late to catch a connecting flight to Nice. 

Megan studied the woman in front of her. The Black Card wasn't the only sign of her wealth. The red bottom shoes and large leather bag draped over her forearm probably cost more than made Megan in a month. The woman's clothes were as stylish as her accessories and looked custom fit to her slim figure. Her brown hair fell over her collar in neatly styled waves. She looked like she had it all together — at least from the rearview.

Megan pulled at her t-shirt self-consciously knowing her appearance didn't paint such an exquisite picture when viewed from the rear or the front. Sadly, her gym card didn't get used half as much as her yogurt store frequent customer card did. 

Just then the woman's cell phone rang. Megan watched her dig around in her bag until she found it. She stepped away from the counter and addressed the caller. 

"Bonjour."

"Puis-je vous, Madame? Madame?"

It took Megan a moment to realize a second clerk had appeared and was calling her from a computer station a few feet away.

"Oh, I'm sorry," She said tearing her attention away from the elegant stranger. Megan stepped forward and handed the clerk her printed reservation. "I'm checking in." She hoped the document would alleviate any need for her to use her less than adequate French. 

The clerk scanned the printout. 

"Very good, Ms. Garrett," he said in accented English.

Megan exhaled with relief.

"Okay," he said as he tapped the computer keys efficiently. "We have you staying for one week. A non-smoking room. All I need is a credit card for your incidentals."

Megan handed him her plastic credit card. He swiped it quickly and then handed it back.

"You're all set, Madame. You'll be in room 246." 

He was just about to hand her the plastic keycard when the clerk who'd been helping the other woman hurried to his side and whispered something in his ear.

A look of concern flashed across his face. He glanced over at Megan and then started talking to the other clerk.

Megan tried to pick out familiar words, but her French was terrible and they were talking very fast. She felt a knot in her stomach. What could the problem be? Had her credit card been declined? Megan knew she was close to her credit limit, but she had been very careful to stick to her travel budget so there'd be enough room left on the card to cover all of her expenses. 

Her heart began to race and she felt beads of sweat starting to pool under her arms.

"I'm sorry, Ms. Garrett," the clerk finally said. "There seems to have been some kind of mix-up."




***

	

"What kind of mix up?" Brandi asked irritably when she stepped back up to the desk after finishing her phone call.

The clerk who'd been helping her began with an apologetic tone. "I'm sorry, but it seems that reservations for both you and another guest were accidentally booked for the same date when we actually only have one room available in the hotel for tonight. That's why I was having so much trouble checking you in."

Brandi felt her forehead crease. Her patience had worn thin waiting earlier and now she was totally frustrated. Yet another reason why she should have followed her first instinct and booked a room at one of the luxury hotels closer to Nice. She could have easily rented a car to drive back and forth to the wedding festivities.

"That doesn't even make sense," she said frowning. "I made my original reservation for tonight as part of the Broussard-Renault Wedding party and then I called yesterday to extend my stay for the rest of the following week."

Brandi grimaced and glanced over her shoulder hoping her voice hadn't raised as loudly as she thought it had. She dropped her head as soon as she saw Sophia — wearing a t-shirt that said Je Suis La Mariee translation, I'm the Bride — making a beeline toward the counter. Renee — the other bride sans t-shirt — followed quickly on her heels.

"Is there a problem, Brandi?" Sophia asked. 

Brandi could already hear the worried tone in her voice. The last thing she wanted to do was upset Sophia. Renee would never let her hear the end of it. Everyone knew that Sophia was the more high maintenance partner in the couple and Brandi was still amazed that someone as laid back as Renee had fallen so hard for her.

"It's okay, Sophia. Don't go into panic mode," Brandi said calmly. "Just let me handle this." 

"I'm not panicking," Sophia said defensively, but with a smile on her face. 

She was well aware of her reputation and was surprisingly kind of proud of it.

Brandi glanced over at Renee.

"Stop that you two!" Sophia swung a hand playfully at Renee. "I'm allowed to be a little nervous. After all, I am getting married tomorrow."

"And what about me?" Renee asked calmly. "I'm getting married tomorrow too you know." Renee pecked her fiancé on the cheek.

In spite of Sophia's penitent for histrionics, Brandi couldn't help but feel a twinge of jealousy as she watched the two women's affectionate banter.

She turned back to the front desk clerk. "So, what can we do about this?" Brandi asked in a tone that made it clear she expected the problem to be fixed — immediately. Her go-to problem solver was usually flirtation, but she wasn't in the mood for that today. She was tired from her trip and just wanted to check into her room and lay down until it was time to go to the wedding rehearsal.

"Well," the clerk said hesitantly. "The only thing I can suggest is that you share a room with another guest for one night."

Brandi's frown turned into a scowl. 

"By this time tomorrow we'll be able to accommodate you with no problem," the woman said as she hurriedly beckoned the clerk at the other end of the counter to join them.

As the male clerk walked toward them so did another hotel guest— a woman. Brandi's eyes moved quickly from the woman's crinkly brown ponytail to her off-brand tennis shoes. She wasn't a stylish dresser, but she was cute in a casual uncomplicated way.  

As the pair drew closer Brandi noticed a strange expression on the woman's face. She looked like she was fighting back tears. No doubt she was just as shocked as Brandi by the ridiculously poor customer service they were receiving. 

Brandi tried not to stare as the woman approached, but for a moment something about her seemed kind of familiar. Brandi brushed the thought away intent on resolving the matter at hand.

"Madams, I know this is a little unusual," the male clerk said addressing both women. "But if you'd be open to sharing a room tonight we'd be happy to give each of you two complimentary night stays for your inconvenience."

The woman had just been staring at Brandi, but she turned her head at the offer of a free hotel stay.

"I guess it would be okay to share the room for one night," she said softly. 

Her voice was timid, but when she turned back to Brandi there was a certain fire in her eyes — like she was angry. At Brandi?

"After all," the woman continued. "I've always wanted to have a little French adventure."

The moment those words came out of the woman's mouth memories flooded Brandi's mind like a row of falling dominoes. Eastwood. The World History presentation. The kiss. 

Brandi felt her face grow warm. She opened her mouth to speak then closed it again totally unsure as to what to say. She just stood there like a statue.

"Maybe we should start with introductions," Sophia said, glaring at Brandi for being rude. "I'm Sophia." She extended her hand to the woman. "This is my fiancé Renee. And Miss tall, dark, and silent here is…"

"Brandi," the woman said cutting off Sophia's introduction. "Brandi Turner." 

	












































Chapter 3




"Oh my goodness! You and Brandi know each other?" Sophia's eyes darted back and forth between the two women. "What are the odds that the two of you would bump into each other in Cote d' Azur?"

Sophia was clearly much more excited about the reunion than Megan — and apparently Brandi.

"Well, that settles it. Megan you'll have to join us for our rehearsal dinner later this evening," Sophia said emphatically.

Megan opened her mouth to politely decline the offer, but Sophia was having none of it.

"I will not take no for an answer," she said. "I'm the bride and it's my weekend to have things my way."

"Okay, dear," Renee cut in. "Before you totally usurp Megan's vacation plans, why don't we let her get settled in her room."

Sophia stuck her lip out in a playful pout. "Okay, fine. But the least we can do is help you with your bags."

Before Megan could object, Sophia scooped up her overnight bag and nodded to Renee to grab the suitcase.

"My bachelorette room is right down the hall from yours — we have a suite for after the wedding," Sophia winked and then looped her arm around Megan's. She tilted her head indicating that everyone else should follow.

"So," Sophia asked with an inquisitive tone. "How do you and Brandi know each other?"

Megan glanced over her shoulder at Brandi — who still hadn't spoken.

"Oh, we met a long time ago — when we were kids."

"Are you from New York too?" Sophia asked.

"I live in New York now, but I'm originally from Michigan."

"Oh my gosh! Michigan!" She looked at Renee with a grin. "Have you ever attended the Michigan Women's Festival? I used to dream about traveling to the states to go when I was at university. It looked like it was so much fun. All those women living and loving out in the middle of nature."

"Yeah, I went a few times before it ended," Megan said. She was tempted to look over her shoulder again to see what Brandi's reaction was to the mention of the festival — and her attendance.

"Oh. I so hate that I missed that experience — although we have some great festivals here in Europe too, don't we Brandi?" she said with a wink. "I've heard plenty stories about the escapades these two used to get into at Ella when it first started." Sophia released her grip on Megan and wrapped her arms around Renee. "I've tamed this one," she said giggling. "But I'm not sure if Brandi has gotten all of the mischief out of her system yet. Do American girls fall for her as easy as French girls do?"

Megan saw Brandi cut her eyes toward Renee. There must have been a well-honed secret language between the two old friends.

"Alright, that's enough," Renee interrupted. "Brandi, we'll  be leaving for the wedding rehearsal in about 30 minutes. Megan, we hope to see you at dinner if your plans allow." 

Renee pulled Sophia down the hall toward her room.

Megan watched the brides walk down the hall giggling and tickling each other.  Sophia was certainly a handful, but she and Renee seemed to balance each other well. Megan couldn't help but wonder if she'd ever find that kind of love. 

When she turned back to the door Brandi was staring right at her. Something in her green eyes cooled the anger Megan was feeling inside and in its place she felt a much more pleasant sensation. Megan straightened her shoulders trying to shake off the tingle she felt racing up and down her body.

Megan was annoyed that she was standing there getting hot and bothered over Brandi Turner. Hadn't she spent enough time — days, weeks, months — back in high school trying to figure out what had happened between them poolside? Hadn't she waited all summer for an apologetic phone call or text message? The memory caused the heat of anger to resurface.

"We should probably go inside — and talk," Brandi finally said.

 "Yes. We should go inside. But I can't see that we have much to talk about," Megan responded curtly.

Megan whipped the room key out of her pants pocket, stuck it in the door and then pulled it out quickly. The light on the door lock flashed red. She repeated the motion. Red again. 

She was about to stick the card in for a third time when Brandi reached over and touched her hand. She was now standing so close that the air around Megan filled with the smell of Brandi's perfume. Brandi wrapped her fingers around Megan's hand, eased the key into the lock and pulled it out again slowly. A green light flashed followed by a click sound. 

"Sometimes you just have to slide it in gently," she said with a weak laugh. 

The obvious attempt at flirtation or joking or whatever it was, enraged Megan. She flung the door open and stormed into the room dragging her clunky suitcase behind her. Suddenly, it was like all the anger from high school and every bad date or relationship since then surface at one time. 

Brandi had just closed the door when Megan whirled around to face her.

"How dare you!" she yelled. "How dare you flirt with me, or whatever that was. I can't believe you, Brandi Turner. You are still the same selfish bitch you were in high school. Do you have any idea how much you hurt me? You were the closest thing I had to a friend at that school. I know that's not saying much since you barely bothered to speak to me in the hallways, but the time we spent together meant something to me! Even if we'd just stayed friends I could have dealt with that, but to kiss me the way you did and then pretend like it never happened when your real so called friends showed up! It was just cruel and heartless and I didn't deserve that!"

By the time Megan finally ran out of things to say her chest was heaving and there were beads of sweat on her forehead. 

Brandi just stood there — letting Megan dump all over her. After a long pause, she opened her mouth to speak.

"I'm sorry Megan." Her voice was firm but quiet. "I'm sorry I hurt you back then. And I'm not making any excuses, but you should know I was a pretty confused kid and I didn't have anyone to talk to about what I was going through."

"You could have talked to me!" Megan shouted, surprising herself with the outburst.

"I… I didn't know that then," Brandi said softly. 

The pounding in Megan's chest began to slow.

"Megan, I may have looked like I had it all together, but I was miserable and living my life by everyone else's rules. Then I met you and you were so…so nice to me without seeming to want anything in exchange. I wanted to know you better. I wanted to be closer to you. That's why I called you that day and asked you to come over. I hadn't planned to kiss you — well at least not consciously." She paused and dropped her head with a sigh. "Then Todd showed up and…I really am sorry Megan."

Megan listened, but she still didn't know if she believed Brandi or not. Maybe this was all part of the mischief Sophia said Brandi was so good at. Maybe this was how Brandi treated women. Softening them up, saying anything to get what she wanted from them. But what did Brandi want from her now?

"Why didn't you call me?" Megan finally asked. 

Brandi looked her in the eye without flinching.

"Because I was afraid."

"Afraid of what? Afraid of me?" Megan asked in disbelief.

"No, afraid of what I felt when I kissed you," Brandi said softly. "I wasn't ready to accept that about myself. I wasn't ready to admit that I was gay. I was young Megan. I was a coward and you got hurt because of it."

Megan just stood there in shock. She didn't know how to respond. The weight of Brandi's confession left her head spinning. What part of it was she supposed to deal with first? Was she supposed to just forgive the mistakes of a teenaged girl and move on? What did moving on look like? Megan felt like she wanted to cry, but she wasn't sure if the tears she felt welling up behind her eyes were for herself or for Brandi. What she was sure of — what actually frightened her — was now that she'd finally released some of the hurt and anger she'd been holding, what was left underneath was that same special something she'd felt for Brandi all those years ago.

The two women just stood there staring at each other, but before Megan had time to respond there was a knock at the door. Brandi walked over and opened it.

"Alright! It's wedding rehearsal time!" Sophia exclaimed from the doorway. "Let's go, Brandi. See you at dinner Megan!"

Sophia pulled Brandi out the door leaving Megan standing in the middle of the room alone with everything that had just been said still hanging in the air clouding Megan's vision like a fog.




***




Megan waited about 20 minutes until she was sure that the wedding party had left the hotel for the rehearsal, before she went back down to the lobby. She needed some fresh air to clear her head, but she certainly didn't want to bump into Brandi and her friends on the way outside. She could hardly believe what had just happened. She'd rehearsed that scene in her head for years. The chance meeting with Brandi where she let her have it without mercy. In the fantasy, she'd yelled at Brandi for hours. Replaying every tear Megan cried in great detail. But in reality, once she'd let off the initial steam of her anger most of what was left was just sadness. Sadness that she and Brandi hadn't stayed friends and even more sadness that they hadn't ever had the chance to become more.

Just as Megan stepped out of the door of the hotel the bell in the tower chimed five times. Now conscious of the time, Megan's stomach grumbled loudly so she headed back to the market in the square to see what she could find to eat. She bought some bread and sliced cheese and then sat down on the edge of the fountain to eat. Looking at the vendors and shoppers coming and going was like watching a foreign movie with no subtitles, but there wasn't much lost in translation because everyone seemed to be smiling and happy as they greeted each other. The little town felt almost familial. 

Caught up in the pleasant scene Megan's mind drifted away from thoughts of Brandi for a moment. She could see why Rachel Durand would fall in love with a place like St. Amelia. The architecture was beautiful, the people seemed friendly and the whole scene made Megan feel like she'd been transported back to a simpler time.

When she'd finished her sandwich Megan decided to be courageous and venture down one of the other small streets leading off the square. The small shops and boutiques were filled with all manner of things — clothes, souvenirs, jewelry, artwork.

Megan wandered down the narrow cobblestone lanes. She had a map in her bag, but the clerk at the front desk had assured her that it was impossible to get lost. 

"If you get turned around, just look up and head in the direction of the bell tower," she'd said.

The bell tower. A place to dream. 

I'm actually in St. Amelia! She thought as she spun around in a circle with a broad smile stretched across her face.

"That must be a pretty special thought to make you smile like that," a voice rang out.

Megan turned toward the voice and saw a grey-haired man sitting outside of a gift shop. Next to his canvas chair, there was an easel with a sketch pad clipped to it.

Megan blushed a little when she realized the man must have been watching her meander around like an awestruck tourist, but his face seemed so friendly that she didn't let being watched bother her too much.

"I guess I'm just excited about being here," she confessed as she crossed over to where the man was sitting.

"Well, it's nice to know that visitors are happy to be in our little village." He rose from his seat slightly and extended his hand to Megan. "My name is Gerard Laurent." 

"My name is Megan. Megan Garrett." She shook Gerard's hand.

"Come, have a seat and let me draw that beautiful smile." 

Gerard pointed to a stool in front of his easel. 

"How much do you charge for your drawings?" Megan asked somewhat cautiously. Gerard seemed like a legitimate artist, but Megan's travel brochure had warned tourists about grifters who tried to con people out of their money. 

Gerard tilted his head first to one side than to the other.

"For you? I think two euro will do. I'll knock it down to one if you tell me what brings you to our little village."

Megan couldn't help but laugh. If Gerard was a grifter he wasn't a very good one a that price. Megan slid onto the stool and ran her fingers through her hair hoping she didn't look like too much of a mess after a day of traveling.

She sat stone still for a few minutes as Gerard's hand flew across his sketch pad.

"So, now for your story. What brings you to St. Amelia?" he asked.

Megan hesitated for a minute. She could just tell Gerard she was visiting random medieval villages, but something in her wanted to tell him the whole truth.

"Well, I'm a school teacher, but ever since I was a teenager I've wanted to be a writer. I was inspired by an author named Rachel Durand. She moved from the United States to St. Amelia in the 1990's and I just found out that she passed away last year."

Megan let out a deep sigh.

"I hope being here —  the place where she found so much inspiration — will inspire me to finish a novel I started ten years ago."

"Hmm. Sounds like an exciting adventure. I'm not familiar with your favorite author, but tell me what is it about writing that you love?"

Megan paused before answering the question. "I love the way writing allows me to express a different part of myself. I can create characters who aren't afraid of the things I'm afraid of. They can do all of the things I want to do but can't."

Gerard just nodded his head. "I think I understand. I too used to live in fear of doing what I really wanted to do." He paused and peeked over the edge of his sketch pad. "I taught elementary school in Lyon for more than thirty years, but I always wanted to be an artist. Now don't get me wrong I loved teaching and I especially loved the kids I taught, but there was always a part of me that wanted to draw and paint. I just never made the time to pursue it. When I finally retired two years ago I sold everything I owned and moved here. And now I sit all day drawing stranger's smiles."

Megan was stunned. Something about Gerard's story made her very sad. What would her life be like if she kept working at Eastwood for another thirty years without pursuing her writing? The thought of it made her stomach turn.

"Hey! Where did that smile go?" Gerard teased.

"Oh, I'm sorry," she said trying to will the smile back in place. "It's just that what you said really hit home."

"Well, young lady. I have only one piece of advice for you. Don't dream your dreams, live your dreams!"

He tore off the sheet from his sketch pad with a flourish and handed it to Megan. 

She almost didn't recognize the image staring back at her. The woman on the page looked happy and determined. Like she was someone who was definitely going to follow the old man's advice.












































Chapter 4




The hotel room was empty when Brandi got back from the wedding rehearsal. Megan's unpacked bags were still beside the bed, so at least Brandi knew she hadn't left town.

What a day, she thought as she rubbed her temples trying to let go of some of the stress she was feeling. She still couldn't believe a simple trip to St. Amelia had already been filled with this much drama. She flopped across the bed.

I just have to make it through the wedding and then I can focus my attention back on something easy — work.

She knew it was kind of pitiful that work was the thing she ran to when she was stressed. As much as she'd been trying to deny it seeing Megan, along with watching Sophia and Renee today, had stirred up some feelings that Brandi didn't know she had. 

Was a relationship something she was really ready for? Something she really wanted? She looked over at Megan's bags. She felt a twinge in her heart as she remembered how she'd felt in high school when she and Megan spent time alone together at her house. Even before the kiss, Brandi knew there was something special about Megan. 

She wasn't a cool kid. In fact, she was pretty honest about how awkward she felt at Eastwood, but Megan didn't seem to care about being popular at school or dressing a certain way. She was just okay being herself. Brandi had envied that about her.

Brandi let out a big sigh and closed her eyes. Maybe she just needed a nap before dinner. Maybe sleep would clear her head and then she'd be able to figure out what to do next. Maybe Megan would come back soon so they could talk some more. 

Brandi nodded off in a haze of maybes. 




***




Brandi felt the warm water splashing around her ankles as she stepped into the hot tub. She had a firm grasp on Megan's hand and lead her into the water behind her. Once both of their bodies were submerged under the warm bubbles, Brandi pulled Megan's body toward hers. She looked into Megan's eyes and felt a sense of calm, unlike anything she'd experienced since her mother died. 

This was where she wanted to be — in Megan's arms.

Their bodies floated freely in the middle of the bubbles, skin occasionally touching as they moved their arms and legs only enough to keep their heads above water. 

Brandi reached out and ran her hands down Megan's back. She wanted more of the silky feeling of Megan's wet skin. It was so soft.

When her hand touched the top of Megan's bikini bottoms she ran her hand down the wet fabric cupping Megan's butt. She pulled Megan's body closer to hers letting her legs fall on either side of Brandi's waist then, with Megan's legs splayed open Brandi hooked one finger under the elastic in one leg hole of her swimsuit. She ran her finger around until she could feel a wetness that didn't come from the water. This is what Brandi wanted. This is what she'd been waiting for. As she reached her finger into Megan's warm center she pulled her head close so they could kiss. Fingers and tongues danced in ecstasy and Brandi knew she was home.




***




Brandi woke to the sound of her cell phone chirping. Her body was still trembling from the dream and she could feel the wetness between her legs that made the dream seem all too real. 

"Hello," she said, trying to make her voice sound a little less like she'd just been dangling on the edge of a dreamtime orgasm.

"The decorating committee is driving me crazy!" Franco, her friend, and interior designer bellowed.

Brandi sighed.

Franco and Brandi were both on the Board of Directors of Le Sanctuarie, an organization that provided food, temporary shelter, and job training for homeless LGBTQ youth. For the past three years Franco had handled the event decor for the organization's major fundraiser gala, but this year he was trying his hand at delegating the task to a committee. It obviously wasn't going to well.

"Do you know those people actually wanted to use fake flowers in the centerpieces! Fake plastic flowers! Not only are they hideous but they're environmentally toxic. How would I be able to show my face if I allowed that sacrilege to take place?"

Brandi just sighed. "I think you are well within your rights to object to environmentally unsound decorations."

"Thank you. That's what I thought. I just wanted to run it by someone before I called an bit their heads off." He paused for a moment. 

"And what's wrong with you? You sound sad."

"Nothing. I'm okay. I guess." She took a deep breath trying to shake off the memory of Megan in the dream. "It's just there's this woman…"

"Oh, good grief! You haven't even been there for twenty-four hours and you've already managed to meet someone and screw things up in that short period of time?"

"No it's not like that," Brandi protested. Although her track record did make it reasonable for Franco to be alarmed. "The hotel was overbooked and I ended up having to share a room with this woman I used to know. It actually would have been a funny coincidence if it weren't for the fact that I broke her heart back when we were in high school."

"Are you serious? Franco exclaimed. "Who runs into an ex in a foreign country?"

"Me, I guess," Brandi said equally baffled by her luck.

"Is she still cute?" Franco asked. "You know you're a sucker for cute. Beautiful you can resist. Sexy just makes you horny and possessive, but cute, that my friend is your Achilles heel."

Brandi started to object to Franco's analysis of her, but when she thought about it he had a point. In Brandi's mind cute usually went hand in hand with smart and fun and that's what she was drawn to the most. In high school, Megan had been cute in an awkward kind of way with her glasses and no frills style of dressing. The adult Megan had ditched the glasses, but she still dressed in a manner that made it clear that comfort was her first priority.

"Yeah, she's cute," Brandi confessed. 

"Well, try not to mess things up by sleeping with her on the first night, okay?" Franco teased.

The thought made Brandi flashback to her dream.

"I don't think there's much chance of that happening. She kind of hates my guts."

"Oh, since when has a little hatred stopped you from getting laid, my dear? I thought make-up sex was like an Olympic sport for you."

"Whatever!"

"Don't whatever me, Brandi Turner. I know you. Picking up women is like breathing for you. Your problem is you haven't met a woman who takes your breath away!" 




***




The restaurant was already buzzing with wedding guests when Brandi arrived. Quite a few people who weren't in the wedding party had come in this evening to take advantage of a destination wedding get-a-way so close to home. The sign at the door indicated that the restaurant was closed for a private party so Brandi expected nothing but friendly faces in the room — that is unless Megan was inside.

"Hey, Brandi!" Renee was waving from a seat at a long table in the center of the room.

Brandi walked over and slid into a seat next to her friend.

"Where's Megan?" Sophia asked peering over Renee with a sarcastic smile.

Renee cut her eyes at her fiancé.

"What? Is it a crime for me to ask where her roommate is?"

Renee just shook her head and looked at Brandi apologetically. Of course, neither  Renee or Sophia knew what had happened inside the hotel room between Megan and Brandi.

"I don't know where Megan is, Sophia. She wasn't in the room when I got back from the wedding rehearsal."

"Oh." Sophia's smile dropped. "Okay." 

"Renee, would you please tell your bride to be that not everyone is looking to get hooked up at her wedding. No offense to marital bliss and all, but some of us are just fine being single."

"Humph," Sophia snorted in disbelief. "I don't buy all that I love being single stuff. It's highly overrated."

"Leave Brandi alone, Sweetheart. Everyone can't be as lucky as you were to find a catch like me."

Someone at the table clinked a knife against their glass and the two women leaned in for a kiss.

When the conversation around the table picked up again Renee inched her chair closer to Brandi's and whispered in her ear.

"I'm not really buying your happy and single routine today either. What's gotten into you? You've been kind of moody ever since you checked into the hotel." Renee paused. "Does this have something to do with your roommate?"

Brandi just shrugged her shoulders. She really didn't want to talk about it. She'd done all she could to apologize to Megan and if she was still mad then Brandi would just have to ignore her.

Just as most of the guests were finishing their meals Sophia spotted Megan walking through the hotel lobby.

"Hey, Megan!" She shouted loudly. "We're in here."

Brandi thought she saw the look of a trapped animal crossed Megan's face, but it vanished under a smile as she walked toward the restaurant door. She watched Megan scan the crowded room.

"Come sit over here, Megan. There's plenty of room at our table."

Brandi watched Megan glance from one end of the long table to the other and then choose the empty seat that was furthest from where Brandi was sitting.

Brandi watched Megan as she sat down.

"Sorry I'm late," Megan said softly.

A waiter appeared behind her. "Can I get you anything, Madame?" he asked pointing to the pre-selected menu options written on a small card in the middle of the empty plate in front of her.

"Umm, I'm not very hungry right now. Maybe I'll just start with a cappuccino."

The waiter looked down at her with a stone face.

Gwen, one of the bridesmaids sitting to her right explained the waiter's reaction.

"In France, we don't really drink milked coffee after breakfast," she warned with a wink. "We can be downright snobby about it."

"Oh, I'm sorry. I didn't know." Megan looked up at the waiter with an apologetic face. "Maybe just some regular coffee then."

The waiter twisted his lip and walked away.

