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Author’s Note

They say the third time’s the charm, right? Well, that’s certainly true for this story. A few weeks ago, I set out to write a short story I could give away for free in the Sapphic Book Advent Calendar I put together.

I had a great idea for a festive enemies-to-lovers story, but as I hit 10,000 words with no end in sight, I realized that my little short story was no longer a short story and that I wouldn’t be able to finish it in time.

No problem. I thought of something else—a second chance romance with a fun fake relationship twist—and started working on character profiles and an outline… Only to realize it wasn’t a story that could be told within five thousand or even eight thousand words.

So back to the drawing board. The third story idea I came up with involves a ginger cat named Scully and the mysterious appearance of gifts. It turned into a hilarious and cute story, but I don’t think you’ll be surprised to hear that at 18,000 words, it’s no longer a short story; it’s officially a novella.

Thank you for reading my not-so-short story number three, and a big thank-you to my beta readers—Trish, Melanie, Anne-France, and Chris Zett—and my editor, Claire, for working their magic within the very tight deadline I gave them!


Chapter 1

It all started with a tyrannosaurus wearing a Santa hat.

When Lena opened her patio door, it sat on the doormat, its tiny arms sticking out of the ugliest Christmas sweater she had ever seen.

“Hi, little guy. Where did you come from?” Was it a welcome gift from her new neighbors?

She bent and picked it up. The stuffed dinosaur was heavier than expected. Lena turned it this way and that, looking for a note, but there wasn’t one. Instead, she found a zipper along its belly.

When she unzipped it, a round tin slid into her hand. She opened it, and the citrusy scent of bergamot wafted up.

Yum. Earl Grey.

It really had to be from one of her neighbors. The people here in Freiburg probably thought that anyone who’d moved to the south from someplace north of Frankfurt preferred tea to coffee—which was true in her case. She would have to ask around to find out who her Secret Santa was.

But first, she had to find her cat. “Scully,” she called quietly, just in case the other people living in her apartment building were sleeping in on a Sunday.

Nothing moved.

The caw of a crow came from the bare branches of a tree at the edge of the property, but other than that, everything remained silent—so very different from her previous apartment, in the most densely populated part of Hannover. It had been weird not to wake up to the rattle of the streetcar going by.

God, starting over in a completely new city, where she didn’t know a soul, just three-and-a-half weeks before Christmas… What had she been thinking?

But she’d needed a new start, and she had fallen in love with Freiburg when she’d visited the city a few years back. Plus the locals