"Looks like you've been shopping," Sophia said attempting to bring levity back into the room.

Megan had tucked a few small bags and what looked like a rolled up poster under her chair.

"Yeah, I went for a walk around the village and picked up a few souvenirs for my mom and some friends back home.

"Were you shopping for any special friends?" Sophia asked. Her tone was about as subtle as a locomotive.

"Soph," Renee said with a warning tone in her voice.

"What? I'm just trying to get to know our new friend."

The woman was unstoppable. 

"So what brought you to St. Amelia?" Renee asked, cutting off anymore relationship centered questions from Sophia.

"Oh. I… I'm a writer and the novelist who inspired my career used to live here."

"Hey, you must be talking about Rachel Durand," one of the guests named Cindy chimed from a seat close to Brandi.

When Megan turned to acknowledge Cindy's comment her eyes briefly met Brandi's and then darted away.

"Oh, I love her work," Sophia interjected. "All those novels set in beautiful places from the past. It's all so romantic."

Renee put her arm around Sophia. "You just love, love, don't you?"

"You'd better believe it! It's what makes the world go round." Sophia waved her hands in the air like she was spinning the globe on her fingertips.

Brandi had to laugh at Sophia's habitually romantic thoughts. If she was fake it would be annoying, but she really bought into the whole finding true love thing. Maybe that's why she was able to find Renee. Because she believed it was possible.

"Do you write historical fiction like Durand?" Renee asked.

"Well, I'm working on my first novel now, but most of what I've written in the past were just short stories and poems that I published on my blog."

"Ooo! I'd love to read some of your work," Sophia exclaimed. "What's your blog address?" Sophia asked.

"It's just my name. MeganGarrett.blognow.com. Real easy to remember."

"I'm going to look it up later, Megan. Maybe one day I'll be able to say I knew you when," Sophia beamed. "Of course Brandi will always be able to say I knew you first."

The look on Sophia's face was a clear indicator that she was about to launch into another one of her exploratory questioning session.

"I think that's my cue to hit the dance floor," Brandi whispered to Renee. 

The DJ was just starting to spin and only a few woman had stepped onto the dance floor at the far end of the restaurant.

Brandi didn't care. She didn't even stop to ask anyone else to dance. She just wanted to get on the floor and move her body — hoping to dislodge some of the tension she was feeling. 

The DJ seemed excited that people were starting to dance and put on a fast, base driven EDM song. Brandi could feel the beat thumping through her body as she moved. It only took her a moment to get lost in the music as she moved her hips in rhythmic circles and lifted her arms in the air as if giving the song permission to lift her out of the room.

Brandi's eyes were almost closed, but she could see a few woman — first Janice, one of Renee's co-workers, then Yolanda, Sophia's sex crazed cousin — step close enough into her dance space as if waiting for an invitation to join her. She tolerated their proximity but didn't acknowledge them. One by one they drifted away to find a less elusive dance partner. 

Brandi submerged herself even deeper into the music hoping that no one else would try to bother her. More than once a thought of Megan slipped into her mind. As much as she wanted to resist it the thought blossomed into a daydream. She imagined what it would be like to press her body close to Megan's, feeling their hips gyrating together on the dance floor. She knew the thought wasn't helpful given their current situation, but she couldn't help herself. Something deep inside of her wouldn't let go of the image.

She got so lost in her own rhythmic world that she didn't even notice the woman inching toward her until she felt hands around her waist. Her heart leaped with a little bit of surprise — and even more than a little bit of hope — but when she turned around and opened her eyes it wasn't Megan smiling back at her.

Leah!

Without thinking she drew her into a big hug, only pulling back when she realized her enthusiasm at seeing her ex might read as inappropriate to her ex's wife.

"Well, I'm happy to see you too," Leah said with a smile.

"I'm sorry. I didn't mean to…" 

Leah pressed her finger to Brandi's lips.

"It's okay. I know it was a friendly hug." She winked at Brandi and then took her hand, lifted it over her head and turned Brandi in a spin.

Brandi allowed herself to be lead — something she rarely did — but there was something about Leah's presence in this moment that made Brandi feel better. Leah standing there smiling at Brandi was proof that someone could forgive her after she'd screwed up royally.

"Wow! You look great." Brandi said, checking Leah out from head to toe.

"Not bad for a mommy to be, huh?" Leah patted her stomach discreetly.

Brandi froze in her tracks.

"Wait. What?"

Leah reached up and took Brandi's shoulders in her hands to get her moving again.

"Don't stop dancing now. I haven't told anyone else yet." 

Brandi nodded, acknowledging the secret between them.

"Leah, that's great news," she whispered close to Leah's ear. Then she pulled back. "Is your wife here? I guess I should congratulate both of you."

"No, Gina had to stay home. She got called in for an emergency surgery."

Brandi couldn't help but notice how calm Leah was about Gina's job taking her away from a family trip. She would never have tolerated that back when she and Brandi were dating six years ago. The amount of time Brandi had spent at work was one of the main reasons they'd broken up — well, that and the fact that Leah found out that Brandi had cheated on her during one of her business trips.

"We all change a little I guess," Leah said looking at Brandi as if she'd read her mind.

"Yeah, I guess we all do."

Brandi's eyes drifted over to the table where Megan was still sitting.

The question in her mind was how do you convince someone you've changed when they're determined to be mad at you for your past mistakes.












































Chapter 5




Megan woke up Sunday morning feeling a little groggy. When she left the restaurant last night her mind was all jumbled with thoughts of Brandi in the arms of that other woman. She didn't know who she was, but it was obvious from the way they touched each other the two of them were very close. 

Since Megan couldn't afford to call Angie and moan about her troubles she'd decided to pull out her laptop and try writing a few pages. The anxiety she was feeling about Brandi must have been a great source of inspiration because by the time she finally closed her laptop at 1 am Megan had written almost three full chapters. Maybe what she'd heard about misery being a good motivator for creative expression was true. She'd certainly never written that many words in one sitting before.

Megan glanced over at the empty bed across from her. Brandi hadn't even come back to the room last night. She probably spent the night in that woman's room. A pang of jealousy cut through Megan as she imagined Brandi wrapped in the other woman's arms.

This is ridiculous, she thought, as she forced herself out of bed. I am not going to waste my whole vacation moaning about the likes of Brandi Turner.

Megan didn't have much planned for the day. There were still a few streets on the other side of town that she'd not explored and of course there was the invitation to attend Sophia and Renee's wedding at 2 pm. She still hadn't decided if she was going to go. Even though she knew Sophia would pout if she'd turned down the invitation in person, Megan doubted that either of the brides would notice her absence if she just didn't show. She couldn't help but wonder if Brandi would notice or not.

As Megan walked toward the bathroom to brush her teeth she noticed a slip of paper sticking out from under the hotel room door. She figured it was probably a receipt for the complimentary night's stay since later today she and Brandi would be able to move to separate rooms.

She reached down and picked up the paper but to her surprise, it was a hand written note — from Renee. 

Please call me on in my hotel room when you get this. I have an IMPORTANT favor to ask.

Megan's curiosity got the best of her and she picked up the phone and asked to be connected to Renee's room. 

"Hello?" Renee answered after only one ring.

"Hi Renee, it's Megan. I got your note. How can I help you?"

"Well," Renee said with a little hesitation in her voice. "You know the wedding is at 2 and it's not like I haven't been thinking about this for weeks, but expressing my feelings isn't as easy for me as it is for Sophia. I'm more of an action person, you know what I mean?"

"Uh, yeah. I guess," Megan said totally clueless as to what Renee was trying to say.

She heard Renee let out a deep sigh before she spoke again.

"It's just that Sophia wanted both of us to write our vows. And I've tried. I really have." 

Renee's voice was starting to sound panicky like Sophia's which was just odd. 

"I just can't come up with the right words. Nothing I wrote seemed to truly capture how I feel about her — then I read one of your poems."

"What?" Megan asked with surprise.

"Your poems. I looked at your blog last night and when I read the poem titled If Only I Could all I could think was that's exactly how I feel about Sophia!"

Megan couldn't respond immediately. She was astonished and her heart started racing a little. She'd written If Only I Could more than ten years ago — about Brandi before things between them went bad. She remembered almost not posting it on her blog, but Angie told her it was too beautiful to leave it off.

"It doesn't matter who it's about," Angie said. "The words are beautiful and everyone can get something from it."

Obviously, Angie was right because the poem had moved Renee so much she sounded like she was almost in tears.

"Megan, I know this is kind of last minute, and I know you don't really know me — or Sophia — but would you please read your poem at our wedding?"

Megan pulled the phone away from her ear and stared at it. 

She'd been prepared to hear Renee ask if she could read the poem to Sophia herself. Never in a million years had Megan expected Renee to ask her to read it. Megan felt sweat begin to pool under her arms. She didn't really like standing in front of strangers. She managed to do fine if she knew her audience or if she was standing in front of a room full of children teaching but to read her poem in front of a room full of people she didn't know — and Brandi! Megan gasped.

"Our ceremony is really simple," Renee promised, although Megan found that hard to believe given what she'd experienced of the other bride. "You've met most of the people who will be there and I just know everyone is going to love your writing."

"Renee, I'm really honored that you like the poem that much," Megan began fully intending to tell Renee no. But before she could finish her thought Gerard's voice popped into her head.

"Don't just dream your dreams, live your dreams!"

If Megan's true dream was to be a writer and share her words with the world wasn't this a small step in that direction? Wasn't the whole point in coming all the way to St. Amelia to face her fears and push the boundaries of her discomfort? If she passed up an opportunity to do so at the beginning of her trip what other serendipitous encounters might she miss?

Megan took a deep breath. "Okay, Renee. I'd be happy to read my poem at your wedding."

"Oh, Megan! Renee exclaimed with more enthusiasm than Megan had ever heard from her. "If I could reach through this phone I'd hug you right now! You already know the wedding is at the winery just down the road from the village. If you can get there by 1:30 that would be great. Just ask for Gerard when you get there. He's a local artist and he can show you where you'll be sitting and where the mic will be set up so everyone can hear you."

Megan had to giggle when she heard Gerard's name. He'd definitely get a kick out of this for sure. Suddenly another thought popped into Megan's mind. 

"Renee, I'm not sure if I have anything appropriate to wear to a wedding — more-less to wear in a wedding."

"Don't worry about that. Our ceremony is really casual I promise. Sophia and I are both wearing white and everyone else in the wedding party is just wearing their own clothes. Do you have anything with pastel colors?"

Megan immediately thought of the soft pink maxi dress she'd tossed in her bag at the last minute. She'd packed it on a whim just in case she needed something a little more formal than shorts or jeans.

"Ok, Renee. I think I have something that will work. I'll see you at the winery."

"Thanks so much Megan! You know, Brandi was right about you. You really are a kind and generous person."

Renee's last words left Megan stunned. A wave of thoughts flooded her mind.

 When had Brandi said that to Renee and in what context?  What else had the two of them talked about? Had Renee told Brandi about the poem? Had Brandi read the poem? 

Megan clutched her chest at the last question. She pictured her blog site in her mind. There wasn't anything on the site that indicated who Megan had written the poem about, but there was a 2007 copyright date at the bottom of the page.

Then something hit Megan like a flash. It had been over a decade since she'd written the poem and at least six years since she'd posted it on her blog. Megan didn't know the poem by heart and she wouldn't be able to read it off of her cell phone — as Renee had obviously done — because she didn't have international internet service. Not only was she going to have to find a way to log onto her blog site, but she needed to print the poem out as well.

Maybe the hotel has a business center downstairs?

Megan quickly threw on a pair of sweats and headed for the door. When she pulled the door open Brandi was standing there about to put her keycard into the lock.

"Oh. Hey," Brandi said. "I was just coming in to take a shower and get dressed for the wedding." 

Megan stepped back from the door giving Brandi enough space to enter without the two of them touching.

"Speaking of the wedding," Brandi continued. "Did Renee call you?"

"Yeah," Megan said timidly. "I just got off the phone with her. She wants me to read one of my poems at the wedding. I was on my way downstairs to see if I can find a computer with internet service and a printer."

Brandi reached over and pulled one of the bags on her bed closer to her. "You don't have to do that."

"Oh. No. I want to," Megan said quickly, thinking Brandi was talking about taking part in the wedding. "I'm actually really flattered that she liked my work that much."

"No, I mean you don't have to go downstairs to print it." Brandi lifted her computer from her bag. "I've got a portable printer too. You're welcome to use them both."

Brandi stepped over to the desk in the corner. Once she'd connected the laptop and the printer she waved her hand and bowed slightly in Megan's direction.

"Wa La! You can print whatever you need," she said with an unsure smile.

"Gee, thanks, Brandi." 

Megan stood frozen to the spot where she was standing as if she was afraid to step closer in Brandi's direction.

"Well, I'm going to jump in the shower." Brandi whizzed by Megan, grabbed a small toiletry bag, stepped into the bathroom and closed the door. 

A moment later the door opened again and Brandi stuck her head into the room.

"Oh, the computer password is Ivan The Tiger."

 Megan couldn't help but giggle.

"Really? Your password is our high school mascot?"

Brandi smiled and shrugged. 

"I've got some fond memories of Eastwood. I guess I just like to keep them close."

Brandi closed the bathroom door before Megan could respond.

Megan just stared at the closed door for a minute. When she heard the water start in the shower the sound made her think of a certain pool, but this time the memory stirred up more curiosity than pain.

Was Brandi implying that Megan was one of her fond high school memories? Was the poolside fiasco really just the result of teenage angst and insecurity instead of malice? 

Megan shook her head unable to answer the questions in the moment. She needed to focus on the task at hand. She sat down at the computer, logged on to the internet and found her blog. A minute later she was staring at a printed page with her poem on it.

It had been ages since Megan had read it and she certainly never imagined she'd be reading it while the woman it was written for was in the other room naked and wet. The thought was too much for her.

She closed the computer, wrote Thanks on a piece of hotel stationary and darted out the door. Brandi hadn't taken any clothes into the bathroom with her and Megan definitely didn't want to be in the room when she stepped out to get dressed.

 

***




Megan found a comfortable spot on the outside patio of the hotel restaurant and placed an order for a cappuccino, grateful that it was still early enough for her to do so without being chastised by a waiter. She was savoring the milky frothiness of her drink when she saw Gerard strolling by with his art supplies stacked inside a wheeled cart.

"Good Morning, Gerard!" Megan called out, waving to get his attention.

He stopped and leaned on the edge of his cart.

"Ah. There's that lovely smile. What a wonderful way to start my Sunday."

"Would you like to join me for some coffee?" Megan asked hoping for a conversation that would distract her from her thoughts of Brandi.

"I wish I could Mademoiselle. But I'm on my way to the winery to set up my wares and meet my friend Mrs. Leroux. There's a wedding taking place this afternoon and I've been commissioned by the happy couple to do some sketches of their guests and Mrs. Leroux is the local piano virtuoso who'll be playing for the ceremony."

"Wow. Well, I guess I'll see you in a few hours then. One of the brides has asked me to read a poem I wrote during the ceremony."

A huge smile washed over Gerard's face.

"That's wonderful," he exclaimed. "I am very much looking forward to hearing your words. Will this be your first public appearance as a writer?"

Megan hadn't even thought of it that way.

"I guess it is," she said a little bashfully.

"Well, then, I'm certainly glad that I'll be present as a witness. See you soon young lady!" Gerard waved and continued pushing his cart down the street.

My first public reading, Megan thought. Wow!












































Chapter 6




Brandi wasn't really surprised when she got out of the shower and found the hotel room empty. Although Megan seemed a little less angry she still didn't seem to want to spend any time in close proximity to Brandi.

Oh, well. Brandi had done all she could to patch things up. Once the wedding was over she'd be too focused on work to think about it anyway.

She threw on a t-shirt and a pair of shorts and packed up the rest of her things. She'd take her bags back to Leah's room and get dressed and do her hair there. 

Reconnecting with Leah had done a lot to settle Brandi's nerves about the whole Megan situation. The two of them had stayed up most of the night talking and rehashing things they'd been too young or too prideful to talk about when they broke up years ago. It was proof that they had matured far beyond what they'd even knew was possible back when they were dating.

The talk wasn't all pain-free though. Listening to Leah talk about her wife, soon coming child, and the life they'd built together made Brandi's heart ache the same way watching Renee and Sophia sometimes did. It was a lot easier for her to convince herself that she didn't want a relationship when she wasn't looking into the reality of ones that were working. The problem was Brandi wasn't sure she even had what it took to have a healthy relationship. 

Maybe the scars of losing her mother, watching her father's shenanigans — or just being single for so long — were too deep for her to master whatever the magic recipe was for building a happy relationship. Maybe she just needed to focus on her career and stop fantasizing about the impossible.

By the time Brandi arrived at the winery she was convinced that keeping her mind on work was the best solution to her current woes. Of course, that didn't mean she couldn't have a little noncommittal fun along the way, she thought as she walked down the aisle noticing a few new — and very attractive — faces in the crowd.

She tried not to fidget as she stood, in front of the seated guests, along with the other members of the wedding party. The dew from the grass was seeping into her open-toe flat sandals and the moisture was making her feet slip around in her shoes. 

What we won't do for friends, she thought as she and everyone else waited patiently for the ceremony to continue.

At least she hadn't been forced to wear some frilly taffeta dress. She flashed back to the poofy sleeved gowns that Darlene and Greta — now seated in the front row — had selected when she'd been one of their bridesmaids. Brandi resisted the temptation to glare at them coldly. You'd think after eons of not being able to legally marry, lesbian couples would have at least developed better taste in bridal wear.

Fortunately, Sofia and Renee had allowed each person in their wedding party to select their own attire. The brides — more specifically Sophia — still had the final say of course, but they were pretty lenient as long as the outfit fit within their color scheme and didn't outshine the dress Sophia was wearing. 

Brandi had chosen to wear a simple linen pants suit. It was a pale blue — one of the Spring colors in the wedding palate — and since the weather was warm, she'd decided to wear the suit's vest without the jacket on top. The seamstress that tailored her clothes had made it fit perfectly. It hugged her slender frame and muscles of her exposed back flexed sleekly in tribute to the torture she paid her fitness trainer to inflict on her three times a week. 

From her position on Renee's side of the altar she scanned the audience as everyone waited for the signal that the ceremony was about to begin. Renee's mother sat in the front row dabbing a handkerchief at the corner of her eyes and Sophia's two older sisters bounced up and down out of their seats taking pictures of anything that looked even mildly interesting. A few rows back Yolanda winked at Brandi and shimmied she shoulders, a clear invitation for Brandi to meet her on the dance floor later. Brandi just kept scanning the crowd. She wasn't conscious of looking for anyone in particular until she saw her. 

Megan. 

Brandi swallowed hard as her eyes followed Megan to her seat in the front. She was wearing a pale pink dress made of a fabric that clung to her curves beautifully. Brandi traced the path of the fabric that crisscrossed Megan's full breasts creating a neckline that Brandi wanted to plunge into. She licked her lips unconsciously as she imagined herself kissing her way down the v-shaped opening in search of the nipples that lay on either side.

Brandi got so caught up in the thought of it that she was sure that the flame she felt between her legs was glowing like a neon sign. She shifted the bouquet of flowers she was holding to a position below her waist.

Thankfully before her imagination had time to go any further the white-robed minister took her place at the center of the gazebo. A violinist seated to the far right began to play a soft instrumental piece in harmony with the elderly female pianist on the far left. 

Guests turned in their seats to get a better glimpse of Renee's dog, Pepper, sauntering down the aisle wearing a blue bow tie and carrying tiny flower-filled baskets strapped to each side of his body like a donkey pack. 

Dog people, Brandi thought to herself and shook her head.

When Pepper made it to the end of the aisle he walked up to the gazebo and flopped down next to the minister's feet spilling the flower petals and causing a ripple of giggles to flow through the crowd.

Once people settled down again the woman at the piano began to play the intro to a familiar show tune. Everyone stood as Renee and Sophia moved down parallel aisles swaying to the music as they walked. Sophia's sisters — who were both singers — belted out the lyrics to I'll Cover You from the musical Rent.

Brandi could hardly believe the exuberance of the elderly pianist. She put her whole body into her playing as she pounded on the black and white keys. By the end of the song, everyone in attendance was swaying to the music — some practically dancing in the aisles.

It took several minutes for things to settle down enough for the minister to be heard over the commotion.

"Ladies and Gentlemen, we are gathered here today to celebrate love," she said enthusiastically.

There was raucous applause.

"The brides have chosen to recite their own wedding vows," she continued.

She handed the mic to Sophia who gushed about her love for Renee with her usual exuberance and flair. When she was finished she handed the mic to Renee.

"I know I promised to write my own vows," Renee began.

Brandi saw Sophia's left eyebrow raise and then she squinted her as if she was sending Renee a telepathic message informing her how much trouble she'd be in if she hadn't followed instructions.

"But I just couldn't find the perfect words to express how much I love you… until I read something last night."

Sophia's eyes shot open wide. "Last night?" she mouthed.

A few in the crowd giggle, but most people knew Sophia well enough to be more than a little scared for Renee's well-being. 

Renee just smiled and looked over her shoulder toward Megan.

All eyes followed Megan as she stepped up to the microphone Sophia's sisters had just used and Gerard, the artist, who'd been hired to do drawings of the guests placed a music stand in front of Megan.

Brandi watched her as she opened a bright pink folder and placed it on the music stand. She adjusted the microphone and cleared her throat. She looked a little nervous. Brandi could see her breathing deeply like she was trying to calm her nerves — the action made her chest heave under the smooth fabric of her dress.

"Sophia, this is for you from your beloved bride." Megan cleared her throat and began.

"I watched you from a distance, searching for the courage to speak.

I tried to convince myself that your beauty and your grace were within my reach,  

but you floated in a universe far from my own.

When your name danced in my ears it left behind traces of hope that one day, 

maybe one day…

Was hope enough to bring you to me?

Or was the cost one far greater?"

Brandi found herself lost in Megan's words. As she painted the beautiful image of one person loving another from afar Brandi thought back to the night Renee first saw Sophia. It was just like Megan described. Renee didn't think she was in the same league as Sophia and it had taken her three vodka tonics and forty-five minutes before she'd found the courage to walk up to Sophia and introduce herself. The rest, as they say, was history. Brandi couldn't help but wonder if anyone would ever feel that way about her.

By the time Megan finished reading the poem tears were streaming down Sophia's cheeks — and pooling in the eyes of most in attendance. Renee wiped her finger across her bride's face and the minister proclaimed her final words.

"With the power invested in me, I now pronounce you united in love."




***




Brandi shoved a bite of wedding cake into her mouth hoping the sugar rush would fill the deep craving she was feeling inside. Renee and Sophia were walking around the room thanking their guests for coming and enjoying the giddy euphoria of being newly married.

Megan was standing in the corner surrounded by several people enjoying a euphoria of her own. Her poem had been a big hit and it seemed everyone in the room wanted to tell her so. Brandi watched as different people came up to her to hug her or shake her hand.  

When the crowd thinned, Brandi made her way over to the corner where Megan was standing.

"That was really awesome, Megan. You're an incredible writer." 

"Thanks," Megan said softly.

"People like the poem so much you might have stumbled into a side business writing wedding vows."

Megan laughed, but something about her demeanor made Brandi think she felt uncomfortable talking about all the attention she was getting.

Brandi was about to change the subject when the elderly pianist rushed up to Megan and grabbed her hands.

"De beaux mots! De beaux mots!" she kept repeating.

"She thinks your words are beautiful," Gerard said as he joined the little group. "I had to translate your poem into French for her but it obviously didn't lose anything in the translation."

As Megan turned to thank the woman Brandi attempted to slip away from the conversation but Gerard stopped her.

"Hey, why don't I get a sketch of the two of you since you were both in the wedding party?"

"Uh, sure," Brandi said awkwardly. "That is if it's okay with you?" She didn't want to force Megan to pose with her.

"I… I guess it's fine," Megan said with a very unsure voice.

"Good!" Gerard said. 

Maybe Megan's hesitance was lost in her American accent. 

"Now step closer together. Come on now, put your arms around each other and smile. This is a festive occasion!"

Brandi gently reached her arm around Megan's waist, but Megan kept her hands in front of her clutching the folder that contained her poem. Their bodies were so close together that Brandi could feel Megan inhaling and exhaling. Because of their height difference, it took everything Brandi had not to glance down at Megan's ample cleavage.

"That's perfect," Gerard exclaimed as his hand flew quickly around the page of his sketchbook. 

After a few minutes, he tore the page off and held it out so Megan and Brandi could see it.

"Well, isn't that lovely!" a voice rang out from behind them.

Sophia.

"Don't the two of you just make the cutest couple?" she said looking over their shoulders and smiling.

Brandi looked down at the drawing. She didn't disagree but she certainly wasn't going to admit it to Sophia.

"Come on ladies," Sophia said grabbing both Brandi and Megan by the hand. "It's time for the bride to throw the bouquet!"

Brandi pulled her arm away quickly. She had absolutely no desire to participate in the age-old tradition.

"Oh. So you want to catch the garter then," Sophia proclaimed with determination as she looked back at Brandi. "Suit yourself. Renee!" she called out. "Your best woman in over here."

Brandi dropped her head. There was no escaping once Sophia had put her mind to something.

After Renee removed Sophia's garter, two groups of woman gathered, one to catch the garter and one to catch the bouquet.

Brandi gave Renee a cold stare that she hoped her friend understood to mean 'don't you dare throw that thing in my direction,' but when Renee looked away quickly Brandi was struck with the realization that something else was afoot.

"One!" Renee shouted with her back to her part of the crowd.

"Two!" Sophia responded standing in front of the second group on the other side of the room.

"Three!" echoed in unison.

Out of the corner of her eye, Brandi saw Renee turn in her direction and aim the garter — in a slingshot motion — right at her. She lifted her hands to her face — trying to keep from losing an eye — and the garter landed right in her hands.

People around her applauded as did those in the other crowd. Renee stepped close to her with her hands lifted in an I surrender position. 

"Hey, don't be mad at me old friend. One day when your wife asks you to do something silly on your wedding day you'll understand my dilemma."

"Alright! Can the members of the happy couple please come to the center of the room," Sophia's voice bellowed.

Brandi turned and walked toward her voice. As she did the other part of the crowd parted and she saw Megan walking toward her with the bridal bouquet in her hands. Brandi would have been more irritated if it weren't for the fact that Megan looked absolutely gorgeous.

"I think we've been set up," Brandi whispered to Megan when they got within earshot.

"Ya think?" Megan responded sarcastically, but at least she was smiling. "Sophia isn't exactly subtle in her need to control things is she?"

Brandi just shook her head.

"DJ! Can we get some music for our couple to dance to?" Sophia called out.

Brandi stepped closer to Megan. "Shall we?" she asked.

"I don't think we have much of a choice. Besides, I'm a little afraid to step off the dance floor. Sophia might have sharpshooters posted around the room." She giggled and in that moment Brandi was reminded of everything she'd always loved about Megan — the cute way she smiled, her wit, and most of all her compassion when it came to dealing with crazy people.

Brandi took one of Megan's hands into her own and placed the other on the small of Megan's back. The sound of a soft violin filled the air.

You've got to be kidding me! Brandi thought to herself as Christina Aguilera's voice — singing the Etta James classic At Last —began to boom through the speakers. Sophia definitely wasn't one for subtlety. 

Brandi decided Megan was right. The only thing to do at this point was to go with the flow and since the feel of Megan's body pressed up against hers was hardly the worst thing in the world she decided to enjoy the moment.

Soon the dance floor was filled with other couples, but Brandi wasn't paying them much attention. Her mind was now preoccupied with the peppermint smell of Megan's hair and the feeling of her full breast pressed up against her body. 

Brandi's heartbeat moved from matching the slow rhythm of the song to a more staccato pulse the longer their bodies touched. As much as she wanted to deny it she was grateful that Sophia's meddling had brought this moment into being.

Far too soon for Brandi's taste, the song was over. She pulled her head back to look Megan in the eye, but she was confused by the expression that greeted her. Megan had tears in her eyes. 

"I'm sorry. I have to go," Megan said abruptly. 

She pulled away from Brandi and quickly made her way through the crowd and out the door. 












































Chapter 7




Megan sat in the far corner of the hotel patio sipping on hot black coffee waiting for her brain to register that it was morning. After running off the dance floor at the wedding reception, Megan had come back to her hotel room and tossed and turned all night without getting a wink of sleep. If it weren't for the fact that she'd bumped into Gerard as she was leaving the winery and agreed to meet him this morning she'd still be in bed with the covers pulled over her head trying to drown out thoughts of Brandi.

Dancing with her had been electric — and terrifying. All of the feelings from a decade ago had flown to the surface and it didn't help that they were at a wedding. It was one thing to forgive Brandi for what had happened when they were kids, but there was no way Megan was going to allow her old feelings for Brandi to be reawakened. It just wasn't safe to let that happen. 

As Megan sat waiting for the coffee to do its magic, she tried to occupy her thoughts by people watching. Several of the guests from Sophia and Renee's wedding were beginning to check out of the hotel. She watched them as they rolled their bags down the street toward the parking lot near the square where taxi's and shuttles were waiting to take them back to the airport. 

A few of them noticed her in spite of the fact that she was sitting at a table tucked into the far corner of the patio. She would have gone all the way inside if it weren't for the fact that the sun felt so good on her skin. She traded a little privacy for the vitamin D boost she was getting and pleasantly nodded or waved to the women passing by. A few of them stopped to tell her again how much they'd enjoyed her poem. She thanked them graciously.

This must be what it feels like to be a celebrity, Megan thought jokingly  — grateful that her brush with fame didn't include any paparazzi snapping photos as she stuffed a second and then a third croissant down her throat.

She was still savoring the buttery goodness when she saw something that made her full stomach turn. Brandi and the woman she'd been dancing so provocatively with at the rehearsal dinner were exiting the hotel — holding hands.

Megan scooted her chair back into the shadows. She certainly didn't want Brandi to see her — especially after running off the dance floor last night like a crazy person.  

She watched as the two women stood face to face, with only a few inches between them. Megan couldn't hear what they were saying to each other, but they were looking intently into one another's eyes as if there was no one else around. She wanted to look away, but her eyes were glued to the scene. Suddenly Brandi leaned in and kissed the woman on the cheek. It was a simple gesture, but the intimacy of it was unmistakable. 

Megan felt her face turn red and she forced herself to look away. Staring down at her empty coffee cup, she wondered why Brandi's actions bothered her so much. There was nothing going on between them. They'd had one dance at the wedding reception and that was it. Why would she all of a sudden feel so jealous about Brandi kissing another woman — on the cheek no less? Still, Megan found herself wondering if Brandi had gotten her own room last night, or if she'd spent the night with the woman she was currently saying goodbye to.

Megan sunk back in her chair as the two woman walked by the patio, but they were too engrossed in each other to even notice her sitting there.

"Are you ready for an adventure?"

Megan jumped at the sound of Gerard's voice.

"Oh, hi. You startled me," she said still trying to get her heart to stop racing.

"Hmm, mind on other things I see." Gerard's eyes looked down the street where Brandi and the woman had just passed, but he didn't say any more than that.

"I'm ready to go," Megan said and jumped up from her chair. She hoped whatever it was Gerard wanted to show her would keep him from asking any more questions.

Megan slipped through the patio gate and stepped out onto the street next to Gerard. 

"Now, what exactly is this all about? What is it that you had to show me this early in the morning?"

Gerard smiled and looped his arm around Megan's and started walking.

"Do you remember Mrs. Leroux — the pianist I introduced you to at the winery yesterday?"

Megan nodded. "Yes, I remember her."

"Well, she just couldn't stop talking about you when I walked her home after the ceremony was over. That's where I was coming from when I bumped into you as you were leaving the winery in such a rush."

Megan focused her eyes in front of her. She knew Gerard had been able to tell that she was upset when they'd bumped into each other, but she didn't want to talk about that then any more than she wanted to talk about it now.

"Anyway," he continued without pushing the subject. "It turns out that Mrs. Leroux knew Rachel Durand."

"What?" Megan said with surprise. All thoughts of Brandi disappeared at the mention of the author's name.

"There's a little cottage the Leroux's had built as a playhouse for their children not too far from the main house. Long after the children left home, and Mr. Leroux passed away, Mrs. Leroux rented the cottage to Rachel Durand. Mrs. Leroux said it's the place where Rachel wrote her last two novels."

Megan could hardly believe what she was hearing.

"Mrs. Leroux thought you might like to see the cottage."

Megan stopped in her tracks. 

"Gerard are you serious?"

"Absolutely! It's just down the road a bit."

Megan and Gerard walked the next several minutes in silence. Between the beautiful hillside view of the ocean and the anticipation of seeing the place where Rachel Durand created her beautiful words, Megan was speechless.

Suddenly the sound of a loud voice interrupted the quiet.

"Ah! Mama! Stop being so stubborn. They offered those people good money. I don't understand why you won't at least talk to them."

A woman's voice yelled back in French. Megan couldn't understand what was being said, but her tone was unmistakably angry. Megan and Gerard took a few more steps and the arguing parties came into view. There, standing in her front yard was Mrs. Leroux. Her face was red and her hands were on her hips. Megan could almost see fire coming from her ears. 

Mrs. Leroux yelled something else in French, turned on her heels and stormed back into the house.

Megan kept her distance while Gerard stepped closer to the man — this seemed like a very personal situation.

"I see you and your mother are at it again," Gerard laughed.

The younger man shook his head and waved a dismissive hand toward the door through which Mrs. Leroux vanished. "She's as stubborn as a mule, Gerard. I don't know how you put up with her. I heard there's a real estate development company offering good money for land just down the road from here. I mentioned it to Mama, but she won't even consider talking to them. It's not like she can live here by herself forever," he said with exasperation. "I know she loves the country, but after the fall she took last year, I'm just concerned about her being all the way out here by herself. I've even mentioned the possibility of her going to live with my sister Abella in Germany."

 "Alfred, you know your mother, if she's made up her mind about something, then that's that." He reached over and put his hand on the younger man's shoulder. "But don't worry about her. She's not out here by herself. We all look out for each other in St. Amelia."

Alfred picked up a tote bag that was sitting at his feet and tossed it into the back of his car. "Thanks for being such a good friend, Gerard. I just wish she understood that I'm only trying to do what's best for her."

"We'll be okay, Alfred. I promise you that."

Alfred just shrugged, got into his car and pulled away.

"Petite morveux," Mrs. Leroux mumbled as she walked back outside. She peered down the road at the disappearing car.

Gerard giggled. "Little brat," he whispered to Megan, translating the comment.

Mrs. Leroux walked up to Megan, gave her a big hug and pulled her toward the door of the house. Megan took a deep breath when they got inside. The whole place smelled like fresh bread and some other sweet fragrance Megan couldn't quite identify. Mrs. Leroux motioned for them to sit down at the dining room table and then disappeared into the kitchen. When she returned she was carrying a plate full of hot sliced bread and a small dish of strawberry jam.

"I'm going to weigh a ton when I leave here," Megan whispered to Gerard as she slathered jam onto the second piece of bread Mrs. Leroux dropped on her plate.

"You'd better get used to it," he laughed. "She likes to feed people."

After they'd eaten their fair share of bread and jam, Mrs. Leroux got up from the table and motioned for them to follow her.

They walked out the back door of the house, through Mrs. Leroux's garden and down a long path. At the end of the path, there was a small one-story cottage surrounded by beds of bright flowers. 

Mrs. Leroux opened the cottage door and motioned for Megan and Gerard to follow her inside. The cottage had a large open floor plan. There was a small kitchen area, a comfortable looking queen sized bed, a sofa and a large desk that sat in front of a window with a beautiful view of the ocean.

"It's lovely," Megan said. "What a beautiful place. I certainly understand why Rachel Durand enjoyed writing here."

Mrs. Leroux's face beamed. She reached into her pocket and pulled out a bright red ribbon with a key dangling from the end and held it out to Megan.

"Pour toi," she said. "You stay here."

Megan's eyes flew open wide. "What? Are you?" She turned to Gerard. "Is she saying I can stay here and write?" she asked in amazement.

"Sounds like that to me." He smiled and winked at Mrs. Leroux. "She told me after the wedding that she was so moved by your words that she knew Rachel would want you to stay here. It's yours for the summer if you want it."

"But Gerard, I can't afford to rent a place like this?"

"Who said anything about rent? I don't think you could get her to accept a dime for it, even if you tried."

Tears started forming in Megan's eyes. "Mrs. Leroux, I don't know how to thank you."

Mrs. Leroux just smiled and patted Megan on the hand. "Write," she said softly.

Megan nodded her head promising to do just that. This was exactly what she needed her own place to get away and write. She wouldn't let anything else distract her from that. No more weddings, no more Brandi, only writing!












































Chapter 8




"I just need to focus on work!" Brandi declared for the umpteenth time as she paced the floor of Leah's hotel room Saturday night.

Brandi had been totally confused when Megan abandoned her on the dance floor and Leah had offered a listening ear.  

"Maybe she just needs some more time," Leah suggested. "After all, it took us four years before we could have a civil conversation after…"

"After I screwed up," Brandi said cutting her off. "That seems to be the recurring theme here."

"That's not what I was going to say," Leah said softly. "But if you want to keep beating yourself up go right ahead."

Brandi just stayed silent.

"My point is you can't rush someone when they're healing from being hurt."

"It was ten frigging yeas ago!" Brandi grumbled between her clenched teeth and then began pacing again.

"Can I ask you something?" Leah said.

Brandi looked up at her. Something about Leah's expression made her consider saying no.

"Ask."

"Why is all of this upsetting you so much? I mean like you said, it was ten years ago."

Brandi collapsed onto one of the double beds, put her hands over her face and groaned.

"I don't know. It's like something inside me snapped when I saw Megan again. It was like being given a second chance." 

"Why did you kiss that boy in front of Megan back then?" Leah asked.

Brandi felt a lump forming in her throat. She took a deep breath trying to dislodge it but no such luck.

"I did it because I was afraid that my friends might have seen Megan and I kissing."

"And you weren't ready to share the truth about how you felt about her?"

Brandi just sighed.

"And why did you cheat on me when the two of us were dating?"

Brandi looked up in a panic.

"Calm down, I'm not trying to ambush you. I already know the answer to the question. I just want to see if you do."

Brandi sat quietly rolling the clock back in her mind.

"I guess I just wasn't ready for what you wanted back then."

"And?" Leah coaxed.

"And I was too afraid to tell you that."

"So, there's the pattern. You use to do destructive things when you were afraid to speak your truth."

Brandi hunched her shoulder. "Yeah, I guess." 

"But you told Megan the truth when she confronted you in your room the other day, right."

"Yeah. I did," Brandi said with just a little bit of healthy pride. 

"So, you've matured. You're ready to handle things differently at this point in your life. That's great!"

Brandi wrinkled her face. "I don't know how great it is when the woman still can't stand to be in the same room with me for more than ten minutes at a time."

Leah let out a loud laugh. "Sadly, the only part you get to control is speaking your truth. What the other person does with that information is totally out of your hands. This isn't like buying real estate where you can just keep going back to the property owner, teasing them with a better price until you get what you want."

"Ha!" Brandi had to laugh out loud at that. Leah had nailed what Brandi loved most about her job. "I'm not very good at taking no for an answer."

"You're not even very good at taking wait for an answer," Leah giggled. "But that's what's required in the non-work part of life. Sometimes you just have to wait and see what happens."




***




Brandi couldn't resist the urge to kiss Leah on the cheek as they stood outside the hotel Monday morning. They'd spent the whole night talking about life and relationships and Leah had helped Brandi face some stuff she hadn't really wanted to face about herself.

"When did you get to be so wise?" Brandi asked with a laugh as she took Leah's hand and headed for the parking lot to catch a taxi to the airport. 

Once she saw Leah off, Brandi took a shuttle to the nearest car rental company and rented a car. Time to focus on what she did best. Work.

She spent the rest of the day driving around the area surrounding St. Amelia taking pictures of potential real estate development sites for Rousseau. By the time she was ready to have dinner she'd identified at least four properties and was finally beginning to feel like her normal confident self again. So much so she thought a little club hopping might be in order later in the evening.

When Brandi walked into the hotel lobby she realized how quite everything was without the wedding guests around. Instead of going into the empty restaurant she decided to order room service and relax a little before heading out to the club. She'd just finished her meal when her cell phone rang.

"Hey!" she answered the phone enthusiastically when she saw Franco's name on the screen.

"Well, don't you sound cheery today. I guess this means your woman troubles are over."

"You bet they are," she said smiling to herself. "That is unless I find some more trouble at the club tonight. What's up with you? You sound a bit cheerier yourself."

"Yes, I am," Franco said. "That's what happened when I came to my senses and fired the decorating committee. I'm handling the decorations for the gala by myself as usual. It just works out better this way."

Brandi curled up on her bed ready to hear the story of whatever decorating faux pas had finally pushed Franco to his limit. She flipped channels on the television as she listened to Franco's story in one ear while catching up on her favorite nighttime soap opera in the other. Strangely she didn't even remember ending the call, but when she woke up the next morning she was sprawled across her hotel bed still fully dressed. Some nightlife.

Face it, kid, you're getting old. 

She chuckled to herself before jumping into the shower to start another day of property hunting.

 Her system was simple. If she found a piece of land she was interested in she'd knock on the front door to see if the owner was home. In her introduction she never mentioned that she worked for a real estate developer, instead, she'd say she was an architectural student doing research on the local medieval buildings or a geology student studying the rock formations along the mountainside. It was easier to get information out of potential seller that way and since any future negotiations would actually be done through a real estate broker she didn't have any concerns about her fictitious cover being blown.

Even though by 5 pm Tuesday Brandi had only increased her property list by three parcels of land she still felt like she'd had a successful day. Several of the homeowners she'd spoken to were resistant to the thought of selling their property, but a few became a little more interested when she mentioned how much sellers only a few miles away had gotten for their land.

Brandi was driving past the last stretch of road before getting back to the central square in St. Amelia when she rounded a curve part of the road and was greeted by a vista that took her breath away. She quickly pulled her car over and parked. She looked up and down the road but only saw one mailbox sitting out along the street.

Was it possible that this whole stretch of land belonged to one property owner? If so, the lot must have been at least six or seven acres across and she had no idea how deep the property went.

Brandi walked to the front door and knocked. She'd decided to use the geology student cover since she could clearly see part of the property must have butted up against the mountainside. There was no answer after her first knock, so she knocked again and then waited a few minutes. The sun was low enough on the horizon that she could tell there were lights on inside the house. Someone had to be home and if they weren't maybe she could get a better idea of the size of the property from a peek behind the house. 

She tipped around to the side of the home. As she walked past the kitchen window she could smell something burning. Okay, someone was definitely home although possibly not the best cook. 

When she got to the back of the house she knocked on the back door. Again no answer. There were windows on either side of the door. She peeked through the one to the right and got a clear view of a small dining room but no residents were in sight. Then she looked into the window on the left. She could see the stove and the source of the offending burnt smell. A cloud of grey smoke was billowing up from a large pot. She squinted her eye so she could better see the rest of the kitchen.What she saw next made her jump back in fright. Someone's legs — a woman's — laying on the floor. 

She rushed to the back door again knocking harder than she did before. When there was no answer she tried the doorknob, and the door swung open.

"Hello!" she called out and then rushed toward the kitchen. As she reached the kitchen door there she got a clear view of an elderly woman sprawled out on a floor surrounded by clusters of fresh strawberries and the broken shards of a mixing bowl.

Brandi rushed over to the woman, dropped to her knees and felt for a pulse. Thankfully she found one. 

"Madame? Madame? she said loudly hoping for an answer.

The woman didn't respond, but when Brandi leaned her head closer she could feel the woman's warm breath on her ear. A wave of relief overtook Brandi. At least she was breathing, but Brandi had no idea what her other injuries might have been.

She pulled out her cell phone and dialed 112, the emergency number in France. The emergency operator stayed on the phone with her asking her questions about the women's condition and what she saw in the room.

"No. Her eyes are closed. Yes, she's breathing but she doesn't respond when I talk to her."

As Brandi waited for the ambulance to arrive she turned off the flame under the pot on the stove and pick some of the strawberries and broken glass off the floor. It took about 15 minutes before Brandi heard the ambulance sirens in the distance. It felt like the longest fifteen minutes of her life. She was still sitting on the floor just holding the woman's hand and doing her best to stay calm when the ambulance pulled up in front of the house. She got up and ran through this stranger's the living room to open the front door. Two tall, well-built paramedics rushed into the house.

"How long has she been unconscious," the one closest to Brandi asked.

"I really don't know. I just stopped by and saw her laying here on the floor. I'm not sure what happened."

The paramedics came in and began to assess the women's condition.

Brandi was standing in the corner out of their way when she heard a voice that sounded strangely familiar calling from the back door.

"Ms. Leroux, I heard the sirens and…" Megan stopped mid sentence when she saw Brandi standing in the middle of the room. "What's going on? What are you doing here? Where's Mrs. Leroux.?"

Brandi glanced toward the kitchen and Megan ran past her. When she saw Mrs. Leroux on the floor she almost screamed.

"Oh my god! Mrs. Leroux! What happened? What's going on?" She looked back at Brandi waiting for an explanation.

"I'm not sure. I found her there on the floor and called the paramedics."

By this time the two burly men had lifted Mrs. Leroux's body onto a gurney and were beginning to wheel her through the door.

"Are you a relative, ma'am?" one of them asked when he saw Megan.

"No. I'm a friend. I'm staying in the cottage down the hill."

"Do you know if she has any relatives in the area?"

Megan shook her head. "No. I know she has a son who lives in Paris. I can try to reach him through another friend."

"That would be helpful, ma'am. We're going to take her to St Vincent's in Nice. Please have her family contact the E.R. intake desk at the hospital."

Megan just stood there wide eyed nodding her head up and down as she watched the men wheel the elderly woman out of the room. Brandi could see that she was shaking like a leaf.

"Megan, I have a rental car. I can drive you to the hospital if you'd like." Brandi could feel her heart in her throat as Megan turned to her with tear filled eyes. 

"Yes, thank you," Megan said almost in a daze.

They followed the men out the door and watched them lift the gurney into the ambulance. 

"I need to let Gerard know what's going on," Megan mumbled in a barely audible voice.

"Gerard?" Brandi asked.

"Yes, he's a friend of hers. You know, the man who did the sketches at the wedding reception."

Brandi flinched at the memory of her last encounter with Megan, but kept her mind focused on the emergency at hand.

"Come on. Let's just get in the car. We can call Gerard on our way to the hospital."

Megan nodded and followed Brandi to the car in a zombie-like state.

Once they'd gotten into the car Brandi hit the speaker phone on her cell and asked for the number for La Maison d' Amelia.

"Hello, this is Ms. Turner in room 303."

"Good evening Mademoiselle. How may I help you?"

"I'm trying to find a phone number for Gerard…" Brandi looked over at Megan, but she just hunched her shoulders. "I'm afraid I don't have his last name, but he's a local artist who does pencil sketches for tourists."

"Ah, yes! Gerard Laurent. He does sketches for a lot of our guests. We have his phone number please hold on for just a moment while I get it."

Brandi opened a little notepad that was sitting in the cup holder between the seats and wrote the number down when the hotel clerk came back on the line. She hung up and then hit speaker on her phone again and repeated the number she was just given. A moment later a voicemail message blared through the speaker. When the beep sounded after the message Brandi handed the phone to Megan.

For a moment she looked at it as if she didn't know what to do then she snapped to her senses.

"Gerard. This is Megan. Please call me back at this number. It's very important." 

Brandi hung up the phone and they drove in silence for the next few minutes. 

"She been working too hard," Megan finally said so softly Brandi could hardly hear her. "Yesterday she cooked all this food for me and today she was up working in her garden. It was just too much."

Brandi could see that Megan was blaming herself for the woman's condition.  Sure the woman was older but they had no idea what caused her to fall to the floor. Brandi didn't like it that Megan was blaming herself without knowing for sure what had happened. 

Before Brandi could think of anything to say her cell phone rang.

"Bonjour. Oui, Gerard…" Brandi looked over at Megan who still looked like she was teetering on the edge of a breaking down. Brandi wasn't sure Megan could handle the conversation so she just started telling Gerard what was happening in French.  

"Gerard is going to call Mrs. Leroux's son," Brandi said as she hung up the phone. "Then he's going to meet us at the hospital."

The only sound in the car for the rest of the 30-minute trip was the automated voice of the GPS navigation system.












































Chapter 9




 Megan sat in the hard plastic hospital waiting room chair holding her head in her hands and rocking slowly back and forth. She was hoping the rhythmic motion would make the feeling of dread in her stomach go away. Images of her elderly friend laying on her kitchen floor, being lifted onto a gurney, and finally cocooned in the back of an ambulance, flashed through Megan's mind. She fought back tears and guilt. Megan didn't know what she would do if Mrs. Leroux didn't recover.

By the time Megan and Brandi had arrived at the hospital the emergency team had already whisked Mrs. Leroux inside. Now, because neither Megan nor Brandi were relatives, all they could do was sit in the waiting room and hope to eventually hear good news.

Megan looked up at the clock on the wall. They'd been there almost two hours and Megan's nerves were fried. Brandi had gone in search of coffee and left Megan sitting there alone. She was tempted to call Angie — just to hear a friendly voice — but she knew the call would cost a fortune and given the circumstances, there was no way to keep the call brief.

Megan looked around the waiting room at some of the other equally anxious faces. There was a young man sitting in the corner trying to read a magazine. Whenever the double doors leading inside the emergency room opened he'd put the magazine down and stare at the doorway as if preparing for someone to approach him with bad news. 

There was an older, somewhat disheveled man, nodding in the chair a few rows away from Megan. Every time his head dropped to his chest he'd jerk awake, rub his hands through his dirty hair and shortly thereafter fall back asleep again. Megan wasn't sure if he was suffering from sleep deprivation or if there was some more elicit cause to his drowsiness, but the brown paper bag peeking out of his dirty coat pocket made her think it was the latter. 

Near the intake desk, there was a woman with a little boy in her lap. She held him gently as the child clutched his arm wrapped in a blood-stained towel. Whatever the little boy's injury was it must not have been too bad because it didn't keep him from tormenting the little girl —probably a sibling — sitting beside him. When the mother wasn't looking he'd kick his foot, brushing the dirty sole of his shoe against the little girl's dress. She'd then shout in protest which only caused the mother to scold her for bothering the little boy. He'd mask his crime with an innocent smile before starting his antics all over again. Watching this game took Megan's mind off her own troubles for a moment.  	"Here," Brandi said as she returned with two coffee cups. "It's not as good as the coffee at the hotel cafe, but at least it's hot." 

As Megan reached for the cup her fingers brushed Brandi's for a moment. A feeling of warmth from something other than the coffee spread through Megan's body. Megan looked into Brandi's eyes and for a brief moment, the anxiety of the day disappeared. 

"Thanks," Megan whispered, but she was referring to more than just the coffee in her hand. She was truly grateful for Brandi's presence throughout this whole ordeal. It was bad enough having to face Mrs. Leroux's accident, but if she'd had to face this alone it would have been more than she could bear. Brandi's kindness had been especially touching considering the last time Megan had seen her was at the wedding reception two days ago when Megan had run out of the winery without explanation.

Brandi sat down in the chair beside her and sipped her coffee. Megan watched her out of the corner of her eye trying to ignore the feeling of an electric current buzzing between them. She wondered if Brandi felt the same thing.

Of course not. That's silly, Megan thought to herself. 

She did her best to push the thought out of her mind by focusing on the hot coffee. She brought the paper cup to her lips and took a sip. When she tasted the liquid she drew back in surprise.

Brandi noticed her movement. "You like milk in your coffee, right? I mean it's not steamed and there's no foam, but… I hope it tastes okay."

"Thanks," Megan stuttered. "It's — perfect."

She remembered that I like milk in my coffee.

 Megan tried not to make too much of the gesture, but she was touched that Brandi had remembered after hearing her unappreciated request for a cappuccino that night at the rehearsal dinner. The image Megan had of Brandi being a selfish socialite was beginning to crack. She certainly hadn't been selfish over the past few hours. In fact, she'd been more giving and caring than Megan was accustomed to from anyone except maybe her mother and Angie. 

Megan looked over at Brandi who was staring distractedly out into space.

She is really a beautiful woman, Megan thought. Not that Brandi's outward attractiveness had ever been in question. But now who she was inside seemed to match her exterior more than Megan thought possible.

Megan felt the wall she'd built between she and Brandi start to melt. Maybe Brandi could be trusted. She certainly didn't have to be spending her night sitting in an emergency room with Megan. 

Megan was still trying to process what this all meant when the exterior doors to the emergency room slid open and Alfred and Gerard rushed into the waiting room.

Alfred headed straight for the intake desk.

"My name is Alfred Leroux," he said to the nurse behind the counter. "My mother was brought in from St. Amelia a few hours ago."

As Alfred and the nurse began to talk Gerard looked around, saw Megan and Brandi and hurried over to where they were sitting.

"Megan!" He hugged her and then asked several questions in quick succession. "What's going on. How is she? Have the doctors said anything yet?" 

"We don't know what's going on Gerard. They wouldn't talk to us since we aren't relatives. We've just been sitting here waiting for you and Alfred to arrive so we can get some news."

"Well, what exactly happen back at the house?" Gerard asked as if he was trying to make sense of it all.

Megan didn't have much to add to what Brandi had told him on the phone, but she relayed the story again.

Gerard stepped toward Brandi and scooped her into a hug. 

"I'm so glad you found her, Brandi. The thought of her laying there alone." He shook his head and pulled Brandi toward him again. "Thank you. Thank you, so much."

Brandi just smiled and gently patted Gerard on the shoulder.

"I'm just glad I was there to help."

Brandi's comment tickled something in Megan's memory. Brandi had never answered Megan's question about why she was at Mrs. Leroux's house in the first place. Megan was about to ask the question again, but she was distracted when a doctor emerged from the interior of the hospital and began quietly talking to Alfred. 

Megan watched the conversation looking for non-verbal clues that good news was being shared. When she saw Alfred take a deep breath and then release it she crossed her fingers hoping that was the good sign she was waiting for. 

A few minutes later Alfred stepped over to where she, Gerard and Brandi were standing. 

"Thank you so much for helping my mother," Alfred said, addressing Megan and Brandi. "I don't know what would have happened if you hadn't found her."

Megan opened her mouth to correct him and let him know that it was Brandi who'd found his mother on the floor, but before she could speak Brandi reached out and touched her hand lightly. She mouthed the words "Not now." 

Yet another unselfish move on her part.

Alfred continued telling them what the doctor said. "She has a mild concussion probably from hitting her head when she fell. They have her under observation because she's still drifting in and out of consciousness — but her vital signs are strong." 

His voice sounded hopeful at that last bit of news.

"Gerard, they're going to take me in to see her now. I'm sorry, but they said relatives only until she's more stable."

"No need to apologize, Alfred," Gerard patted the younger man on his back. "I'll just wait right here. You go ahead and see about your mother."

Before Alfred turned to leave he looked at Megan again.

"Thank you…," was all he managed to say before the tears started welling up in his eyes. Then he hurried off before his emotions got the better of him. 

"I don't think we're going to find out much else tonight," Gerard said as they watched Alfred leave. "Why don't the two of you go home and get some rest. I'll stay here with Alfred. I promise I'll call you as soon as there's news."

As much as Megan wanted to stay she knew it wasn't fair of her to ask Brandi to spend any more time waiting at the hospital. After all, she didn't even know Mrs. Leroux. 	

Megan gave Gerard another big hug and then she and Brandi headed to the car.












































Chapter 10




Megan hardly said a word on the 30-minute drive back to St. Amelia. She just sat staring out the window and picking at her fingernails nervously.

Brandi could tell that she was still blaming herself for Mrs. Leroux's condition. It was kind of tender to see how much Megan cared about the old woman. 

I wonder if she's like that with all the people in her life. 

It was probably normal for her to go above and beyond taking care of people. That thought made Brandi wonder if there was anyone in Megan's life who took care of her.

"Hey, how about we stop at the hotel restaurant and get something to eat?" Brandi suggested.

Megan shifted her attention in Brandi's direction. 

"I am kind of hungry," she said. "But I don't really feel like being out in public right now. Does that make sense?"

"Of course it does, Megan. I totally get it." Brandi paused and thought for a moment. "We could always order room service. The suite I moved into has a little dining area where we could eat, or we could eat in your room if that would make you more comfortable." 

Megan looked over at Brandi. She had a puzzled expression on her face, but Brandi didn't know what she'd said that was causing confusion. 

"I'm not staying at the hotel anymore," Megan explained. "Mrs. Leroux invited me to stay in the cottage on her property just down the path from her house."

Brandi was stunned. She'd been so busy trying to avoid Megan's question about why she was at Mrs. Leroux's house that she hadn't given any thought to why Megan was there. In the back of her mind, she'd figured Megan had just been out for a walk or something and heard the sirens.

"I didn't realize you'd moved out of the hotel. I was wondering why we hadn't bumped into each other since the wedding," Brandi said.

"Mrs. Leroux really liked my poem and when Gerard told her that I was in St. Amelia working on a novel she got really excited. It turns out my favorite author was a friend of hers and had rented the cottage for years. It's the place where she wrote her last two novels."

"Wow," Brandi said. "That's incredible." She paused. "Your favorite author is Rachel Durand, right?"

Megan looked over at her with a surprised look on her face.

"I remembered from high school," Brandi said hesitantly. She hoped she wasn't going to spoil the mood by bringing up their past.

"You remembered that?" Megan asked in a soft voice.

"Yeah. As a matter of fact, I really got into Rachel Durand's work after…" She glanced over at Megan trying to gauge her mood. "After you told me about her." 

"Well, I'm glad to hear that something good came out of the time we spent together," Megan said with a smile. 

Brandi exhaled a breath she hadn't realized she was holding.

"So, since you're not staying at the hotel I can drop you back off at Mrs. Leroux's, but what are you going to do about food?"

"Oh, food is the least of my worries. Mrs. Leroux stuffed the freezer at the cottage with so much food I might not have to think about cooking all summer." A look of sadness washed over Megan's face.

"Hey," Brandi said softly. She started to reach for Megan's hand, but froze unsure of how Megan would react to being touched. "Don't blame yourself," Brandi said making her voice sound as comforting as she could. "You don't know what caused Mrs. Leroux to become ill and I'm sure she wouldn't have cooked all that food for you if she didn't want to."

Megan just nodded and turned her gaze back out the window again.

When they pulled up in front of Mrs. Leroux's house Brandi cut off the car engine and turned to Megan. 

"I can stick around for a while if you want some company."

"Oh, I can't ask you to spend the rest of your evening babysitting me. You're on vacation. I've already messed up enough of your evening plans by dragging you to the hospital."

This time Brandi reached over confidently and took Megan by the hand. 

"Look, Megan, I wouldn't have offered if I didn't want to stay with you." She held Megan's hand and her gaze until she was sure Megan understood. "Besides, I'm hungry and I think the least you can do if feed me after keeping me out all night."

Megan finally cracked a smile. 

When they got out of the car Brandi looked over at the house she'd just stepped into a few hours ago. A flash of the jam covered floor shot through her mind. Megan must have been thinking the same thing.

"Hey, let's eat first and then I'll come back up here with you and we can clean up the kitchen."

This time Megan didn't argue about being offered help.

As they walked down the path toward the cottage Brandi couldn't help but think how romantic the stroll would have been under different circumstances. She watched Megan walking ahead of her and wondered if there would ever be a time when things were totally okay between the two of them. She was so focused on Megan that she didn't notice the view of the ocean.

"Oh my goodness!" she exclaimed when they reached the front of the cottage. "The view down here is even better than the one up at Mrs. Leroux's house."

"Yeah, I know. It's pretty awesome isn't it." 

The full moon was lighting up the sky making the view of the ocean almost as clear as it must have been during the day. Suddenly Brandi realized Rousseau Development would consider this the absolute perfect location for the luxury homes they wanted to build. Her heart sank into her stomach. She glanced over at Megan. Her eyes were almost dancing in the moonlight as she looked out at the scenic view.

Brandi had never had this kind of conflict when she'd looked for property in the past. She just viewed the property owners as people to be negotiated with, she didn't have any personal connection to them.

"I've gotten a lot of writing done in the past day and a half just being inspired by this view," Megan said wistfully.

At that moment, Brandi knew what she had to do. Her computer was in her car, but she didn't want to ruin the moment and go get it now. As soon as she got back to her hotel room she'd delete the pictures of Mrs. Leroux's property from the research file she was compiling. After all, Quentin wouldn't be back in his office until tomorrow morning and Brandi was sure his wife wasn't letting him log into the company site while they were on vacation.

Suddenly a chirping sound erupted in the darkness. Brandi pulled her cell phone out of her jacket pocket and looked at the screen. She didn't recognize the number until she looked down at the call history and saw that she'd made an outgoing call to the number just a few hours ago.

"I think it's Gerard," she said as she quickly swiped the screen to answer. "Hello? Yes, this is Brandi. Hello, Gerard. Yes, Megan is right here."

Brandi handed the phone to Megan and watched her as she listened intently.

"Hi Gerard," she said nervously. "Is there any news?"

Brandi's stomach was in knots as she waited for some sign regarding the answer to Megan's question.

"Really! Oh, that's wonderful! Okay, Gerard. I'll talk to you tomorrow. Thanks for calling!"

Megan's face was beaming as she handed the phone back to Brandi.

"Mrs. Leroux is wide awake!" she said excitedly. "They're still watching her of course, but Gerard at least wanted to share that piece of good news."

"I'm so glad to hear that," Brandi said letting out a sigh of relief. 

"Now I can actually start breathing again," Megan laughed. "It feels like I've been holding my breath for hours!" She looked at Brandi and the two of them shared a moment of grateful silence. "Come on inside," Megan finally said. "It's time for me to feed my first house guest." 

She practically skipped into the cottage — with Brandi walking behind her and enjoying the view. 

"So, how long did Rachel Durand live here?" Brandi asked making conversation while Megan heated up the food.

"I'm not exactly sure. I think she was a tenant for at least four or five years, but my French isn't that great so I may have gotten the story a little mixed up when Mrs. Leroux was telling me about it. Without Gerard being present to translate we mostly resort to crazy hand gestures while we're trying to communicate." Megan laughed at what must have been a very pleasant memory. 

It was nice to see her a little more relaxed and smiling.

"Rachel's Wikipedia page says she moved to France in the early 1990's, but I don't know where she lived before she started renting the place from Mrs. Leroux or even how the two of them met."

Brandi walked closer to the large wooden desk that sat right up against the largest window in the room providing a breath-taking view of the ocean.

"I still can't believe how lucky you were to have met Mrs. Leroux. I mean did you ever imagine that you'd actually be spending the whole summer in France and writing at the same desk where your favorite author wrote?"

"I guess I partially have you to thank for that," Megan said.

Brandi turned and looked at her.

"I mean, if you hadn't agreed to share a room with me then I never would have met Sophia and Renee or read my poem at their wedding."

Brandi swallowed hard. For some reason, she was more than a little uncomfortable taking any credit for Megan's good fortune. She guessed it was because the very beginning of that story started out so bad.

"I'm pretty sure your writing talent would have opened the door for this opportunity even if we hadn't been thrown together as temporary roommates."

"Maybe so," Megan said with a shrug. "But in the end, it's all worked out quite nicely."

For the first time since they reunited in the lobby three days ago, Brandi looked into Megan's eyes and there was no trace of the fiery anger that had flared up every other time they got close. Did this mean that Megan had finally truly forgiven her? Brandi certainly hoped so because the smile that was now pointed in her direction was one she never wanted to see vanish again.




***




"Wow! That lasagna was great!" Brandi said as she scooped the plates off the table and walked over to the kitchen area. "If I weren't afraid of busting out of my pants I'd have another piece."

"It would make Mrs. Leroux very happy to hear you say that. She loves to see people eat." 

Megan let out a full-bellied laugh assuring Brandi that she was feeling much better. The call from Gerard had lifted her spirits.

"Hey, I can't let a guest do the dishes," Megan said jumping to her feet. She tried to grab Brandi's plate from her.

"Of course you can," Brandi said and playfully slapped Megan's hand away. "Besides, I was hoping you'd read me some of your novel while I wash the dishes."

Megan's face went ghost white.

"Or not," Brandi said quickly and turned toward the sink.

"I'm sorry. It's not you. I… I'm just not ready for anyone to read it yet." Megan leaned against the kitchen counter as Brandi turned on the water for the dishes. "I'm a little self-conscious about it given the fact that I've been writing it for ten years." 

Megan paused and the silence made Brandi look in her direction.

"What if it sucks?" she asked quietly.

"I'm sure it's not going to suck, Megan."

"I hope you're right," Megan said as stepped toward Brandi. She took a wet plate out of Brandi's hand and started drying it.

When they finished the dishes the two women walked back up the path to Mrs. Leroux's house. Brandi once again made the mental note to delete the pictures as soon as she got back to the hotel. She was sure she could sell the company on one of the other properties she'd seen, plus she still had another five days to drive around the area and find another parcel.

"Eww. It smells awful in here," Megan said as they entered Mrs. Leroux's back door.

Brandi curled her nose as she got a good whiff of the burnt smell that filled the air. 

Megan stepped over the red splotches of smashed strawberry on the floor, walked over to the pot on the stove and looked inside. "I don't think Mrs. Leroux will be serving any of this to her visitors. Such a shame too. Her strawberry jam is delicious." She tilted the pot so Brandi could see the burnt mess inside. "It looks like the pot is ruined too."

Brandi walked over to take a closer look.

"We might be able to save it if I can find the right items." Brandi started opening and closing cabinet doors and looking for something. 

"Here we go. This is all I need." Brandi said pulling out a box of baking soda and a bottle of white vinegar.

She dumped out the burnt contents of the pot and poured some vinegar in its place. "Now, while that's heating up," she said turning the fire on under the pot. "Let's get the rest of this place cleaned up?"

When she turned away from the stove Megan was just standing there staring at her. 

"What?" Brandi asked looking down at her shirt wondering if she'd spilled something on it.

Megan just started laughing. "It's just that I never imagined you were such a domestic goddess. I mean when we were kids you seemed a little more the pampered princess type."

Brandi put her hands on her hips as if she was upset.

"Excuse me? What does that mean? I'll have you know I'm quite handy around the house. And I'm about to prove it," she said flirtatiously.

Brandi picked up a dishrag hanging from a hook near the sink wound it up and snapped it at Megan. 

Megan squealed when the rag popped her on the rear end.

"Oh, you're gonna pay for that Ms. Turner!" she declared with a smile.

Megan stepped forward, reaching for the towel in Brandi's hand, but her foot must have slipped on some of the remnants of smashed strawberries on the floor. Brandi watched in horror as Megan began to lose her balance. Her arms flailed around — unsuccessfully trying to stop her impending collision with the floor. 

Brandi lunged forward and caught Megan under both arms just moments before she smacked the linoleum. When she pulled Megan to a vertical position their bodies were almost as close as they'd been when they were on the dance floor at the wedding reception. Brandi could feel Megan's warm breath on her face and the feel of her breasts — heaving for air — rubbing against Brandi's body.

Brandi felt a wave of heat rushing through her. Maybe it was the stress of the day. Maybe it was all the built up tension between them, but all Brandi knew was in that moment she wanted to lean in, press her lips to Megan's and kiss her like she'd never been kissed before.












































Chapter 11




All Megan had to do was tilt her head back slightly and stretch upward on her toes. Those two movements were all it would take for her lips to meet Brandi's. With just a little more effort she could press her body forward — pinning Brandi against the kitchen counter and satisfying the aching Megan felt between her legs every time she thought about the passion of their first kiss. They were only inches apart and it would be so easy to do — but at the last minute Megan chickened out. 	The memory of how Brandi's lips felt against hers was enticing but also terrifying. What would happen if Brandi pulled away — rejecting Megan once again? What if Brandi was just doing what she did with all women? Would that make Megan just another notch on Brandi's womanizing belt? What would Megan do if she finally allowed all the old feelings she'd been trying to ignore to rush to the surface and knock her off her feet with just one kiss? She wasn't ready to know the answer to any of those questions.

"Is the vinegar in the pot hot enough yet?" Megan asked pulling herself away from Brandi's hold.

Brandi looked at her with a confused expression but just followed Megan's lead.

"Oh, yeah. I guess we can add the baking soda now."

Megan watched as Brandi poured the white powder into the pot — occasionally glancing over at Megan as if she was still trying to figure out what had just happened. 

Immediately the vinegar and baking soda began to bubble and froth in a robust heat-induced chemical reaction. There was an ironic similarity between the chemical reaction in the pot and the one going on inside Megan's body. 

Stupid! she chastised herself. But it was too late to backtrack now. The moment had passed and there was nothing left to do now except finish cleaning Mrs. Leroux's kitchen.

It took about an hour for them to get things back in order. Once they'd finished Brandi looked around the room — hesitating like she was waiting for something.

"Well, I guess I'll head back to the hotel," she finally said.

"Okay. Thanks again for everything," Megan replied still too afraid to extend the invitation that she really wanted to.

Brandi picked up her car keys and without much more than a wave walked out of the house, got in her car and drove away.




***




Megan spent the whole rest of the night tossing and turning as visions of Brandi floated around in both her dreams and the sleepless hours in-between. By the time the sun rose she was no more rested than when she'd first gotten into bed.

No use trying to go back to sleep, she thought. Instead, she pulled herself out of bed and stumbled over to her laptop. When she started typing the sexual frustration from the day before turned into a torrent of creative inspiration. Megan could barely type fast enough to keep up with the ideas flowing through her mind. By the time she stopped for a break, it was almost 9:30 am and she'd written two chapters.

Now, having cleared her mind a bit, her thoughts turned toward Mrs. Leroux. Megan took a quick shower and went up to the house to try and reach Gerard by phone.

"Bonjour, Megan!" Gerard answered in a cheery voice when she called. "I have good news! Mrs. Leroux is awake and complaining to the nurses about her breakfast."

Megan let out a laugh. "I'm so glad to hear that, Gerard. If she's complaining then she must be feeling like her normal self. When are they going to release her?"

"The doctor wants to hold her for observation for another 24 to 36 hours but she's able to have visitors now if you'd like to come by."

"Oh, yes! I'd love to see her. Is there anything she'd like me to bring her from her house?"

Megan waited as she listened to Gerard talking to Mrs. Leroux in French.

"She'd like for you to bring her comb and brush and a change of clothes for when she's released." Gerard whispered the next part. "I think she's planning an escape soon no matter what the doctors say. I'm going to stay here on guard and make sure she doesn't sneak out as soon as you bring the fresh clothes."

"Okay, Gerard. I'll call a taxi and be on my way as soon as I gather the things she's asked for."

Megan walked back through the dining room and down the hallway toward the bedroom. She'd never been past the hallway bathroom and she had to shake off the feeling that she was intruding. When she got to the bedroom it was just as she'd expected. Nicely decorated with a bedspread that matched the window curtains. The bed was made — obviously something Mrs. Leroux did each morning when she got up. 

Megan opened the closet and fished through the clothes hanging there. She pulled out a pair of blue pants and a matching top with bright colored flowers. Next, she needed to get some undergarments. There was something particularly invasive about poking through someone's drawers, but Megan forced herself to do it.

To her surprise the first drawer she opened was empty. She tried the drawer below it — also empty. She moved to the drawer on the left side of the dresser. There she found everything she needed. 

She put the undergarments on the bed and went into the bathroom to get Mrs. Leroux's toiletries. She picked up the brush and comb, a toothbrush and some lotion. Then she noticed a tiny bottle of perfume sitting on the counter. 

The label on the bottle read Galimard Perfumery Number 38210. Grasse, France. Judging by the diminished contents it looked like something Mrs. Leroux probably used every day. Megan considered taking it to the hospital, but she didn't want to risk breaking the bottle in transport so she placed it back on the counter and headed back into the bedroom with the other items.

She hadn't seen any suitcases or travel bags in the closet so she looked under the bed. 

Bingo! 

Just as she was getting off her knees her eye caught sight of a framed photograph sitting on the nightstand next to the bed. She picked it up and there was a picture of a much younger Mrs. Leroux standing next to another woman about her same age. The two were smiling broadly and waving at the camera. Megan didn't recognize the ornate building they were standing in front of, but she was pretty sure the picture hadn't been taken in France. 

She wondered if maybe the woman was a sister or a cousin since Mrs. Leroux had mentioned that several of her relatives had moved to other countries in Europe. Megan put the photograph back in its place — making a mental note to ask Alfred who the woman was. She folded the clothes items and putting them in the suitcase along with the toiletries.

She'd just set the suitcase down in the living room and was about to call a taxi when she heard a knock at the back door.

"Megan? Are you here?"

The sound of the familiar voice sent a surprising jolt of energy through Megan's body. She walked into the dining room to see Brandi standing there in the doorway.

"Hi. What are you doing here?" Megan asked with a smile.

"I just wanted to check on you. I saw a missed call from Gerard on my phone when I got out of the shower this morning. I guess he thought we'd be together," she said letting her words trail off into silence.

Was that disappointment Megan heard in her voice?

"Anyway, he didn't leave a message so I just decided to drive over and check on you. You know, just in case he hadn't been able to reach you," she offered as if she needed a plausible excuse for stopping by.

"Well, I'm glad you did. I've got good news," Megan said grinning as much from the news as she was from the unexpected guest. "Mrs. Leroux is awake and complaining — which for her is a good thing."

Brandi laughed. "That is good news!"

"I was just collecting a few things she asked for and was about to call a taxi to take them to the hospital."

Megan saw a frown cross Brandi's face and then quickly disappear. 

"There's no need for you to call a taxi. I'd be more than happy to drive you to the hospital." 

There was a little hint of sadness in her voice. Was Brandi hurt that Megan hadn't asked her for a ride?

"I'm sorry. I didn't want to assume that you had the time. If you're willing to give me a lift that would be great."

A smile stretched across Brandi's face and then she bent at the waist dramatically. 

"You chariot awaits, Madame."

When they got to the hospital, Gerard and Alfred were in Mrs. Leroux's room trying to explain why the doctor wanted her to stay in the hospital a little longer.

"Mama. They need to run some more tests. We still don't know what made you pass out."

Mrs. Leroux waved her hand in the air dismissively and Alfred turned away shaking his head.

"Maybe you can talk some sense into her," he said to Megan.

Megan knew she couldn't express everything she was feeling in French, but she stepped close to the bed and took Mrs. Leroux by the hand. 

"You gave us quite a scare last night." Megan glanced up at Gerard who translated her concern. "I for one would feel much better if you stayed here another day and let the doctor's do their tests."

Mrs. Leroux let out a big sigh. 

"Trés bien," she acquiesced. Then she turned to Alfred. " Mais qu'en est-il de mes fraises?"

The only word Megan caught was the last one. Fraises. Strawberries.

"What is she saying?" Megan asked.

"She's worried about her strawberries," Gerard explained. "She makes jam and sells it in the market on Fridays and sometimes Saturdays too. She doesn't want the strawberries in her garden to rot and go to waste."

Alfred and Mrs. Leroux started fussing at each other in French. Her son was obviously more concerned with his mother's health than with potentially wasted strawberries.

"Maybe I can make your jam and sell it on Friday?" Megan said interrupting their bickering. 

All heads turned in her direction. 

"Or at least I can try," she said a little more tentatively as they all stared at her. She looked back at Brandi for a sign of confidence, but Brandi was just standing there with a strange expression on her face.

Gerard translated her offer and Mrs. Leroux twisted her lip, clearly thinking hard about the possibility. Alton's eyebrows lifted as if he was in shock.

"She's never shared her jam recipe with anyone. Not even me."

After a long silence, Mrs. Leroux looked deeply into Megan's eyes. She was still speaking in French, but Megan could at least understand the seriousness of her tone.

"You have to follow the recipe exactly," Gerard translated. "It's been in her family for generations. If you change anything it won't be the same."

Megan inhaled.

"I think I can handle it. But I tell you what, if I taste it and it isn't as good as yours I won't take it to the market to sell."

Gerard translated again and Mrs. Leroux seemed satisfied with that offer. 

"Trés bien!"

"I must be out of my mind!" Megan confessed to Brandi as they walked back to the car. "Cooking isn't really my thing, but I just didn't like seeing her so upset about her strawberries going to waste."

"Well, it's too late to get cold feet now," Brandi teased. "But I tell you what. I'll come back to the house with you and give you a hand. Between the two of us maybe we can manage not to make a mess of things."

Megan looked over at Brandi and for the second time in as many days, she was overwhelmed with gratitude for her presence. After the gratitude, a flutter of concern rose up. It made her a little nervous that she was getting used to Brandi being around so much. She quickly dismissed the thought. She'd deal with that later. Right now they had jam to make.




***




"I found these sun visors in the tool shed where the strawberry baskets were," Megan said handing one to Brandi. "Here's some sunscreen too."

The two of them both grew quiet for a moment looking at the tube of lotion. It was obvious that they were both thinking about the same thing.

"Megan, I really am sorry about what happen back in…"

Megan held up her hand to stop Brandi.

"I know, Brandi. I get it. You don't have to keep apologizing. We were just kids then and it's obvious that things are different now."

Brandi smiled.

"Well, some things haven't changed," Brandi said. "You're still one of the nicest people I've ever met. I thought I was going to burst into tears when I saw you holding Mrs. Leroux's hand in the hospital. It… it reminded me of when my mom was sick," she said with a slight tremble in her voice.

Megan just stood quietly and listened. Even way back in high school Brandi never talked about her mom's illness and eventual passing and judging by the trembling in Brandi's voice it wasn't something she talked about much even now. 

"They only let me visit her in the hospital once the week that she died," she said softly. "I kept asking my dad to take me, but he'd said my mom's immune system was weak and they were trying to stabilize things before she had any more visitors. They weren't expecting things to turn for the worse so quickly."

Megan could see tears forming in Brandi's eyes. 

"I just wish I'd been at the hospital to hold her hand. I've never been able to shake the thought that she must have been scared — being there all alone."

Suddenly Brandi shook her head ending the story. "Sorry," she said as if she'd done something wrong. "I didn't mean to get so glum all of a sudden."

Megan reached out and took Brandi's hand. It was awkward at first, but Megan didn't let that stop her. 

"You don't have to apologize for feeling what you feel Brandi. I'm sorry if no one's ever told you that before."

Brandi nodded and sniffled a few times.

"Thanks. Thanks for always being so nice — even when you don't have to be."

"I could say the same thing for you, Ms. Turner," Megan said with a smile. "You've certainly gone above and beyond the call of duty in the past few days. I really don't know what I would have done without you."

Brandis' mood seemed to lighten. "Well then, we'd better get to these strawberries so neither of us disappoints Mrs. Leroux."

By 3 pm the hot sun was beating down on both women mercilessly. They'd just about finished picking all the ripe strawberries they could find and Megan's body was aching for a break.

"I don't know how Mrs. Leroux does this every week," Brandi said as she walked doubled over picking strawberries from the low lying plants and depositing them in a little basket at her feet. 

"I think they just made people in her generation stronger," Megan giggled.

"Yeah, you must be right," Brandi replied putting her hands on her hips and arching her back. 

Megan couldn't help but notice the way Brandi's t-shirt pulled tautly over her firm breasts as she stretched. 

"How many baskets do you think we need to pick?" Brandi asked once her body returned to a vertical position.

Megan shifted in her spot on the ground and pulled a little piece of paper from her back pocket. "According to the recipe, we'll need at least twenty pounds of strawberries to make the fifty jars of jam that Mrs. Leroux usually sells in the market."

"Fifty jars?" Brandi said with surprise. "I didn't think enough people lived in St. Amelia to eat that much jam every week."

Megan had to laugh. St. Amelia really was like a small country town and Brandi's observation was probably right — the residents alone couldn't eat that much jam even if they had it morning, noon and night.

"I think she sells quite a bit to the tourists who come in to visit St. Amelia's Cathedral in the afternoon. I remember seeing a huge group of people when I first got to town. Most of them had shopping bags in their hands and I suspect many of the bags had a jar of Mrs. Leroux's jam inside."

Brandi let out a sigh, walked over and dumped her share of strawberries into the large plastic bucket at the end of the row. "Well, it looks like we've got almost twenty pounds already. Once we add what you've got in your basket we should be finished with this part of the process." 

Megan was struggling to get to her feet as Brandi walked back to the spot where they'd been picking.

"I think my legs have fallen asleep," she giggled. "I don't get it. When I was a kid I could sit cross-legged for hours with no problem."

Brandi reached out and offered Megan a hand. Once she'd pulled Megan to her feet the two women were standing only inches apart. The close proximity made Megan's brain rush back to the kiss that didn't happen yesterday. 

"Well, I guess we're not kids anymore," Brandi said with a smile.

Something sparked inside Megan and she knew she didn't want to make the same mistake she'd made last night.

She looked up at Brandi — who was standing like a statue. It was obvious she wasn't going to make the first move.

Finally, Megan inched forward and pressed her lips to Brandi's softly. A wave of heat flowed through her body and she felt Brandi's hand touch the small of her back and pull her closer. That little bit of encouragement emboldened Megan and she pressed her mouth even more firmly into Brandi's parting her lips so their tongues could dance together.

When they finally parted Megan smiled broadly. "I've been wanting to do that all day," she said.

Brandi's face flushed red and she let out a seductive laugh.

"And I want to make something very clear," Megan continued, her tone sounding suddenly serious.

Brandi just looked at her wide-eyed.

"If anybody walks through that gate, I'm not going to stop kissing you."

With that Megan pressed her body even more firmly into Brandi's and they fell passionately into a real French kiss — a kiss in France!












































Chapter 12






All Brandi had been waiting for was permission. Once Megan kissed her she was finally able to let all the passion that she'd been feeling bubble to the surface and move through her body. She wrapped one arm around Megan and with the other reached up and gently ran her fingers through Megan's hair. It was as if she couldn't get close enough to Megan to satisfy the longing she felt inside. It didn't matter that they were standing in the middle of a strawberry patch acting like two teenagers — Brandi was euphoric. It was like she'd been holding her breath for the past week — for the past decade. Something inside her clicked and the feel of Megan's tongue in her mouth, the feeling of her hands roaming over Megan's body felt more right than anything had ever felt before.

When they came up for air, Brandi's mind was abuzz with thoughts of exploring more of the woman now nuzzled in her arms.

"Maybe we should take the strawberries inside," Megan said breathlessly without loosening the grip she had around Brandi's waist. "I mean, not that I'm not enjoying this, but we'll have hell to pay if we don't get Mrs. Leroux's jam made."

Brandi let out a big sigh. "You're right. First things first. I'll keep my hands to myself — for now." She winked at Megan and then bowed extending her arm toward the backdoor to the house.

Megan leaned over and gave Brandi one more light peck on the lips and then scurried away, picking up the full bucket of strawberries as she went.

"See, I was trying to be a good girl," Brandi laughed. "But you don't play fair." She hurried after Megan as if she was chasing her inside.

For the next few hours, they moved around the kitchen — bumping into each other whenever they could. First, they washed the strawberries in cold water to get the dirt off. In the process, Brandi accidentally splashed Megan with water and a short water fight ensued. Then it was time to mash the fruit. Megan placed several cups of strawberries at a time into a mixing bowl and pummeled them with a potato masher as Brandi watched. 

While Megan was hard at work Brandi kept stealing strawberries from the pile Megan hadn't mashed yet.

"Stop that! If you eat them all we won't have enough for the jam," Megan protested.

"Don't these smell sweet?" Brandi asked ignoring Megan's protest and waiving the ripe red fruit under her nose. 

When Megan leaned forward to take a bite, Brandi snatched the strawberry away bringing it close to her own mouth instead. She licked the fruit seductively with her tongue and held Megan's hungry gaze as she bit into the strawberry.

"Mmm, so sweet," she said in a sultry voice. 

She tilted her head to the side and smiled, enjoying the look on Megan's face that had nothing to do with a desire for food. 

"You're a tease," Megan said feigning irritation.

"Yep," Brandi said as she moved her lips close to Megan's sharing what was left of the sweet taste of the fruit in a kiss.

"Okay, I need to focus!" Megan said pushing Brandi away playfully. "Stop distracting me! Once I put these into the pot, I have to add lemon juice and pectin," she said reading the recipe out loud. She was pretending to ignore Brandi, but Brandi could see Megan's eyes occasionally glancing in her direction.

Brandi decided to behave herself and she sat back and watched Megan work for a while. There was something really sweet about the amount of concentration Megan was putting into the process. She really wanted to get the jam perfect for Mrs. Leroux. 

Megan added the ingredients she'd named, then poured sugar into the pot.

"Now what?" Brandi asked.

"Now we wait for the contents to boil," she said not realizing that Brandi had stepped up behind her.

"So we have a few minutes to kill?" Brandi asked whispering into Megan's ear. She felt a shiver go through Megan's body.

"Wait," Megan said weakly. "I have to keep stirring to make sure it doesn't burn.

"Okay. You stir," Brandi said. "I'll just watch."

As Megan's arm began to move in a circle stirring the boiling strawberries Brandi pressed up behind her and moved her hands around Megan's waist. The sweet fragrance of the strawberry jam was mixing with the peppermint smell of Megan's hair and Brandi thought she was going to go nuts. She dipped her head and nuzzled her lips against Megan's neck. She felt Megan reacting to the slow kisses she placed around Megan's collar bone.

"Um. Um. I think maybe we should…um" the speed of Megan's breath was increasing and she was having trouble finishing her sentence.

Brandi opened her lips and gently sucked at Megan's neck until she heard Megan let out a slight moan. 

"Oh, I love that sound," Brandi whispered in Megan's ear. "I bet I can make you do it again."

"Oh, you think so," Megan's said with a breathy tone of sarcasm. 

"I know so," Brandi replied accepting the challenge. 

As she lowered her lips back to Megan's neck she slipped her hands underneath Megan's t-shirt and cupped her full breasts.

Brandi let out a moan of her own as she tweaked Megan's nipples and flicked her tongue in and out of Megan's ear.

Megan's body trembled, but she remained silent.

A huge smile spread across Brandi's face as she realized she'd been issued a challenge.

"Oh, so that's how you want to play it?" she teased. "Okay. Just make sure you don't stop stirring what's in that pot."

Brandi went back to tweaking Megan's nipple with one hand, but the other was slowly descending to the waist of Megan's pants. She inched her fingers under the elastic waistband happy that Megan was wearing something so pliable. She eased her hand into Megan's panties, enjoying the increasingly rapid breathing pattern Megan was exhibiting.

Brandi felt her own breath speed up when her fingers reached the soft wet lips of Megan's pussy. She clenched her teeth together as her fingers began to trace Megan's slit and in turn, Megan's body began to gyrate against Brandi's. The two of them were moving in slow circles at the same speed Megan was stirring the pot. Then Brandi found the center of Megan's wet lusciousness. She dipped first one, then two fingers into her hole all the while rubbing her thumb against Megan's clit.

She felt Megan's body begin to quiver.

"That's right baby," Brandi whispered. "Now just let it out. Let me know how good that feels to you." 

She increased the speed of her probing and Megan's hands fell away from the spoon. 

"Oh, Brandi!" she finally uttered. "Don't stop. Please don't stop!"

Brandi happily obeyed the request plunging her fingers inside Megan and matching the movement with her tongue in Megan's ear. She could feel Megan on the verge of an orgasm as she ground her pelvis down to meet Brandi's fingers. Brandi increased the pressure on Megan's clit and pulled her body tightly against hers as the waves of pleasure finally crashed down on Megan.

When her trembling ceased Megan turned around to face Brandi and gave her a long, deep, wet kiss.

"You win," she said with a smile. "But as soon as I finish this jam you're all mine!"

Brandi just grinned with anticipation.

She watched as Megan ladled the hot jam into the small glass jars they'd washed earlier. Once all of the jars were full Megan twisted a metal cap on each jar and then dipped them one by one into a tub of hot water to seal the lid shut.

"Are you sure you don't want me to help you with that," Brandi asked coyly.

"No!" Megan said laughing and holding her hand up in a warning gesture. "You stay right over there. You are banned from coming within touching distance until I finish canning this jam." 

Megan's voice sounded serious, but it didn't stop Brandi from wanting to rush over to her and ravish her the way she'd done a short while ago. 

Instead of going near Megan, Brandi stepped over to the sink and started washing the pots and other items they'd used while making the jam. As her hands splashed around in the warm soapy water she couldn't help but remember the dream she'd had about she and Megan in the bubbling hot tub. Brandi shifted her feet trying to ease the tingling that was building up between her legs.

"All done," Megan announced a few minutes later.

The counter was now covered with small jars filled with deep red jam.

"We can put the labels on the jars tomorrow after they cool. There's no need to stay up and do that tonight."

Brandi looked over at the clock on the wall. "Wow! It's almost 9 pm." The time had flown by and they hadn't even stopped working to have dinner. Of course between snacking on strawberries and eating some bread and cheese they'd found in Mrs. Leroux's refrigerator she doubted that either of them was hungry. 

Brandi wiped her hands with a dish towel and stepped over to examine the jam jars.

"This looks great! I'm sure Mrs. Leroux will be very proud of you." She looked over at Megan who was wearing a big grin.

"There's only one problem," Megan said frowning.

Brandi had no idea what could possibly be wrong.

"I promised Mrs. Leroux that I'd test the jam before I took it to the market on Friday?"

"What are you talking about?" Brandi asked cluelessly. "I know I saw you lick the back of that spoon after you finished putting the jam in the jars."

A sultry smile spread across Megan's face. "Yeah, but I don't want to taste it by licking it off of a spoon."

She winked at Brandi and Brandi's mouth fell open. Megan twisted the top off of one of the jars and stick her finger inside. 

"Mmm, it's still warm," she said as she stuck her finger into her mouth and began to suck the jam off while making soft moaning sounds.

She pulled her finger from her mouth and then stepped closer to Brandi. 

"Don't you want to taste some too," she said softly. She stretched up to her tiptoes and brushed her lips against Brandi's.

Everything in Brandi's body got hot. She leaned down to kiss Megan, but Megan pulled back. She stuck her finger into the jam again and licked the jam off with long slow movements of her tongue.

"I think we'd better taste it in my cottage," she said and headed for the back door.

Brandi didn't know where this temptress had come from, but she certainly wasn't going to let her get away. She followed Megan outside and the two women almost ran down the path to the cottage.

When they got inside Megan turned off the lights so that the only illumination was coming from the bright moon light spilling through the large window. 

"Take off your clothes," Megan said with a soft but determined voice. "All of them."

For a moment Brandi didn't exactly know what to do with this more assertive and in control Megan. She had to admit she was used to being the one guiding most of her sexual encounters, but the change of roles was strangely alluring.

Brandi reached down and pulled her t-shirt over her head and then wiggled out of her jeans. Next she unfastened her bra and slipped off her panties, letting both fall to the floor. 

Even though the lights were off she could feel Megan's eyes roaming over her body. With no undergarment to stop it, Brandi could feel a certain wetness begin to run down her legs. Megan stepped forward pushing Brandi back onto the bed. She was still holding the jar of jam in her hand.

"I need you to hold this for a minute," Megan said as she placed the warm jar of jam between Brandi's legs pushing it forward until Brandi could feel the heat from the jar touch the lips of her pussy."

She let out a quiet moan.

"Now be a good girl and make sure none of it spills or else I'll have to lick it up with my tongue."

Brandi's mind went in a million different directions at once. What if she wasn't a good girl? The threat was enticing.

Megan slipped off her own clothes and then crawled on to the bed on top of Brandi.

"Now, were you the naughty girl who made me cum while I was trying to cook?" Megan asked as she hovered over Brandi. 

Suddenly Brandi had a thought. The Rachel Durand novels. They were all well written historical fiction books, but they also had really hot love scenes! Was this side of Megan she was now encountering something that she only released in her writing? Brandi couldn't hold back a smile at the thought.

"Yeah. That was me who made you cum. So what are you going to do about it?" 

A huge smile erupted across Megan's face. She looked down at Brandi like she was a mouse who'd just realized the cat wanted to play. She didn't speak, but simply  unscrewed the cap off the jam and held the jar over Brandi's body. There was a twinkle in her eye.

Brandi already knew the jam was still warm, but it wasn't until Megan tipped the jar that she realized the jam hadn't set yet and could therefore be poured out of the jar. She sucked in her breath quickly as the warm liquid touched her skin and began to run across her stomach.

Megan made a trail down Brandi's body being sure to let the thick liquid pool in her belly button and then between her legs. The heat was driving Brandi crazy.

"Please, Megan. Don't you want to taste it yet?"

As if on command, Megan lowered her head to Brandi's body. She traced circles around Brandi's breasts with her tongue making sure to suck each one vigorously to clean away any traces of jam. Then she made her way south, following the sweet sticky trail. She lapped at Brandi's belly button with her tongue making sure to look up and catch Brandi's gaze as she consumed the jam.

It took every thing Brandi had not to push Megan's head down to the flame between her legs — but the torture was too sweet to rush. 

Megan slowly inched toward Brandi's pussy. When she reached the spot between Brandi's legs she moved her tongue even slower than she had before. She licked with tiny flicks of her tongue.

"Oh, please Megan," Brandi finally said begging. "Please, I need to feel you there."

Megan lifted her head and crawled back up Brandi's body until they were face to face again. She lowered her lips to Brandi's and began to kiss her passionately. When Brandi moved her arms to embrace Megan, Megan reached out and pinned her arms to the bed.

"Ah, ah, ah. Didn't I tell you no touching until I finished my work?"

Brandi bit her lip and kept her arms still. Megan gave her another peck on the lips and then moved back to her position between Brandi's legs. She buried her face into Brandi's pussy and began to lick and suck moaning her obvious approval of the taste combination of the jam and Brandi's own juices. Brandi could feel an orgasm rising inside. Suddenly Megan latched onto her clit and began to nibble and suck the same way Brandi had done with the strawberries earlier. She was copying every move that Brandi had tormented her with.

"Oh, Megan!" Brandi cried out as the feeling of being sucked took her to the edge of passion and she came.

"If your love scenes are anything like that," Brandi said when she'd finally caught her breath. "Then your book is going to be a best seller."

Megan only giggled and snuggled her body close to Brandi's for another kiss.












































Chapter 13




Megan lifted the last crate of jam off the kitchen counter and carried it out to Brandi's car. 

"Well, that's it," she said as she handed the crate to Brandi who placed it in the trunk with the others. "Fifty jars of Mrs. Leroux's Strawberry Jam. Are you ready to hit the market?"

"I sure am," Brandi said. "Although I wish we could spend a little more time alone today." She eased her arm around Megan's waist and leaned in for a kiss.

"Stop being so greedy," Megan joked. "Other people might like to eat some jam too."

Brandi blushed at Megan's reference to the jam tasting encounter during their first night together. Since then Megan and Brandi had spent much of the past 24 hrs in bed with the exception of the short walk they'd taken to the beach yesterday afternoon.

"Fine," Brandi said sticking her lip out in a pout. "But after we sell all this jam I'm going to be looking for some compensation for my efforts."

"Ha!" Megan chortled. "I thought you were helping me out of the goodness of your heart."

"I was," Brandi said with a slight smirk on her face. "Until I found out how good you were at kissing — and other stuff." She winked at Megan. "Now I want payment for all my services that way!"

Megan couldn't help but laugh. She'd more than enjoyed their time together too and truth be told she was wondering how she was going to spend a whole day with Brandi at her side without being able to kiss her.

"Alright. Let's get going," Brandi finally said. "If I stand here any longer I'm going to be tempted to carry you back inside."

The two women drove to the parking lot just outside St. Amelia's main square.

"Are you sure you can get the crates without me?" Brandi asked.

"Yeah. You go back to your room and change clothes. Gerard said he'd meet me here at nine with a table. He can help me get the other stuff out of the car."

"Okay," Brandi said and pecked Megan on the lips. "I'll see you in a few minutes."

Megan watched Brandi walk away admiring the way her body filled out the t-shirt and shorts she'd borrowed from Megan. She doubted that her clothes ever looked that good on her own body.

"Good morning!"

Gerard's greeting pulled Megan's thoughts way from Brandi.

"Good morning, Gerard. How are you? How's Mrs. Leroux?"

"I'm doing very well, thank you and as soon as I get you set up in the market I'll be heading over to the hospital to drive Mrs. Leroux and Alfred back to her house."

"I'm so glad she's finally getting out of there," Megan said with genuine relief.

"Trust me, no one is happier about her departure than she is. Except maybe the nurses who've had to listen to her complain about the bad food for the past three days."

The two of them laughed and then got to work unloading the car. On their first of several trips, Gerard introduced Megan to the two women who had vending tables on either side of Mrs. Leroux's usual spot.

"Mrs. Bertrand. Mrs. Roche. This is Megan Garrett. The young woman I told you about who'll be selling Mrs. Leroux's jam today."

"Ah! It's so good to meet you," Mrs. Bertrand said as she stepped from behind her table and wrapped her arms around Megan tightly.

"It's very nice for you to help our friend," Mrs. Roche said. 

"It's my pleasure," Megan said after Mrs. Bertrand finally released her from the bear hug. "Mrs. Leroux has done a lot to help me. Selling her jam today is the least I can do to thank her."

"Well, ladies, I'm off to the hospital," Gerard said as he placed the last crate of jam on the table he'd already set up. "Have a good day."

Megan waved as Gerard walked away.

She chatted with the other two women as she neatly arranged Mrs. Leroux's jam on the table, decorating the empty spaces between the jars with baskets of fresh strawberries. Megan soon found out that the three women had been friends for a number of years and like to set up their tables close to each other not only because what they sold complemented each other but also so they could talk in between handling customers. Mrs. Bertrand had a table filled with bread and pastries and Mrs. Roche sold homemade cheese.

The three women chatted as they set up their wares.

"So Gerard says you'll be with us all summer," Mrs. Bertrand said as she inspected one of the jars of jam on Megan's table.

"Yes. I'm working on a novel and Mrs. Leroux is letting me stay in the cottage on her property.

Megan thought she saw the two women exchange a quick look.

"That's good to hear," Mrs. Roche said. "It's good for Beatrice to have some company up there. She's not quite been herself since Rachel died."

Mrs. Bertrand made the sign of the cross over her chest.

"Oh, did you ladies know Rachel Durand too?"

"Not as well as Beatrice did," Mrs. Bertrand said placing the jam jar back on the table with a nod of approval. "But we were all friends."

"I used to travel in an orchestra with Beatrice when we were much younger. Of course, that was after her husband passed away and Alfred went off to boarding school," Mrs. Roche said. "We had some grand adventures the two of us!"

For a moment Megan stared at Mrs. Roche trying to figure out if she might have been the woman in the picture beside Mrs. Leroux's bed, but this woman's face was much rounder than the woman in the picture.

Just then Brandi walked up wearing a bright orange sundress and an even brighter smile. She looked absolutely radiant and for a moment Megan couldn't speak.

"I'm Mrs. Bertrand," the woman said holding out her hand as Megan stood silent.

"Oh, I'm sorry ladies. This is my friend Brandi. Brandi, this is Mrs. Bertrand and Mrs. Roche."

Megan thought she caught another glance between the two women, but before she could register what it meant Brandi had stepped up to each of their tables fawning over their food items. 

"Oh, my! All of this looks and smells wonderful!"

A look of pride washed across each of the women's faces.

"Let's have a little breakfast, yes?" Mrs. Roche suggested. 

She turned and for the first time, Megan noticed a small portable coffee maker plugged into an extension cord behind her. Mrs. Bertrand pulled out some paper plates and before Megan knew it the four of them were munching on fresh bread with jam, cheese, and hot rich coffee.

This is the life, Megan thought to herself and she glanced at the three women around her and then out into the square where several other communal meals were also happening. The whole scene had a wonderful familial feel to it. It was like the whole village was one big family. No wonder Mrs. Leroux didn't want to hear her son's talk about possibly selling her house. Megan couldn't imagine ever wanting to leave St. Amelia.

By eleven o'clock the tourists began streaming in and by three Megan and Brandi had sold all but six jars of jam.

"Wow! We did it!" Megan said as she looked over at Brandi with a smile.

"Yep. We sure did. Maybe we should think about going into the jam making business together?" Brandi laughed.

"Absolutely not! Don't get me wrong, it's been fun working with you but if I never see  another strawberry again I won't be upset."

Brandi let her face fall into a playful pout.

"Really?" she said. She stepped closer to Megan so the women on either side couldn't hear her. "I was thinking about what it would be like to feed you chocolate-covered strawberries in bed tonight."

Brandi plucked a strawberry from one of the decorative baskets on the display table and touched it to Megan's lips. She looked into Megan's eyes longingly and then watched as Megan wrapped her lips around the small piece of fruit and bit down. Red sticky juice ran down Brandi's hand.

Megan didn't say anything, but she hoped Brandi could read the smoldering in her eyes well enough to know that they were sharing some similar thoughts.

"Well, it looks like you two have done pretty well today."

Gerard's voice interrupted their silent communication.

"You bet we did!" Megan said enthusiastically as she turned to greet him. "I think Mrs. Leroux will be very pleased."

"I'm sure she will," Gerard said. "I'm just coming from her house. Alfred is there with her trying to get her to take a nap. I don't think he's going to have much success though. When I left he was fighting to keep her out of the kitchen. He asked me to stop by and give you this."

Gerard handed Megan an envelope. When she opened it there was a computer printed gift certificate for dinner for two at La Maison de Amelia restaurant. Megan read the hand-written note at the bottom.

"Dear Megan and Brandi, I don't know how to thank you enough for all that you've done for my mother. Please accept this as a small token of my appreciation."

"Looks like we're having a night out!"

"Or maybe a night in," Brandi whispered. "I think a little room service might be in order after a day selling jam."

***

Brandi's eyelids fluttered as rays of sunlight peeked through the hotel curtains and fell across her face. She didn't know what time it was, but she felt rested, happy and satiated from both the wonderful meal they had delivered to their room and from the hours of lovemaking they'd done afterward. 

Brandi couldn't help but wonder what her life might have been like if she and Megan had actually become more than friends all those years ago. Would they still have been together now or was it better that they'd only gotten together at this point in their lives? Those thoughts were still rumbling around in her brain as she turned over and reached out for Megan lying next to her. To her surprise, Megan wasn't there. That's when she heard the tapping sound coming from the other room.

Brandi wasn't really ready to get out of bed, but her curiosity got the best of her. She pulled the sheet off the bed, wrapped it around her body and followed the rhythmic noise into the other room.

There she found Megan sitting on the couch with Brandi's laptop in her lap staring at the screen. She was so focused that she didn't even hear Brandi walk into the room. Brandi just stood there and watched her. Megan was biting her nails and staring at the keyboard but not typing. 

Brandi glanced around the room. Megan must have been up working for quite a while. The coffee carafe and an empty crumb-filled plate sitting on the coffee table was evidence of another room service delivery.

"When I woke up in bed alone I thought maybe you had run away," Brandi finally said jokingly. 

Megan turned toward her and smiled.

"You can't run me off that easily," she said with a laugh. 

Brandi walked over to the couch, leaned over and kissed Megan passionately. 

"Mmmm," Megan moaned. "That's exactly what I needed. I'm trying to finish a chapter with a hot love scene, but I seem to have writer's block."

"So, you're telling me my kisses are inspiring?" Brandi teased as she sat down on the couch and buried her head in Megan's neck.

"You are absolutely inspirational!" Megan giggled.

She let her head fall to one side giving Brandi more access to places to kiss.

"Well, I hope I'm not disturbing your creativity, but you have no idea how sexy it is to watch you work." 

"Really?" Megan said coyly. "I'm glad you enjoyed the view, but I'm not sure how much creativity is happening at the moment."

"Oh, we can't have that," Brandi said with a laugh. "Maybe you just need a little more inspiration." 

With that, Brandi dropped to her knees, pushed the coffee table away from the couch and positioned herself in front of Megan.

"Let's see if I can unblock whatever's got you stuck," Brandi said as she eased Megan's legs apart and then pulled Megan's body closer to the edge of the couch. She reached up and parted the folds of Megan's robe. With one hand she began softly pinching Megan's nipple while the other traced Megan's thighs.

Brandi kissed her way up Megan's thighs inhaling the warm sweet smell between her legs. Brandi kissed the outer lips of Megan's pussy and then started flicking her tongue up and down Megan's slit.

"Oh, yes," Megan said as her hips began to move in rhythm with Brandi's tongue. "Yes, this is exactly what I need."

The passion in Megan's voice excited Brandi even more and she thrust her face deeper between Megan's legs. Brandi's shoulders were level with the couch so she grabbed Megan's ankles and lifted Megan's legs onto her shoulders giving her even better access to her wet center.

The smell of her was intoxicating and Brandi hungrily increased the pressure of her tongue between Megan's lips. She could feel Megan's body begin to tremble under the pressure of the constant attention to her clit.

Brandi smiled to herself as she felt Megan's hands winding in her hair and pushing her head further into Megan's pussy in rhythm with her hip movements.

Brandi wanted to give Megan something even more pleasurable to write about so while she used her tongue to play with Megan's clit she brought one hand up and inserted one, then two, then three of her fingers into her wet center.

"Oh, yes!" Megan moaned as Brandi thrust her fingers inside of her.

Brandi wanted to yell "Cum for me baby," but she didn't want to move her lips away from Megan's luscious center. Instead, she put all the passion she was feeling into the movement of her lips.

Megan came in a flurry of shivers and her head rocked back and forth as the pleasure washed through her body.

"Now, I hope that gives you a little something to write about," Brandi said as she climbed back onto the couch from the floor.

Megan opened her eyes and reached for Brandi pulling Brandi's body on top of her own.

"I think I'm going to need a little more inspiration to get me through the next chapter," she giggled. 

"All you had to do was ask," Brandi said with a lusty voice as she let the full weight of her body descend onto Megan. "You just tell me when you're ready to start writing again. Until then I'm going to make myself at home right here." 

Brandi brought her lips to Megan's with no intention of stopping until the woman beneath her was fully inspired.












































Chapter 14




It was after 4 pm when Megan finally walked back to her cottage from the hotel. She'd gotten a little more writing done — after being thoroughly inspired by Brandi — so they'd decided to celebrate by driving to a nearby town to check out the nightlife. That was until Mrs. Leroux saw Megan walking past her house and insisted that she and Brandi come over for dinner. 

There was no way for Megan to say no. Besides she really wanted to spend some time with Mrs. Leroux now that she was home from the hospital.

Megan used Mrs. Leroux's phone to call Brandi and extend the invitation. Fortunately, Brandi didn't seem at all upset about missing a night of club hopping. Now the two of them we sitting at Mrs. Leroux's dining room table trying to keep up with the vast amount of food she kept bringing out of her kitchen.

No matter how many times Megan tried to get Mrs. Leroux to sit down and relax, she kept popping up from her chair and going into the kitchen to get another dish to serve them. Alfred had cooked a few things on Friday hoping that a full refrigerator would keep his mother off her feet — at least for a few days — but no such luck. 

"I can't serve my guests food I didn't cook myself," is what she'd said to Brandi in French when she and Megan arrived for dinner. She then proceeded to bring dish after dish from the kitchen commanding Megan and Brandi to try everything she brought to the table.

"I don't think I can eat another bite," Brandi said in a whisper when Mrs. Leroux was out of earshot. "But I'm afraid to tell her no."

Megan just laughed. 

"I know what you mean. I don't think she realizes it's only the three of us eating. She cooked enough food for a small army." 

Megan peered into the kitchen making sure Mrs. Leroux was still occupied. Then she picked up a large spoon full of spaghetti off of her plate and put it on Brandi's. She cupped her hand over her mouth to stifle the giggle.

"Hey! No fair! It's going to take me a month at the gym to work all this off," Brandi complained as she looked down at her full plate.

"Maybe I'll help you work it off a little later." Megan winked and squeezed Brandi's leg under the table.

"Is that a promise?" she asked nuzzling her mouth to Megan's ear, then running her tongue around its ridges.

Megan wiggled in her chair thinking about what that tongue had done to her that morning. She was about to slip her hand between Brandi's legs when Mrs. Leroux reentered the room.

"Dessert!" Mrs. Leroux announced loudly. 

There was no need for Brandi to translate that word into English as she'd been doing for the rest of the dinner conversation.

"Créme Brûlée!" Megan said as she clapped her hands with excitement.

Mrs. Leroux's face lit up with a grin as she spoke.

"That was Rachel's favorite too," Brandi translated.

A pensive and slightly sad look crossed Mrs. Leroux's face. 

Megan and Brandi glanced at each other but didn't speak.

Since Mrs. Leroux had gotten sick just two days after Megan moved into the cottage they hadn't had much time to talk about Rachel. Megan didn't know how close the two women were but she was eager to find out more about her.

Mrs. Leroux set a dessert bowl in front of each of them. Megan stabbed the crunchy top of her créme brûlée and put a small spoonful into her mouth. A tingly rush went through her body almost as good as the tingles Brandi created with her tongue.

Mrs. Leroux watched Megan eat and then began to speak slowly giving Brandi time to translate each sentence in between bites of her own dessert.

"I make strawberry pies and a few other things too," she said. "But Rachel wouldn't' eat anything by my créme brûlée."

Megan could certainly understand why as she inhaled the luscious dessert.

"When did you and Rachel meet," Brandi asked.

Megan was glad Brandi was asking questions so she didn't have to stop eating. 

"We met in 1992."

Megan's eyebrows lifted when Brandi translated the date.

Wow, she thought. That meant that the two women had known each other almost twenty-five years when Rachel died. That's a long time to have a friend and then loose her. Megan and Angie had only been friends for about six years and Megan still couldn't imagine life without her.

"We met when I was giving a concert in London."

It was becoming obvious to Megan that Mrs. Leroux's piano playing had been much more that just a hobby. 

"Rachel was doing research on one of her novels," Brandi said and then paused waiting for Mrs. Leroux to say more.

"The Quiet Rose?" Megan asked taking a guess based on the year Mrs. Leroux mentioned.

"Oui. Oui! La Rose Tranquille," she said smiling. 

Her gaze floated off in the distance as if the memory was replaying in a vision only she could see. 

"Back then I used to travel a lot more than I do now. On this particular trip, some friends of mine came to the concert and they brought Rachel with them. She was renting a room from them while she wrote. The two of us hit it off very well and did quite a bit of sight-seeing together the weekend I was there. Then after I came back home to France we kept in touch, writing letters and talking on the phone occasionally. A few years after that she got an idea for a novel set in France and I suggested she come here for a visit. She stayed about a week and then went back to London, but she said the characters in her head didn't like the rain and wanted to be by the ocean. By then my husband had been gone for almost a year and Alfred was already living in Paris and starting his own family. So, I invited Rachel to stay here and rent the cottage. The extra money came in handy and she loved writing at the ocean. It took her about a year to finish the book and then she went on a short book tour. When the tour was over she came back to St. Amelia and never left. Until…" Mrs. Leroux fell silent. Megan saw Brandi, who was sitting closest to her, reach over and take her hand.

"Thank you so much for sharing that story with us," Megan said.

When Brandi translated the comment in French Mrs. Leroux just nodded her head and the three of them focused on finishing their dessert.

After dinner, Megan and Brandi washed dishes and cleaned up the kitchen while Mrs. Leroux told them more stories about her travels as a concert pianist. She'd instructed Megan to get a stack of photo albums that were on the top shelf of the hall closet and she thumbed through the albums showing them one picture after another of the places around the world she'd visited. Her husband had also been a musician and many of the pictures were of the two of them together. That is until about 1995. 

Mrs. Leroux didn't tell them exactly how her husband died. All of a sudden he just disappeared from the photographs. There was one album almost completely filled with pictures of Mrs. Leroux standing alone or occasionally with a group of friends. Megan couldn't help but feel sad. By her calculations, Mr. Leroux had been just a little over fifty when he died. How sad, she thought. To lose a spouse so young.

"I recognize this building," Brandi said when Megan's back was turned to the sink. "Royal Albert Hall, oui?" she asked Mrs. Leroux.

"Oui. Royal Albert Hall." Mrs. Leroux confirmed and then continued speaking. 

Megan turned to look a the picture just as Brandi was translating what she'd said.

"This was taken the night she and Rachel met," Brandi said.

Megan stared at the picture wide-eyed. It was the same photograph that sat beside Mrs. Leroux's bed. Megan wanted to ask more, but Mrs. Leroux had already turned the page and moved on to another story. 

  By the time they'd finished washing the dishes Mrs. Leroux was sitting at the table nodding. Megan and Brandi exchanged a quick look that said both of them agreed that it was time to leave.

"Do you want me to put these away before we go?" Megan asked pointing to the assortment of photo albums now strewn across the kitchen table. 

Mrs. Leroux shook her head no and patted one of the albums like it was an old friend. Megan and Brandi hugged her good night and left out the back door.

"Well, so much for a night on the town," Megan laughed as the two of them stepped outside. " We probably better get to bed ourselves. Your flight leaves at 1 pm and you'll still have to go back to the hotel to pack."

"Oh, so that means you want me to spend the night at the cottage with you?" Brandi asked flirtatiously.

Megan shrugged pretending that she didn't care.

"I mean, if you'd rather go back to your hotel now, that's fine with me."

Brandi eased up behind her and put her hands around Megan's waist. 

"I bet I wouldn't even get half way to my car before you pulled me back inside," she said nuzzling Megan's neck.

Megan just took her hand and began to walk down the path toward the cottage.

When they got inside Brandi pulled Megan close to her.

"Hey, what's wrong? You were awfully quiet on our walk back here."

Megan let out a sigh and rested her head on Brandi's shoulder. They stood there, in the middle of the floor, without talking for a few minutes.

"I think there's more to the story about Rachel Durand and Mrs. Leroux," Megan finally said.

Brandi's eyebrows lifted with curiosity.

"What do you mean more?" she asked.

Megan pulled at her lip as she tried to gather her words.

"Do you want me to kiss it out of you," Brandi joked, pulling Megan's hand away from her mouth and planting a long slow kiss in its place.

When they came up for air Megan had a slight smile.

"Well, that's not quite the reaction I was going for but…"

Megan's smile broadened and she leaned over and kissed Brandi again.

"I'm sorry, I don't mean to put a damper on our last night together, but I just can't get something out of my mind."

Brandi just looked at Megan waiting for her to say more.

"When I was packing some of Mrs. Leroux's things to take to the hospital I found three empty drawers in her dresser."

Brandi hunched her shoulders. 

"So, you're sad because Mrs. Leroux doesn't have more clothes?"

"No, silly. I think there used to be clothes in those drawers — just not Mrs. Leroux's. And that picture in the album of she and Rachel in London. She has the same picture in a frame beside her bed."

Brandi's eyes grew as big as saucers.

"Wait a minute! You think Mrs. Leroux and Rachel Durand were living together?"

Megan nodded her head. 

"That's exactly what I think. I also think that's why Mrs. Leroux spends so much time making jam, playing the piano at the winery and anything else to occupy her days." Megan's smile disappeared again. "I think she's lonely not only because her neighbor died but because her partner did."

Megan watched Brandi as her theory sunk in.

"Hmm, I guess it's possible, but I'm not sure a few empty dresser drawers  and a picture is enough evidence to prove that Rachel and Mrs. Leroux were lovers."

"Maybe not," Megan said. "But I just can't shake the feeling that I'm right."

"Well, if you are right, that's an even better reason for you to be here. You probably remind her of Rachel and she obviously likes having you around."

Brandi gripped Megan's chin between two fingers and turned her head so the two of them were looking directly into each other's eyes.

"Just don't get seduced by that woman's créme brûlée!"

Megan hit Brandi on the arm playfully.

"It would take more than créme brûlée for anyone to tear me away from you."

Brandi looked back at Megan, her face suddenly serious. 

"I'm glad to hear that," she said and leaned in for a kiss that was passionate enough to move them from the middle of the floor to the bed to enjoy their last night together in St. Amelia.  












































Chapter 15




Brandi stared down at Megan's face as the first rays of sunlight spilled through the cottage curtains. She looked so peaceful, but Brandi was still a little worried about her. Megan had seemed so sad about Mrs. Leroux possibly grieving the loss of her lover. She has such a big heart, Brandi thought. She needed to do something to cheer Megan up. 

Brandi slipped out of bed and tiptoed over to the desk where she'd plugged in her cell phone. She unplugged it and quietly took it outside. As she sat down on one of the lounge chairs she looked out over the property. 

This is a gorgeous view, she thought. It would take quite a bit of work for her to find another property like this one for her company, but she was up for the challenge. After all, she certainly couldn't let Rousseau Development get wind of this piece of land. Even if Mrs. Leroux wasn't interested in selling, Megan had mentioned that her son was. It wasn't unusual for developers to use a strategy of pitting one relative against another in order to get a property owner to sell. In fact, Brandi had used that tactic herself on a few occasions — always comforting herself with the knowledge that she got the seller a fair deal in the process. But since she'd deleted the pictures of Mrs. Leroux's property she wouldn't have to worry about that pressure — at least not from Rousseau.

Brandi let the thought drift away and focused back on her reason for coming outside. She scrolled through her address book and tapped the telephone icon next to the entry for Air France.

"Yes, I need to change my reservation for a flight from Nice to Paris this afternoon. My name is Brandi Turner. What's the earliest flight you have for tomorrow morning?"

Brandi heard a squeal behind her and almost dropped the phone when Megan wrapped her arms around Brandi's neck.

"Yes. 6:20 am tomorrow will be fine," she said somehow managing to stifle her laughter. "Just put any additional charges on the same credit card."

Brandi hung up the phone and looked over her shoulder at Megan.

"So, you're stuck with me for another day," she said with a grin. "How about some sightseeing? I know a beautiful place not too far from here where I think you'd enjoy spending the day."

Megan turned and looked at Brandi. "I'll enjoy wherever we go because you're there." She kissed Brandi and then the two of them scurried inside to get dressed. 




***




They'd driven about forty miles northeast of St. Amelia when the tree lined roads opened up to reveal beautiful fields of yellow, orange and pink flowers.

"Oh my goodness!" Megan exclaimed as she turned around in her seat to get a better view of the field they'd just past. "This is beautiful! Where are we?"

"Welcome to Grasse, France," Brandi announced with a wave of her hand. "The perfume capital of the world. I thought maybe we could go on one of the perfumery tours and create our own special fragrance.  Megandi or Brandigan. What do you think?"

"I think you're silly," Megan said with a laugh and then went back to gazing at the flower fields they were passing. Then all of a sudden Megan spun around in her seat. "Wait a minute! Galimard Perfumery!" she exclaimed. "Mrs. Leroux had some perfume in her bathroom with that name on it."

"Alright, then. To Galimard Perfumery we go!"

As many times as Brandi had driven through Grasse, she'd never stopped to visit one of the perfumeries and she was excited to share the new adventure with Megan. When they arrived at the perfumery the nose, the lead perfumer, took them on a tour of the facility where they saw how the perfume oils were pressed from the various flowers picked from the fields right on the premises.

"Perfumes are made up of notes," the tour guide said in a very formal tone.

Brandi and Megan glanced at each other and tried not to giggle. It was obvious that this man took his job very seriously, but it was a little hard to keep a straight face while listening to someone with The Nose printed on the name tag pinned to his lapel.

The Nose continued talking. "When you're creating a perfume you have to choose the correct top, middle and bottom notes in order for the fragrance to work. Combine the wrong notes and you'll be left with something that's only suitable for repelling bugs."

Brandi looked over at Megan who was biting her lip to keep from laughing. 

"I don't know, I've always been a fan of the smell of RAID," Brandi whispered causing Megan to lose it. 

The nose glared at them with disapproval until their giggles subsided. For the next forty-five minutes, the nose lead them through the steps required to make their own fragrance. By the time they'd smell most of the 127 different notes, Brandi was tempted to just choose one that smelled like strawberries and call it a day.

"Ladies, make your selections carefully. Your perfume will be numbered after you finish and kept on record so that you can order your fragrance from our website whenever you'd like."

"Oh! What if I know of a perfume that was created here, but I don't have the number it was given. Do you keep records based on the name of the person who created it."

"Yes. We can look up that information here at the perfumery, but if you're ordering online you'll have to have the perfume number."

"Can you check and see if you have a perfume listed under the name Beatrice Leroux?"

The Nose nodded and went over to a computer in the corner while Megan and Brandi continued choosing notes for their own fragrance.

"I'm sorry, Madame. I don't see anything listed under that name."

Megan let out a disappointed sigh.

"Can you check the name Rachel Durand," Brandi asked.

The Nose stepped away again.

"Wow. I hadn't even considered that the perfume might be Rachel's," Megan admitted.

"Well, if your suspicion about their relationship is right maybe the perfume wasn't Mrs. Leroux's after all."

"Madame. I've found the reference number connected with that name. Rachel Durand, 364 Route Bleue, St. Amelia."

"That's it!" Megan exclaimed excitedly. "Can I order some of that fragrance?"

"Yes, Madame. And would the two of you also like me to put in an order for the scent you created today?"

Brandi took a whiff of the concoction she and Megan had made and then handed Megan the bottle. Megan's nose curled as soon as she smelled it.

"I think we'd better stick to making jam. I don't think we quite have what it takes to be perfumers."

The two women burst out laughing and the Nose just looked at them with a stone face and then walked away to fill the order they requested.




***



When Megan and Brandi got back to St. Amelia from Grasse, they decided to spend the night in Brandi's hotel suite. Megan could hardly believe it had only been a week and a day since she and Brandi had been reunited now she could hardly imagine her life without her. She gazed down at her sleeping lover as the bell in St. Amelia's Cathedral tolled four times. 

The place where the hours invite us to dream. 

But this was much more than a dream. This was a dream come true. 

Megan could hardly believe that she and Brandi had found each other under such strange circumstances.  

"What time is it?" Brandi mumbled from under the covers.

"Four o'clock," Megan answered softly. "Time for us to get up."

Brandi groaned and stretched. 

"Are you sorry you didn't leave yesterday?" Megan asked. "If you had, you'd at least be sleeping in your own bed right now instead of rushing to the airport to catch a flight and then going straight to work."

Brandi pulled Megan close to her under the covers.

"I don't regret a single minute I spend with you," she said kissing Megan softly.

Megan felt a warm surge.

"Hey, stop that or you might miss your flight."

Brandi shrugged her shoulders and pulled Megan on top of her.

"There'll be another flight after that."

Brandi brought her lips up to meet Megan's and wrapped her arms around Megan's waist. The moment felt so warm, so comfortable that Megan almost let herself drift into the moment.

"No. No. NO!" Megan said emphatically and pulled herself away from Brandi.  "As good as this feels, I will not be responsible for you being late for a job you love. It's time for you to get up!"

Megan sat up in bed and pushed Brandi with her feet.

Brandi groaned again and sat up on the edge of the bed.

"Fine, but can I interest you in a shower?" She wiggled her eyebrows seductively.

Megan put her hands on her sides in mock indignation and pointed toward the bathroom.

"Okay," Brandi said as if she was upset. "But it's your loss." 

Megan watched as Brandi slid out of the bed and walked toward the bathroom. It took everything in her not to follow her. 

While Brandi was in the shower Megan ran downstairs to the cafe to see if she could get Brandi a breakfast croissant. By the time she got back upstairs she hardly recognized the woman she'd left just a moment ago.

Brandi was dressed in an expensive fashionable business suit. Her hair was slicked back away from her face and clipped at the base of her neck in a tight bun. She looked very sophisticated — and also very stern. It was a no-nonsense, take no prisoners kind of look that somehow made Megan remember that in spite of her being the same age as Brandi, Brandi was miles ahead of her on the career ladder.

"You ready to go?" Megan finally stuttered. 

Brandi looked around the room one last time. 

"Yep. I'm ready."

The ride to the airport was mostly silent. At every stop light, Brandi picked up her cell phone and swiped her finger across the screen as she quickly scanned one email after another.

"Lot's of work waiting for you when you get back?" Megan asked softly.

Brandi didn't answer immediately. "What? Oh, yeah. There's always lots of work," she said focusing on the phone again.

Megan bit her lip nervously. 

She didn't know this side of Brandi. So focused, so serious. It made her wonder if what she'd experienced over the past week was just a vacation fling. Something that allowed Brandi to get away from the stress of her life for a few days. 

Megan twisted the ends of her hair nervously. Maybe she was taking what she and Brandi had shared too seriously. After all, they really hadn't talked about what came next — or even if there was a next.

"I'll just wait for you to call me then," Megan said as if her internal dialogue had been happening out loud. "I wouldn't want to disturb you at work."  

Megan turned her attention out the window and tried to swallow the knot that was forming in her throat.

"Hey." Brandi reached over and turned Megan's face toward her. "What's going on over there?"

"I…" Megan paused trying to find the right words. She didn't want to sound too needy or too desperate. After all, she had things she needed to focus on too. "I guess I'm just not sure what happens now."

Brandi was about to steer the car into the valet car rental drop-off line, but instead, she pulled into a parking space and cut off the engine. She reached over and took both of Megan's hands in hers.

"What happens now is I stop obsessing over email that I can check on the plane and I use these last few minutes to concentrate on the beautiful woman sitting in the car next to me."

Brandi pulled Megan closer and touched her lips softly to Megan's.

"What happens now is that I implant the memory of those luscious lips in my brain and dream about the moment I'm able to hold you and make love to you again."

She leaned in for another kiss and Megan's heart melted. She tried to fight the tears that were forming, but it was too late. She was overwhelmed with relief now knowing for sure that this wasn't just a vacation fling for Brandi either.

"Look," Brandi said wiping and then kissing away Megan's tears. "I know we haven't talked about who will visit whom first or when, but it's only because I didn't want to think about being apart from you while I was still here with you. In fact, if it weren't for the fact that I know you need to focus on writing your book we'd both be getting on that plane right now."

"Really," Megan said softly.

"Absolutely! I don't want to get in the way of what you set out to accomplish while you're here in France. But know this, I don't plan on being away from you for too long. In fact,"

Brandi reached into her pocket and pulled out a small burner phone. She handed it to Megan.

"I know you can't afford to use your cell phone while you're here, but I can't afford to not talk to you every day. I put my cell phone, my home phone and my office phone on speed dial. Use it whenever you want to."

Megan couldn't fight the grin she felt emerging anymore than she could fight the tears that emerged the moment before.

She reached over and planted a slow, soft deliberate kiss on Brandi's lips.

Brandi let out a moan. 

"Okay, we'd better get out of this car before I pull you into the back seat and create a show for all these people passing by.




***




Megan was still grinning when the taxi dropped her off in front of Mrs. Leroux's house. 

"Bonjour, mon ami!" Mrs. Leroux's voice called out as Megan stepped through the back gate. 

She was sitting on a bench near the edge of the garden and using a sprayer to water her plants. At least she wasn't walking around Megan thought gratefully.

"Bonjour," Megan replied.

Mrs. Leroux waved and patted the empty seat beside her.

Megan walked over and sat down. I guess it's back to hand signals she thought, laughing to herself.

"Brandi go?" Mrs. Leroux asked in broken English.

Megan nodded trying to mask her sadness. "Oui."

Mrs. Leroux turned her head and looked Megan in the eye.

"She good for you," Mrs. Leroux said emphatically.

Megan blushed not knowing exactly how to respond.

"Les escrvains vivent ici," she tapped the side of her head at the temple.

Esccriv… Megan sounded out the French word. 

"Writers!" she said pointing to herself.

Vivent? Vivre… to live.

"Writer's live in their heads!" Megan said excitedly. "Yes, we do," she said with a laugh.

"Ils not besoin de…" Mrs. Leroux stopped when she saw the confusion on Megan's face. She tapped Megan's shoulder. "Need real world."

Megan burst out in laughter. "Oui! Oui!," she agreed. Writers certainly did need someone in the real world to keep them from living inside their heads. Megan couldn't help but wonder if that's what Mrs. Leroux had done for Rachel — kept her in the real world — but she was going to have to get better at French before she tried to have that conversation. Instead, she just sat with her new friend and enjoyed being outside on such a beautiful day.












































Chapter 16




Brandi spent the hour and a half flight back to Paris hovered over her laptop compiling her notes about the properties she'd viewed last week. Unfortunately, she hadn't found the stellar property she'd hoped to find — at least not one she could report on — but since Quentin wasn't expecting anything at all something was better than nothing. Hopefully, it would be enough to score her some points on her mid-year review even if it didn't quite cinch the promotion she was shooting for.

When Brandi got back to her office everything seemed surprisingly normal. Cara, the department administrative assistant, gave her an update on the past week's office activities, but nothing out of the ordinary had happened while she was gone. It made Brandi wonder if she'd been cheating herself by not taking vacations more regularly. She certainly put in enough hours that no one would complain if she took a few days off here and there.

Brandi had to laugh when she realized that the only reason taking a vacation seemed appealing now was because she imagined Megan being with her on any trips she might take. Maybe all of Mrs. Leroux's stories about traveling with Rachel were getting to her. 

It was kind of crazy. Brandi had left Paris a week ago certain that a committed relationship was something for the future, not the present. Now all of her present thoughts included Megan. Was it too soon to be thinking like that? She wondered. Sure, St. Amelia was only a short flight away, but the summer would be over be for they knew it and then Megan would go back to New York — hopefully with a finished novel on her laptop — but what then? 

Brandi needed to pace herself. Considering a relationship was new enough without adding the detail of long distance into the mix. She couldn't exactly see herself moving back to New York. It would seem like such a waste with all the work she'd put into building a career at Rousseau. Sure, her accomplishments would open doors at U.S. Companies, but she was quite sure that the competition back home was even more fierce than what she had to deal with here. She needed to take it slow and see how things unfolded.  

Not only was Brandi thinking about Megan, but she couldn't seem to get Mrs. Leroux out of her mind either. The elderly woman reminded her of several property owners Brandi had dealt with during her time at Rousseau. She'd always considered the methods she used to convince them to sell their property as something that was ultimately good for everyone. The development company would get what they wanted and the sellers would be compensated appropriately. Of course she did always try and save the company as much as she could in the negotiation process, but in the end, the sellers got a fair price out of the deal. Usually, much more than they would if they'd just sold their property to a private buyer. At least that's what Brandi told herself.

She clicked an old file on her computer and looked at the list of successful deals she'd made over the past three years. Most of the seller's names didn't even ring a bell anymore and she certainly couldn't recall their faces or anything in particular about their lives. Brandi wondered if any of them had stories like Mrs. Leroux's. Had she unknowingly persuaded any of them to walk away from land where they'd shared time with someone they loved?

Brandi shook her head. She had to stop thinking like this. If she didn't she would be no good at her job anymore. It was enough that she'd kept Mrs. Leroux's property from being put on the potential site list. That was all she could control at this point.




***




By Wednesday, Brandi had shaken off the doubts she was feeling and had gotten back into the flow of things at work. Victor was even being unusually friendly and less creepy than normal. She tried not to be suspicious of his change in behavior, but something about it kept nagging her non-the-less. Sadly, all she could do was keep her eye on him and stay on guard for any of his little office tricks. 

The rest of her work day breezed by and before she knew it she was at home stretched across her bed waiting for Megan to call. She was pleasantly surprised by how fast they'd fallen into a regular pattern. Megan wrote mostly during the day while Brandi was at work so other than a text message or two they really didn't communicate until the evening.  

After Megan had dinner with Mrs. Leroux she'd walk back up to the cottage and call Brandi. They'd usually talk for a few hours until Megan could tell Brandi was getting sleepy and forced her off the phone. It wasn't an exciting routine, but Brandi was loving it none the less. Tonight when Brandi answered the phone Megan sounded even happier than usually did.

"You must have had a good writing day," Brandi said. "Your energy is jumping right through the phone."

"Oh," Megan giggled. "Yeah. It was an okay writing day. I didn't get as many words in as I wanted to because I had to go to the hospital with Mrs. Leroux."

Brandi felt a sudden rush of concern.

"She's okay I hope."

"Yes, she says she's feeling fine, but the doctor wanted her to come in to get the results of one of the tests she took. He thinks everything is okay, but he really wants Mrs. Leroux to have one more appointment with a heart specialist just to be sure."

Brandi still couldn't figure out why Megan's voice sounded so upbeat if there was one more doctor's visit to navigate.

"The specialist is in Paris," Megan said and then fell silent.

"Oh, really?" Now Brandi understood what was going on. "And does that mean Mrs. Leroux's new friend is going to be traveling to Paris with her?"

"That's exactly what that means," Megan said giggling. "And the appointment is next Thursday."

"Are you serious, Megan?"

"I sure am. You wouldn't happen to know any place I could stay cheep? Mrs. Leroux's family offered to put me up, but they've got two kids and a dog and I think it's gonna be pretty crowded at their place."

"Mademoiselle, Chateau Turner awaits your visit."

For the next several days all Brandi could think about was Megan coming to visit. So much so, that when her cell phone rang the following Tuesday her first thought was maybe it was Megan calling — but it wasn't.

"Hey," Brandi answered trying to mask her disappointment.

"Gee, don't sound so excited," Renee teased on the other end of the line. "Maybe I should give someone else the present I brought you back from my honeymoon in New York."

"Now. Now. There's no need to be hasty," Brandi said wondering what her friend had brought her from her home state.

"Okay, but only if you promise to be more cheery when you meet me for lunch."

Brandi glanced down at the time on her phone. 12:26. The morning had flown by.

"Alright, give me twenty minutes and I'll meet you at our usual spot."

When Brandi arrived at the restaurant Renee was already seated and munching on an appetizer.

"Sorry, I couldn't wait for you. I was famished. We just got back last night and we were too tired to go grocery shopping before we got home. There wasn't a thing in the fridge to eat for breakfast this morning."

Brandi smiled at her friend. She hadn't realized how much she'd missed her in the two weeks she'd been away. Well, to be honest, she'd only missed her for a week since Brandi had been with Megan during the first half of Renee's honeymoon.

"So, how did the rest of your vacation in St. Amelia go?" Renee asked. "Did you actually find any time to have fun or did you spend the whole week working?"

Brandi let her eyes fall to the table to avoid looking directly at Renee. She hoped that her friend didn't see her cheeks turning crimson.

"Oh my god! You little hussy! Did you hook up with someone after we left?"

Brandi twisted her lips trying to hide her smile.

Renee's eyes flew open wide.

'Did you and Megan get together!"

Brandi jus dropped her head knowing fighting the grin stretched across her face was useless.

"Yeah. I guess you could say that," she whispered.

Renee shook her head from side to side eying her friend.

"Wait a minute. There's something different going on here," she said waiving her finger in spiral motions as if she was scanning Brandi's body looking for a clue. "Has my dear friend and consummate bachelorette gone and fallen in love?"

"Oh, stop it!" Brandi said pushing Renee's finger out of her face and trying her best to sound indignant.

"Ha! Sophia is gonna love this! And you my friend, are never going to hear the end of it. Hey," Renee said suddenly as if she'd just had a brilliant idea. "Maybe Megan can be your date for the La Sanctuaire Gala. I mean after all the Woman of the Year needs a proper escort and it could be a really fun night."

Brandi just smiled. She'd already thought the same thing. Now she just had to wait two more days until she shared the idea with Megan.




***



When Megan walked out of the Paris doctor's office with Alfred and Mrs. Leroux Thursday afternoon she felt like a weight had been lifted from her shoulders. The test showed no blockages in Mrs. Leroux's heart and the only recommendation from the specialist was that Mrs. Leroux cut back on the amount of coffee she drank daily. Maybe the two of them could start taking walks instead of their usual coffee time. That would help Megan too since the rolls and strawberry jam Mrs. Leroux usually served with the coffee were starting to stretch Megan's waist.

"Are you sure we can't give you a ride somewhere," Alfred asked as he opened the passenger door of the car for his mother.

"No. Thanks. Brandi's office is only a few blocks from here and I can use the exercise after sitting on the train all day. I'll see you on Sunday." Megan said as she reached through the window to hug Mrs. Leroux. "Have fun with your grandchildren and I'm so glad that you're okay!" 

Mrs. Leroux's smile let Megan know she understood.

Megan waved as the car drove off. She was so happy that Mrs. Leroux was okay and now she was about to see her girlfriend! 

Unlike downtown Paris, La Defense actually looked like a modern city. There were tall skyscrapers and other modern structures. It probably looked a lot like New York at night when all the building lights were shining.

Megan took the short walk to Brandi's office and ten minutes later she stepped off the elevator and into the plush lobby of Rousseau Development. Everything about the office said money. There was expensive art on the walls, furniture that looked like it was custom designed for the space, and an immaculately dressed receptionist behind the front desk.

All of a sudden Megan felt a little self-conscious about her appearance. She dressed comfortably for the train and now her jeans and tennis shoes made her feel out of place. Maybe I should have met Brandi at her apartment.

"Bonjour, Madame. Puis-je vous aider?" the woman behind the desk said.

"Oh. Um. My name is Megan Garrett. I'm here to meet Brandi Turner."

"Of course, Madame," the woman said with a friendly smile. "Ms. Turner is expecting you." 

She got up from her seat and motioned for Megan to follow her down the hall. 

"Here's Ms. Turner's office. She's finishing a meeting in the conference room, but she left word for you to make yourself at comfortable. Can I get you anything? Coffee or maybe a croissant?"

Megan noticed a crystal water decanter sitting on the table by the window.

"Thank you. Water will be fine."

The woman left and Megan just stood there in the middle of the room. Suddenly she felt just like she'd felt all those years ago when she first visited Brandi's house in New York. What did someone who worked in an expensive place like this want with her? Megan was suddenly very aware of feeling out of her league.

"Well, aren't you a beautiful sight at the end of my day." Brandi walked over and wrapped her arms around Megan.

"I've missed you," Brandi said as she nuzzled her head into Megan's hair.

The closeness made Megan relax — a little.

"What's wrong?" Brandi asked 

"I… I guess I just feel a little out of place. I'm not exactly dressed for this kind of office."

Brandi laughed out loud. "Well then, I guess it's a good thing you don't work here."

She didn't seem the least bit concerned with Megan's appearance. 

"But, I'm glad you brought up the subject of clothes," Brandi grinned. "There's a big gala tomorrow night for a charity I'm involved with and I'd like you to come as my date. Of course, that means we'll have to spend the rest of this afternoon doing a little shopping. That is unless you packed a formal gown in that bag," Brandi said pointing to the tote bag on the floor at Megan's feet.

Megan chuckled. "Actually I have two gowns in here so there's absolutely no need to spend an afternoon in Paris shopping." Megan rolled her eyes sarcastically.

"Well, at the risk that neither of your two gowns matches the dress that I'm wearing would you please indulge me and let me take you to get something new. I know you don't like shopping much, but I promise you I'll make it fun and painless." 

Megan sighed. She couldn't resist the smile on Brandi's face. Brandi packed up a few things on her desk and then the two of them went downstairs to the lobby. There was a car and driver waiting out front at the curb for them. The uneasy feeling Megan had in Brandi's office rose in her stomach again. Brandi certainly lived in a world far removed from Megan's. She wondered if Brandi ever thought about that, but when she looked over at her Brandi seemed nothing but happy to see Megan and totally oblivious to any of the tension Megan was feeling. 




***




"Come on out and let me see," Brandi coaxed from the seating area just outside the dressing room curtain.

Megan turned from side to side looking at herself in the mirror. This was the third boutique she and Brandi had been in and in spite of the fact that Megan still hadn't found a gown she liked she did have to admit that it was kind of fun trying on different dresses and modeling them for Brandi.

She took a deep breath and stepped through the curtain.

"I think I kind of like this one," she said spinning around in the dress. 

The grey tulle skirt billowed in the air while the strapless embroidery covered bodice held Megan's ample chest snuggly.

"You look incredible," Brandi said with a broad smile on her face.

Megan blushed at the complement.  

"This jewelry set would go nicely with that dress," the attentive sales clerk said as she held out a box containing a silver diamond studded necklace and matching earrings.

Megan had almost forgotten the woman was in the room. She obviously had mastered the coveted luxury sales tactic of only making her presence known when she was needed. She'd also mastered how to increase her commission, Megan thought as she looked at the price tag dangling on the side of the jewelry box. Megan could pay two months rent with what it cost.

"Let's see," Brandi said picking up the necklace and placing it around Megan's neck. "Yes, that's perfect." She tilted her head to the side in appreciation.

"I think we have a matching bracelet out front if you'd like me to get that too." Her voice sounded helpful but not at all pushy.

"No thanks. I think we'll just take the necklace and the earrings," Brandi said.

Megan was a little relieved. Brandi was already spending a lot of money on her and while it was fun it made Megan just a little uncomfortable.

Once Brandi paid for the dress and the jewelry she asked the store clerk to have those items, along with Megan's travel bag, couriered to her apartment. This must have been a normal shopping request for Brandi because the sales clerk didn't even ask for her address. She just thanked Brandi by name and hurried off to wrap the purchases.

"Come on," Brandi said taking Megan's hand. "Let's go for a little walk. I'm kind of hungry and I know a great restaurant not too far from here."

Megan and Brandi strolled hand in hand through the streets of Paris. The sun hadn't set yet and the sky was painted with pale pink and orange wisps of color.

"I feel like I'm walking in a dream," Megan said in a breathy voice. The statement made her think about her first conversation with Gerard. "No, I feel like I'm living in a dream!" she corrected.

She turned and looked into Brandi's eyes and a flood of warmth rushed over her. It was like everything she'd ever thought she'd wanted was coming true. Now she just had to let go of the sparks of insecurity she was feeling about how different she and Brandi's lives were.

They walked for a few blocks holding hands except for the moments when Megan let go to spin around admiring buildings she'd only seen in movies or in her Paris tour book. 

"This is incredible. I can't even imagine what it must be like to live here. To walk these streets every day."

"I'm glad you like Paris," Brandi said with a smile. "There's so much more to see and I'd be happy to be your personal tour guide." Brandi winked at Megan.

Just then they turned a corner and Megan stopped dead in her tracks. 

"Oh my god! Is that the Louvre pyramid?"

Megan tugged at Brandi's hand as she hurried forward toward the huge glass structure. Megan stood at the base of the pyramid looking up in amazement.

"I'm sorry we don't have time to go inside today," Brandi said.

"That's alright. I'll be back soon enough." Megan squeezed Brandi's hand and smiled at her.

They continued walking until they reached a bridge that crossed the River Seine.  As the two women made their way across the wooden bridge Megan could see the domed top of the Institut de France sitting majestically at the other end. They'd made it about halfway across the bridge when Brandi' slowed her pace.

"Megan, do you mind if we sit down for a minute?" 

They crossed over to a set of benches in the middle of the bridge.

"Have you ever seen pictures of this bridge before?" Brandi asked.

Megan looked around. She spotted a sign in the distance.

"Pont des Arts? Hmm, I don't think I'm familiar with this one."

"You've probably heard it called by its more colloquial name, the Love Bridge," Brandi said softly.

"Oh yes! This is the bridge where couples used to put locks on the railing and then throw the key in the river."

Megan looked up and down the bridge. The railings were now free of locks and covered on one side with glass panels.

"I get why they took the locks off," she said feeling a little disappointed that she didn't get to see what the bridge looked like when there were thousands of locks attached to the railings on either side. "All that extra weight was causing a safety problem, right?"

Brandi nodded, but her attention was focused on looking for something in her purse.

"I think I'd be a little sad if I was one of the couples who'd put a lock on the bridge to commemorate our love and now it was gone. Wouldn't you?"

When Megan turned to Brandi for an answer Brandi was holding out a small box in her hand. When Megan looked into her eyes her heart fluttered.

"What's this?" she asked timidly.

Brandi opened the box and inside there was a charm bracelet with a tiny lock charm.

"Since we can't put a lock on the bridge," Brandi said with a smile.

Brandi took the bracelet out of the box and held it up for Megan to see. There was a small diamond set in the middle on one side and on the other side, the initials M.G. and B.T were engraved in the sterling silver charm.

"Oh, Brandi, it's beautiful."

"I don't know exactly where things will go from here, Megan. But I want you to know that I love you and I want that love to last."

Megan's eyes filled with tears as Brandi clasped the bracelet around her wrist.

"Oh, Brandi. I feel the same way," she said as she leaned in and kissed Brandi softly on the lips.

When she pulled away, Brandi held the box up again.

"There's a matching key for the lock too."

Megan reached into the box and pulled out the tiny sliver key.

"Oh my goodness, but this is so pretty. I can't just throw it in the river, can I?"

"That's the tradition, but you don't have to if you don't want to." 

Megan looked at the key in her hand. Not that they needed any silly tradition to seal their love but… She extended her hand to Brandi and the two of them walked over to the bridge railing. Megan looked at the key in her hand and then looked at Brandi. 

"Forever," she whispered as she tossed the key into the Seine. 












































Chapter 17




"Hey, sleepy head. Are you awake?" Brandi asked as she spooned up behind Megan and whispered in her ear.

She squeezed her arms around Megan's waist and buried her nose in her hair. 

"Umm," came a moan. "What time is it?" Megan's voice was still thick with sleep and the raspiness sounded incredibly sexy to Brandi.

"It's almost 10:30," Brandi said regretfully. "We'd better get up and get something to eat."

Brandi knew they had a full day ahead. She'd gone all out with the preparations for the gala. Two massage therapists were scheduled to arrive at 1 pm, followed by a hair and make-up team at 3:30 and a manicurist at 5:30. That would give them just enough time to get dressed and ride to the hotel in the limo she'd ordered. 

Brandi had considered renting a suite at the hotel where the gala was being held. That way they'd only have to go downstairs when it was time for the event. But after being away from Megan for almost two weeks she liked the idea of them spending as much time in her home as they could. There was something about sharing her space that brought Brandi a new level of excitement. She'd spent almost two years remodeling and decorating the perfect home, but she didn't realize at the time how much more homey it would feel if she was sharing it with someone she loved.

Brandi let that four letter word dance around in her mind. Yeah, she really did love Megan. Truthfully, she felt the same way she'd felt about her when they were in high school, it had just taken her more than ten years to realized that feeling was love.

Brandi leaned over Megan's shoulder and looked down at her face.

"Hey! Are you falling back to sleep on me?"

"Hmm," was the only response.

"Alright then, I think I know how to wake you up," Brandi said coyly.

Brandi slowly traced Megan's body with her finger beginning at her shoulder, moving down the side of her body, and circling her thigh before slipping her hand gently between Megan's legs.

It only took a minute for Megan's body to respond to Brandi's touch. As she let her fingers play in Megan's wetness Megan began to gyrate her hips against Brandi's. Brandi pushed her fingers deeper into Megan's center and Megan pushed her butt back against Brandi's increasingly wet pussy.

"You don't play fair," Megan said in a slow pleasure-filled voice. 

"Do you want me to stop?" Brandi teased and slowed the movement of her fingers.

"No," Megan giggled. 

"Alright then. Meet me in the shower and I'll finish what I started."

Megan just groaned and pulled the covers over her head.

"Come on now sleeping beauty," Brandi taunted. "I promise I'll make it worth your while. In fact, I suspect you're going to enjoy this so much you'll want to fix me breakfast afterward."

With that, Brandi smacked Megan on the butt, slid out of bed and headed into the bathroom eager to position the shower jets at just the right angles to make Megan's morning wake up very special.




***




Brandi was just about to cut into her second bite of fluffy pancakes when Megan walked over and snatched the plate from in front of her.

"Hey! What gives? Didn't I hold up my end of the bargain?" Brandi whined.

"Yes, but you didn't tell me about this?"

Megan slapped and envelope down on the table where the plate of pancakes had been.

"I found it pinned to the side of the refrigerator." 

Brandi looked down at the envelope frowning. "What are you talking about," she asked as she made a grab for the plate of pancakes. "That's the invitation to the gala were going to tonight."

Megan playfully pulled the plate further out of Brandi's reach.

"Yes, I know, but you didn't tell me you were being honored as Woman of the Year during the awards part of the event."

"Oh. That." Brandi sighed and looked up at Megan with a sad puppy face hoping that would help get her pancakes back on the table.

Megan put one hand on her hip and cocked her head to the side, unmoved.

"I didn't mention it 'cause I just don't like to make a fuss about the charitable work I do. I get enough satisfaction just from helping the organization. I don't really need anyone to make a big deal out of it."

Megan's expression softened. She smiled down at Brandi.

"I love it that you're so modest about the helpful things you do." 

She kissed Brandi on the forehead and put the plate of pancakes back in front of her. 

"But you're going to have to learn to let people celebrate you when you do something nice. It's not something to be embarrassed about."

Brandi stuffed several bites of pancake into her mouth so she didn't have to speak. How could Megan understand how she felt. Doing nice things had always been part of Megan's nature. For Brandi, it was all kind of new. She still wasn't sure of she did nice things for the right reason or because she felt guilty for some of the more questionable choices she'd made in the past. Maybe all the work she did for Le Sanctuaire was just her attempt at paying penance.

"Yoo-hoo." Megan was now sitting at the other end of the table waving her hand at Brandi. "A penny for your thoughts."

Brandi forced herself to smile. "I was just thinking it's too bad we don't have enough time to work off these pancakes with a little extracurricular activity before our massages." She winked and kept eating her breakfast. There would be time to analyze her motives later. Right now all Brandi wanted to do was focus on having a fun night with the beautiful woman in front of her.







***



Megan's grin stretched so far across her face that her cheeks ached. She allowed herself to be swept up in the romance of it all as the plush limousine carried them through the streets of Paris toward their destination. Megan recognized the area they were traveling through from her one night visit to Paris when she first arrived in France. So much had changed since then. She glanced over at Brandi and squeezed her hand.

"This is incredible," she beamed.

"Just wait until was get to the ballroom. There's an upside to having the head window dresser at Gucci in charge of the decorations," Brandi giggled.

When they arrived at the hotel the doorman opened Megan's door and she stepped out of the limo. Brandi came around from the other side of the long black car and took Megan's hand.

"Are you ready, Cinderella?" Brandi teased.

"Absolutely!" Megan giggled. "But I have no plans to disappear at midnight!"

They followed the stairs up to the second-floor ballroom. Attendants dressed in all white stood outside the doors checking in guests and handing out table assignments.

As soon as they walked into the ballroom Megan's vision was pulled upward. The center section of the ceiling was made of glass window panes and it felt as if the Parisian night sky was spilling into the ballroom. In addition to that hundreds of translucent balloons hung from the ceiling at various heights. Each balloon contained a flickering light that made the air above their heads seem like it was filled with twinkling stars.

The centerpieces on each table were made of tall vases with bouquets of long stemmed lilies jutting into the air and cascades of tiny white wisteria vines flowing down the sides and onto the table top. In two corners of the room, there were champagne glass pyramids miraculously balanced despite the waiters repeatedly pulling glasses down to serve to guests flowing by. 

"Oh, my! It's beautiful!" Megan said looking over at Brandi. Judging by the wide-eyed expression on her face she was equally impressed.

"I have to give it to him. Franco has really outdone himself this year," Brandi said.

Before going to their table, Megan and Brandi circled the room greeting some of the other guests. Everyone was dressed in some variation of white, silver or grey and the whole room looked as if it was glowing.

"There you are!" a familiar voice called out.

Megan spun around to see Sophia and Renee walking toward them.

Sophia swept Megan up in a big hug.

"It's so good to see — the two of you," she said with a wink.

Megan couldn't help but blush.

"It's good to see you too," Megan replied. "How was your honeymoon?"

Sophia turned and wrapped her arms around Renee.

"It was fabulous! I highly recommend you try one of your own."

"Alright, Sweetheart. Let's go easy on the hard sell tonight," Renee chastised jokingly. "Just let Megan and Brandi enjoy their evening without any pressure."

"What pressure? I'm simply saying that I want everyone I care about to experience the same wedded bliss that I have." She leaned over and kissed her wife.

"Megan, let's go find out seats before Sophia pulls out the honeymoon pictures and we miss the rest of the event." Brandi waved at her friends and pulled Megan away.

Megan felt a little self-conscious as they made their way to the front of the room. Now that she knew Brandi was being honored as Woman of the Year, she wasn't surprised that they were sitting at a front table, but it still didn't ease the butterflies she felt in her stomach as they walked past everyone else. She felt like there was a spotlight on her — or maybe a bullseye.

"You look absolutely beautiful," Brandi whispered to her as if she could sense Megan's anxiety.

Megan smiled up at Brandi and reminded herself that her's was the only opinion that mattered.

"Good evening, ladies and gentlemen," a tall thin man dressed in a shimmering silver suit greeted from the glass podium. "Welcome the the fifth annual Le Sanctuaire Spring Gala." He paused as the audience applauded. 

"That's Franco," Brandi whispered. "I'll introduce you later."

"I'm sure you're going to enjoy the wonderful evening we have planned for you tonight," Franco continued. "But before we start the awards and recognitions portion of our evening prepare to be amazed by the culinary delights of our celebrity chef."

At that moment a stream of waiters began to file out of doors on one side of the room. They were each carrying two silver covered plates high in the air. The waiters wove around the tables like choreographed dancers until finally there were four waiters surrounding each table. On cue, from where Megan didn't know, they each sat a plate in front of two table guests, lifted the shiny silver plate covers, turned gracefully on their heels and waltzed back out of the room.

Megan was following the exodus in amazement until the fragrance wafting up from the plate in front of her drew her attention back to the table.

"This smells incredible!" she whispered to Brandi. And those were the last words she spoke for several minutes. Culinary delights indeed!

A jazz band played soft dining music as the guests at the table made small talk during the meal. 

"Ladies and gentlemen," Franco said some time later. "While you finish your desserts we're going to move on to the next part of our evening. I'd like to introduce this year's college scholarship winner, Nikki Broussard."

A young woman stepped timidly to the podium.

"I am so grateful to accept this year's Le Sanctuaire Youth Leader Award," she began in a voice barely loud enough to hear.

Franco stepped up next to her and lowered the mic closer to her mouth and gave her a big encouraging smile. She nodded in thanks and then continued.

"I grew up in Etiolles. My mother worked in a bakery and my father worked as a baggage handler at Charles de Gaulle airport. My father is also a minister and both of my parents are very conservative."

The young woman looked down as if she was trying not to cry. She was wringing her hands in front of her.

"When I was about 13 I realized I was gay. I tried to talk to my parents about it, but my father got angry and said if I didn't change my behavior then I could no longer live in his house. I had to live on the streets for a while," she paused and her eyes roamed the room. "And I had to do some things that I didn't want to do just to survive. I'd been living on the street for about six months when I ran into an old friend on the train. He told me about Le Sanctuaire."

"Because of Le Sanctuaire, I was able to get off the streets and go back to school. I graduated this year and next semester I'll be attending university in Lyon. I couldn't have done any of this without the help I received from Le Sanctuaire. I will forever be grateful for your support. Thank you."

Megan jumped to her feet along with the other attendees. She was clapping and wiping tears from her eyes at the same time. Her heart was so full she thought it was going to burst.

"And now you see why the work we do and the money we raise is so important," Franco said. "And we couldn't have accomplished much of what we did this year without the dedicated support of our honoree, Ms. Brandi Turner. As a result of her tireless fundraising efforts this year, we were able to raise more than 350,000 euro and purchase a new building that will house twenty new Le Sanctuaire residents and continue our mission to give young people like Nikki a safe and loving place to live. Ladies and gentleman, please stand to your feet and welcome Le Sanctuaire's Woman of the Year, Brandi Turner."

Brandi went up to accept her award and was met with thunderous applause after her speech. As she was walking to the table the woman sitting next to Megan leaned over smiling. 

"This is really her season. I bet by this time next year we'll be celebrating her becoming the youngest V.P. at Rousseau Development." 

Megan didn't know what the woman was talking about but she was excited to celebrate any success that might be coming Brandi's way. She couldn't have felt more proud.

Once Brandi got back to the table the two of them headed for the dance floor and danced the night away. The evening was far better than anything Megan could have imagined. She was on the arm of a beautiful woman, surrounded by people who honored the love they shared, and they were all there to support an organization dedicated to making the world a better place.















































Chapter 18




Megan felt like her face was still frozen into a grin when she woke up on Sunday. In spite of the fact that the weekend had flown by and in a few hours she'd be meeting Alfred and Mrs. Leroux at the train station, she felt peaceful and content.

She looked over at Brandi lying next to her snoring softly. Megan gently brushed a tuft of hair away from Brandi's face but resisted kissing her and waking her up. She was so beautiful. How ironic it was that the woman lying next to her had once been the girl who'd broken her heart.  

Megan sat there, gazing at Brandi and thinking about all the changes that had taken place in her life in just a few short weeks. She'd found a rent-free place to live for the whole summer, she had a girlfriend who she adored and she was just a few chapters away from finishing her first novel. Things couldn't be any better. 

Usually, when things in her life were going well, Angie was the first person Megan shared the news with. Not having internet service at Mrs. Leroux's meant that there was a lot of news she had to catch her friend up on. Megan eased out of bed and tipped into the living room. It wasn't quite 6 am New York time, but she decided to try and reach Angie on FaceTime anyway. 

If she yells at me for waking her up it will be worth it when I tell her all about what's been happening here, Megan justified to herself.

She pulled her computer out of her travel bag and opened it.

Darn. 

She didn't have the password for Brandi's home internet connection. Megan tapped her fingers on the connectionless keyboard and then a thought occurred to her. Maybe Brandi was like most people and used the same password for multiple things. Megan clicked the internet connection icon and typed Ivan the Tiger into the password box when it popped onto the screen. 

Nothing. 

She tried several variations of the same password —  with caps, without caps, one word —  but no luck. 

She drummed her fingers on her laptop. She considered waking Brandi up, but she knew once she did that the two of them would more than likely pick up where they'd left off last night and then spend the rest of the morning wrapped in each other's arms. Not that that was a bad idea, but she really wanted to talk to Angie before she went back to St. Amelia and no longer had access to the internet.

What about Brandi's computer?

Megan tipped down the hall to Brandi's office and there was her laptop sitting right on her desk. A few clicks later Megan was looking at Angie's sleepy face filling the screen.

"Well, I'm happy to hear that I'm still important enough to get calls at inappropriate hours," Angie laughed and then yawned. "So, what's got you so excited that I get a call at…" Megan watched Angie squint her eyes to read the time on her phone. "6 am!" 

Megan told Angie all about the shopping trip and last night's gala.

"Wow! That sounds amazing! Make sure you send me some pictures so I can see your dress."

"There's something else I have to tell you," Megan said with a grin. 

"Really?" Angie's eyes get wider.

Megan held up her arm so Angie could see the little charm dangling from her bracelet. 

"Hmm. Jewelry. Does that mean things are getting pretty serious?"

Megan just shrugged. 

"It's not a ring or anything, but it does have both of our initials engraved on the back."

"Somehow I'm pretty sure if a woman gives you a lock with a diamond in it it means a little more than I kind of like you."

Megan just grinned. She was just about to tell Angie about their plans to go to Italy in two weeks when an incoming email notification appeared on Brandi's computer screen. It startled Megan for a moment until she realized Brandi probably hadn't logged onto her computer in a day or so and the system was just downloading all of her incoming messages. 

She knew Brandi didn't have any issues with Megan using her computer since she'd done that several times before, but she still didn't want to invade Brandi's privacy by reading her email. Megan tried to ignore the little notification boxes as they appeared and then faded on the screen.

"Hey, are you still there or did the screen freeze?" Angie asked waving her hand.

Megan shook her head. "Sorry. Something distracted me."

Angie squinted her eyes. "If your girlfriend just walked in go ahead and log off. I don't want to see anything freaky on my phone. It's too early here and I'm in bed alone."

Megan laughed so loud she had to cup her hand over her mouth. She looked over her shoulder to make sure she hadn't woken Brandi up.

"Don't worry. If we get freaky later I'll make sure you're not online to see it."

"Thanks. I'd appreciate that," Angie said sarcastically.

Megan was still chuckling at the thought when another email notification popped up. Even though she tried to ignore it something in the subject line caught her eye.

St. Amelia Property Update - 364-B Route Bleue. Rousseau Moving Forward

Megan's brows knit together. That's Mrs. Leroux's address. What is this about? Why was Mrs. Leroux's property being referenced in an email from someone at Brandi's job? 

"Hey, Angie. Can I call you back a little later?" Megan said suddenly not able to focus on her conversation with her friend.

"Sure. I'm going back to sleep. See ya." 

Angie's face disappeared from the screen. Megan clicked the X to close the FaceTime app and then just sat there staring at Brandi's email inbox. She felt a little awkward about it, but after a few hesitant moments, she moved the cursor up to the last email that had come in and clicked on it.

She quickly read the message. 

	Hey, Brandi, 

	I tried to catch you before you left the office, but I must have missed you. I just wanted	to say congratulations on your Woman of the Year honor. It looks like you might be 		celebrating a promotion soon too! 

	This St. Amelia property looks like a great piece of land. Our department is looking into 	it. Hopefully, we'll be able to scoop it up for next to nothing. I'll let you know as soon as 	it's clear to get the broker involved.

	Congrats!  ~ Robin.

	What in the world was this? Was Mrs. Leroux's property somehow in danger? And did Brandi have something to do with it? Megan flashed back to the comment the woman made at the gala last night. Was Brandi trying to use Mrs. Leroux's property to land a promotion at her company?

Megan's head started to throb as she read and re-read the email trying to figure out exactly what was going on. She was so focused that she didn't even hear Brandi walk into the room.

"So, did last night's passion inspire another chapter in your book?" Brandi asked slipping up behind her.

When Brandi leaned over to kiss Megan's neck Megan's whole body stiffened.

Brandi lifted her head and gave Megan a puzzled look. "Hey, what's wrong?" 

"Brandi, what is this about?" Megan asked, pointing to the open email. "That's Mrs. Leroux's address and the message says something about your company trying to buy her property." 

"What are you talking about, Megan?" Brandi asked as she stepped closer and looked down at the computer screen.

Megan watched Brandi read the email and then she saw her face go pale.

"Wait a minute. How did this happen?" Brandi mumbled to herself.

"That's exactly what I want to know," Megan said as she got up from the chair and stepped away from the computer — and Brandi. Her voice was cold and serious.

Brandi just stood there looking back and forth between Megan and the computer screen shaking her head but not saying a word.

"Brandi, is your company trying to steal Mrs. Leroux's land?" Megan asked almost shouting.

Brandi's face twisted as if the word steal had cut her like a knife, but Megan didn't care. As far as she could tell that was exactly what was going on.

"Megan, I promise you I don't know what this is all about," Brandi said, her voice filled with confusion.

"So you don't know why this Robin person from your company is wishing you congratulations?" Megan didn't even try to hide the sarcasm in her voice. "Maybe you need to start by telling me why you were at Mrs. Leroux's house the night she collapsed in her kitchen." 

Megan knew her words were tinted with accusation, but from what she could see that possibility wasn't all that far-fetched. Maybe Brandi had been at the house that night trying to convince Mrs. Leroux to sell her property? Megan had seen how upset the woman had been when her son suggested such a possibility. It wouldn't be out of the question for her to get equally or more upset at the suggestion coming from a stranger.

"Hold on Megan. Just… just let me think a minute." Brandi sat down in the chair and began to rub her head.

"Let you think? Let you think about what, Brandi? Do you need time to get your lies straight about why you were so nice to Mrs. Leroux? About why you've been so nice to me?" Megan's voice cracked as she considered the possibility that all of this had been part of some elaborate real estate scheme.

There had always been a part of her that wondered if that was all too good to be true. A woman like Brandi wanting to be with someone like her. It hadn't made sense ten years ago and it didn't make sense now.

"Megan, how can you say that? I'm not lying to you and I certainly haven't been using you to get close to Mrs. Leroux."

Brandi's voice sounded genuinely hurt, but Megan didn't know what to believe at the moment. 

"Look, Megan," Brandi said after taking a deep breath. "The truth is my original purpose for staying in St. Amelia after Renee and Sophia's wedding was to look for property for my company. And the night I found Mrs. Leroux on the floor, I had been looking for the property owner," she said softly. 

Megan felt her stomach wretch like she was going to be sick. She stumbled back and collapsed onto the couch a few feet from where she'd been standing. Brandi got up from her chair and rushed toward her, but Megan lifted her head just before she reached out to touch her. The sick feeling in her stomach had been replaced with rage.

"So, this is what you do," Megan said in a cold angry voice. "Drive around the country trying to weasel land away from little old ladies?"

Brandi opened her mouth and then closed it slowly. Megan saw her shoulders slump as Brandi took a step away from her.

"Megan, I'll admit that in the past I have used some questionable tactics to persuade property owners to part with their land, but spending time with you and Mrs. Leroux has really got me thinking about the way I've handled business previously. And beyond that, I'm telling you the truth when I say that I didn't send my company any information about Mrs. Leroux's property. I wouldn't do that to her and I wouldn't do that to you."

Brandi's voice sounded surprisingly sincere and it dampened the anger Megan was feeling. But still, none of this was making any sense. 

"Then how did they get Mrs. Leroux's address?" Megan asked still trying to sound as cold as she did a moment ago. 

"To be honest with you," Brandi said softly. "I don't know."

Megan looked into Brandi's eyes and as much as she wanted to stay mad all she could see was sadness and confusion looking back at her. 

Memories of the time they'd spent together flooded Megan's mind. She saw them sitting at the hospital, making Mrs. Leroux's jam, visiting the perfumery, making love. It didn't seem possible that Brandi could have faked all of that — could she?

The room fell silent as both women considered what to say next. Then Brandi spoke first.  

"Megan, I know all of this is upsetting but you have to believe me when I say I don't know what's going on. But I promise if you just give me until Monday I'll get to the bottom of this. I'll make sure everything gets  straightened out and I won't let anything bad happen to Mrs. Leroux's property."

Megan looked into the eyes of the woman she'd fallen in love with. As frightening as the whole situation was, something in the deepest part of her heart whispered for Megan to trust Brandi — just one more time.












































Chapter 19




Brandi felt like she was going to be sick when Megan walked out of her apartment door after barely kissing her goodbye. It wasn't like Brandi could blame her for being confused or even angry. In fact, she was beyond grateful that Megan had agreed to wait until Monday afternoon to see if Brandi could clear all of this up — she certainly didn't have to be that nice. But that was Megan's M.O. always the nice one while Brandi was always the one to screw things up.

Brandi went back into her office to look at the email again. She had to figure out how anyone at Rousseau had gotten the address to Mrs. Leroux's house. She considered calling Robin on a Sunday but decided it would be better to wait and talk to Quentin first. Maybe somehow he'd seen the pictures of Mrs. Leroux's property before Brandi had deleted them and sent the information to the Development Department to research. If he was the one who'd done that it was going to be a little harder to stop those wheels from turning. Ultimately they couldn't force Mrs. Leroux to sell if she didn't want to but if they were that interested in the property they put a lot of pressure on her before they just gave up.

Brandi was reading Robin's email for the umpteenth time when she heard her cell phone ringing in the other room. She rushed to her bedroom to grab it, hoping that it was Megan calling just to say… What was it she wanted Megan to say? I forgive you? I know this isn't your fault? I love you?

That last one made Brandi's stomach nose dive. Yes, that's what she wanted to hear from Megan more than anything else. If she said that they could get through all the rest of this mess. If Brandi just knew that Megan loved her she wouldn't feel so awful right now.

She picked up the phone, but her face dropped in disappointment when she saw Franco's name flashing across the screen. She let the call go to voicemail. She didn't have the energy to talk to him right now. Plus she knew as soon as he heard her voice he'd be able to tell that something was wrong. 

She dropped the phone into the pocket of her bathrobe and went into the kitchen to see if she could find something to settle her stomach. A few minutes later her phone buzzed several times indicating that she'd received a text message. Brandi tried to keep herself from hoping that the message was from Megan as she pulled the phone out of her pocket. 

When she hit the text icon a message from Franco appeared.

In case you two are still in bed I just wanted you to see how gorgeous you look in a vertical position.

Brandi scrolled down and her eyes filled with tears as she looked at half a dozen pictures of she and Megan at Saturday night's gala. They were laughing and smiling and Megan looked absolutely stunning in her dress. 

One of the photos was taken as Brandi was receiving her plaque for Woman of the Year. The photographer had been standing next to Megan and caught her in a close up with Brandi in the background. Megan was applauding and her eyes were filled with pride. Brandi tapped the screen to close the picture. It made her sick to think she might never see that look on Megan's face again. 

There wasn't anything in her kitchen cabinet that was going to get rid of the sick feeling she had in her stomach so she just went into her bedroom, pulled the covers over her head and forced herself to go to sleep.




***




Monday morning Brandi arrived at work even earlier than usual hoping to talk to Quentin before things got too busy in the office. She sat at her desk trying to focus on work, but every other minute she was glancing at her phone as she waited for Cara to call letting Brandi know that Quentin had arrived. It was almost 10 am before the call finally came.

"Good morning, Brandi," Quentin greeted cheerfully as she walked into his office. "What can I do for you?"

Brandi sat down in the chair in front of his desk trying to decide on the best way to ask the question she had to ask.

"You know that report I sent you with the list of St. Amelia properties in it?" she asked.

"Yeah," Quentin replied. "I sent the list up to development to check out, but to be honest with you Brandi, I'm not sure that any of those properties are going to be quite what we're looking for."

"Well, that's just it, Quentin. I got an email from Robin saying that one of the properties was looking very promising."

Quentin just stared at her as if he didn't get her point.

"The thing is, the property that she referenced wasn't one of the ones I put in my report."

"That doesn't make sense Brandi. I haven't sent anyone else out to look around in that area yet so how would development get an address that you didn't report on? Were you familiar with the property in question?"

Brandi took a deep breath. "Yes. I was. I actually looked at it the same week I looked at the other's, but I didn't include it in my report."

"And why not?" Quentin asked glancing over his glasses. "I mean if Robin is already raving about it there must be something about the property that's pretty special."

An image of the spectacular view from Megan's cottage flashed through Brandi's mind. 

"It is a great piece of land, but the owner isn't interested in selling."

Quentin laughed out loud like Brandi had told a joke. "Since when has an uninterested property owner stopped you from making a deal?"

Brandi just looked down at the floor. She was still feeling some pangs of guilt about the real estate deals she'd made in her past. 

"Look, let's just call Robin and get to the bottom of this." Quentin hit the call button on his desk phone. "Cara, can you please call Robin in Development and ask her to come to my office. Tell her to bring the St. Amelia file."

A few minutes later Robin came breezing through Quentin's door.

"Well, hello there Woman of the Year!" Robin said cheerfully and then took a seat. "So, what can I do for the two of you?"

"Robin, we're trying to solve a little mystery. The St. Amelia property you emailed Brandi about wasn't one I submitted to your department and we're trying to track down who did."

"Oh, sorry about that Brandi. I was planning to send you an email this morning. Turns out Victor was the one who submitted that address to us. I'd just assumed it came from you because I knew you'd visited Cote d' Azur lately.

When Brandi heard Victor's name her blood began to boil. There was no way he'd found Mrs. Leroux's property on his own. He must have somehow accessed Brandi's cloud account before she'd deleted the photos of the property. Then it dawned on her. Hadn't Cara told her a few weeks ago that Victor was hitting on one of the new IT contractors. Technically that wasn't breaking the company's employee fraternization policy since the woman was only a contractor, but hacking into another employee's files was definitely a problem.

"Quentin, I think I know how this happen," Brandi said and then explained her theory.

Quentin nodded but didn't say anything. He was too distracted flipping through the pages of the file Robin brought with her.

Finally, he looked up at the two of them. "Well, I'm going to have a little chat with Victor — and the head of HR. If he did do what you're suggesting Brandi that kind of behavior won't be tolerated."

Brandi exhaled a sigh of relief.

"But, as for this property," Quentin continued. "This little plot of land is too good to pass up. I think we're going to have to send someone in to chat with the owner."

"But you can't do that!" Brandi said before she could stop herself.

Quentin's normal smile vanished.

"Actually, you won't have to do any of that," Robin interrupted. "If you flip a few more pages you'll see what I mean."

Quentin turned a few pages in the folder and then scanned the documents in front of him.

"Well, isn't this our lucky day!" he said with a smile.

Brandi just looked at him waiting for an explanation.

"It turns out the owner of this property is deceased."

Brandi's heart jumped. That couldn't be right. Megan just left Paris with Mrs. Leroux yesterday. If something had happened to her while they were traveling Megan certainly would have called her — wouldn't she?

"It says here," Quentin continued. "That Rachel Durand purchased the property in 2002. Ms. Durand died last year and thus far our crack researchers in the Development Department…" He paused and smiled at Robin. "… Haven't found any records of Ms. Durand having any heirs."

Quentin was beaming. Robin was smiling because of Quentin's complement about her department. Brandi just felt ill.

"Brandi I'm going to overlook whatever your reasoning was for not submitting this property in your first report. If Victor did steal these notes from your files I'll get to the bottom of that. But you should know, this little discovery here might have sealed a promotion for you next year."

Brandi somehow managed to thank Quentin and then stumble back to her office. What was she supposed to do now? If she just kept her mouth shut this might result in the big career boost she'd been working so hard for. If Rachel didn't have any heirs Rousseau could force the court governing St. Amelia to do an estate sale and Mrs. Leroux wouldn't have any say in the matter. Of course, she'd be devastated and Megan would be furious — and hurt.

It only took Brandi a moment to weigh her options. There was no way she could let this happen — at least not without a fight. A promotion wasn't worth losing the best relationship she'd ever had. She had to do something — even if that something meant she might lose her job.












































Chapter 20




All Megan could do was sit at her desk — Rachel's desk — and stare out the window. She'd been sitting there for hours and hadn't typed a thing. The ocean view that had been so inspiring just last week now made her feel nothing but sad. She'd promised Brandi that she'd wait until she called before saying anything to Mrs. Leroux about Rousseau Development being interested in her property. It wasn't like she'd be able to explain it to her in her poor French anyway. She'd have to tell Gerard the whole ugly story and let him translate. This was one time when Megan was almost glad she didn't speak French. 

She'd pretended to be sleepy on the train ride from Paris to Nice. Keeping her eyes closed was the best thing anyway — it kept Mrs. Leroux from seeing the tears that threatened to spill down her face.

Megan looked down at her open laptop. She was only one chapter away from the end of her novel, but she just couldn't finish it. The book was supposed to have a happy ending, but she couldn't write happy words right now. Not when everything in her own world felt so sad. Megan was just about to close her computer and crawl back into bed when she saw someone coming down the path toward the cottage.

She jumped up from her chair. "Brandi?" she called out as she saw her approaching. "What are you doing here? You were supposed to call…" Megan stopped short when she got a good look at Brandi's face. Her expression didn't read like she had good news.

"Let's go inside and talk," Brandi said as she took Megan by the hand and lead her inside.

They sat down on the small sofa against the wall.

"I have good news and I have bad news — and I have a possible plan," Brandi said as if she was asking which one Megan wanted to hear first.

Megan's stomach swirled. "Start with the good news, I guess."

"The good news is that the property in Mrs. Leroux's name is safe," Brandi started. "The bad news is that the land this cottage sits on isn't in Mrs. Leroux's name at all."

Megan shook her head. "Brandi, I have no idea what you're talking about. Mrs. Leroux's husband built this cottage so the land must be hers."

"It was hers then. In fact, it was hers until 2010 when she sold it to Rachel Durand. Now, because Rachel is dead there's the possibility that the land might be sold."

Megan was trying to follow along, but each statement Brandi made was adding more confusion to the story.

Brandi grabbed Megan's hands and slowly repeated what she'd just said. 

"And what is this plan you have?" Megan said in a voice almost devoid of hope.

"Well, there's a thing that exists in France called squatter's rights. It's kind of complicated and the regulations have changed somewhat over the past few years, but basically, it means if someone is living in a residence without the owner's permission they can't be evicted without the owner taking them to court."

"Wait a minute? You mean people can just move into vacant spaces and live there even if they're not paying rent?"

"Yeah, that's basically it. If they can prove they've been living in the residence for more than 48 hours then the police can't just kick them out on the street. My plan is for you to establish squatter's rights here at the cottage."

Megan's eyes grew wide. "I… I don't know, Brandi. Are you sure I can do that?"

"We have to have some things in place to prove that you've been living here, but I think it's doable," Brandi said. "I have the postcard you sent me from this address. If you have any receipts from taxi rides to the house we can track down the drivers and get an affidavit verifying that you were dropped off here, then basically you just have to remain on the premises until a court date is set."

"But I don't understand. Who's going to try and kick me out if Mrs. Leroux is okay with me being here?"

Something washed over Brandi's face that Megan couldn't quite read. "My company, that's who. They know Rachel is dead and if they can't find any proof of her having heirs or if the heirs are in the States and don't want the property then Rousseau will push the courts forward to sell the land."

Megan raked her fingers through her hair. It was all so complicated, but what choice did she have? She had to help Mrs. Leroux save her property. Then Megan realized something. 

"Brandi, does your company know you're here?"

Brandi let out a long sigh. "No. And if they did they'd fire me sooner than they're eventually going to anyway."

Suddenly Megan realized the depth of the sacrifice Brandi was making. If she helped Mrs. Leroux save her land she'd be in direct opposition to what her company wants.

"Brandi, I can't let you…"

Brandi held her hand up and shook her head. "I've already made my decision, Megan. I need to do this. It's the right thing to do."

Suddenly all of the tears Megan had been holding back for the past day and a half came flooding to the surface. She could hardly believe what she was hearing. Brandi was willing to give up a job she loved just to help Mrs. Leroux.

"You are an incredible person," Megan whispered as she wrapped her arms around Brandi's neck. "Don't ever tell yourself anything different again."




***




Megan and Brandi went over the plan one more time just so Megan was sure she understood what needed to happen. Now it was time to go tell Mrs. Leroux what was going on.

As soon as Mrs. Leroux greeted Brandi she started heading for the kitchen to fix some food for her guests. Brandi stopped her and guided her to the dining room table and asked her to sit.

"I'm going to explain it all in French," she said to Megan. "I want her to hear the whole story from me first since I'm the one to blame for Rousseau snooping around in the first place."

Megan just nodded.

Brandi squared her shoulders and began talking to Mrs. Leroux. Megan watched the elderly woman's face morphed from one expression to another — curiosity, confusion, surprise — but strangely never anger.

Megan thought for a moment that maybe she wasn't understanding what Brandi was saying, but occasionally she'd interrupt Brandi with a question and after Brandi responded she seemed to get it.

When Brandi finished talking Mrs. Leroux just sat there nodding her head slowly.

"Mrs. Leroux, are you okay," Megan asked. Her voice was filled with concern.

The woman just kept nodding and rubbing her chin. Her eyes were cast down toward the floor. Megan couldn't tell what she was thinking and the anticipation was killing her. 

Suddenly Mrs. Leroux got up from her chair and motioned for Megan to follow her. When they got to the hall closet Mrs. Leroux opened the door and pointed to a box tucked away in the corner of the top shelf. Megan was surprised she hadn't noticed the box before. It was sitting on the same shelf where the photo albums with all of Mrs. Leroux's travel photos had been.

Megan reached up and took the box down and handed it to Mrs. Leroux.

When they got back to the table Mrs. Leroux opened the box and began shuffling through various envelopes and letters she had inside. Finally, she found what she was looking for and held it out in front of her for a long time.

"Mrs. Leroux?" Megan asked, concerned that Mrs. Leroux still hadn't said a word. 

Mrs. Leroux sat up straight in her chair, smiled at Megan and handed the piece of paper to Brandi.

Megan watched Brandi's face as she looked over the document.

"Oh, my!" she said in surprise. She looked up at Mrs. Leroux. "Cest un Pacte Civil de Soliarite?" 

"Oui," was the only word the elderly woman spoke, but there was a smile on her face and what must have been happy tears in her eyes.

"What?" Megan asked impatiently. "What is it?"

Brandi looked up at Megan and her eyes were also filled with tears. "It's a PACS. A pact of civil solidarity. It's a legal document for French citizens who have entered into a civil union."

Megan just stared at Brandi still confused.

"Mrs. Leroux and Rachel Durand were a legally registered couple — since 2005 according to this paperwork."

Megan's eyes flew open wide and waves of understanding crossed her face.

She got up from where she was sitting and went over to Mrs. Leroux. There were tears in her eyes as she embraced the elderly woman. 

"Brandi this means…" the words seemed to get caught in Megan's throat.

"This means you were right," Brandi said with a smile. "And it also means whatever property was in Rachel's name when she died automatically belongs to Mrs. Leroux."

Megan felt a wave of relief wash over her. This meant the property was now safe, but the weight of the other reality pressed down on her heavily as she realized that for the last nine months Mrs. Leroux had been grieving the loss of her partner all alone.

Tears were starting to pool behind Brandi's eyes too, but Mrs. Leroux's voice interrupted them.

She must have asked Brandi to translate what she was saying to Megan.

"There is no need for tears, my darling," Brandi translated. "I lived a wonderful life with the woman I loved. I only wish I'd been courageous enough to live that love more openly," she sighed. "But I was raised in a different time. That's why I get so excited when I see you young people." Mrs. Leroux reached out and took both Megan and Brandi's hand. "You inspire me," she whispered. 

"And don't worry, there's nothing to be concerned about here. I sold the land to Rachel years ago when my daughter, Abella, got into some financial trouble and needed help. I didn't have the money to help her myself and my daughter didn't want to ask her brother for the money. At first, Rachel just offered to give Abella what she needed." Mrs. Leroux paused and let out a deep sigh. "She was a good person like that, always trying to help others — just like you Megan."

Megan couldn't help but smile. Being compared to her favorite writer in any way was a compliment she'd cherish.

"We were just friends then — although in hindsight there had been a special spark between us from the moment we met."

Megan glanced at Brandi who smiled and nodded her head. They knew a little something about special sparks.

"I wasn't comfortable taking her money though, Mrs. Leroux continued. That's when Rachel came up with the idea to split my parcel of land so she could purchase the part of the property that the cottage sits on. It was basically a business expense for her since she did all of her writing there, and knowing she'd receive something in exchange for her generosity made the offer easier for me to accept. A year or so after that I began to realize that my feelings for Rachel were more than platonic. I think it started with seeing how willing she was to help my daughter. We'd always said we loved each other — as friends — but I could no longer ignore that there was something more between us. Shortly after that we decided to make it official — at least in our own private way. Since Rachel didn't have any family she was close to, getting the PACS was really more about making sure that we could legally care for one another should something happen to either of us. Back then we figured we still had decades ahead of time to spend together. We had no idea things would change so soon." 

Mrs. Leroux dropped her head and for a moment just sat quietly. Then she stood to her feet kissed both Megan and Brandi on the forehead and walked into the kitchen mumbling about fixing them all something to eat. 

"Well, I guess that settles it," Brandi giggled.

Megan had to admit that there was something funny about Mrs. Leroux's determination to feed everyone no matter what else was happening in the moment.

 "After we finish eating I'll talk to her about taking the PACS to the department of records. Once it's been filed the property can easily be placed back in her name and she won't have to worry about anyone trying to take it from her."

"And what about you?" Megan asked softly. "Will you still get your promotion?"

Brandi just shrugged. "Probably not, but I'm not upset about that. A promotion would only mean spending more hours at work and I have some other things I want to spend my time on now." Brandi wiggled her eyebrows.

"Oh really," Megan said. "And what else are you going to be busy with?"

"I'm thinking about going into the jam making business," Brandi said with a suggestive grin. "But I'm going to need a taste tester to make sure my product is good enough."

Megan got up from her chair and sat in Brandi's lap. "I think I'd like to apply for that job," she said and then gave Brandi a long, slow, French kiss.












































Chapter 21




Megan stood in the winery doorway looking out at the backs of those in attendance. She could see Renee and Sophia snuggled together still enjoying married life six months after their honeymoon. Mrs. Leroux was sitting a few seats away from them next to Gerard. Across the aisle, she could see Angie and Megan's mom sitting together. They'd flown in from New York on the same flight. 

Franco was bustling around giving instructions to the winery staff members who seemed more than a little annoyed by his meticulous decoration requirements.

"Are you ready?" a voice whispered behind her.

Megan turned and smiled a Brandi. "Ready as I'll ever be."

"Alright then, let do this!"

They stepped out of the winery building and started walking down the aisle toward the gazebo. When they reached the front row Brandi stopped and took a seat next to Megan's mother as Megan continued walking until she reached the podium positioned under the gazebo. When she turned around she was greeted by a sea of smiling faces. Everyone looked so happy for her that it immediately relaxed her nerves.

She tapped the microphone on the podium and began to speak. 

"I have a lot of people to thank for helping me write this book and you can read all of their names in the forward. But there are a few people who I must single out. First and foremost I'd like to thank Rachel Durand. Rachel was a courageous writer who dared to tell complex stories about women who love women during a time when there were hardly any publishers who would even consider touching the subject. If it weren't for people like her little girls like me would have never seen themselves in novels, known that they were okay just the way they were or known that one day they too might find love. 

I'd also like to thank my mother and my best friend Angie for their unwavering support. Next, I'd like to thank my patron, the woman who gave me a room of my own where I was able to finish writing the novel that I started ten years ago.

 Finally, I'd like to thank the woman to whom this book is dedicated. To the love of my life Brandi Turner."

Megan took a deep breath and cleared her throat.

"And now I'll read Chapter One of A Timeless Love by Megan Garrett."

"When they first met Constance broke Jenny's heart into a thousand little pieces. Maybe that was the reason fate decide that Constance was the only one who could put the pieces back together again."




THE END
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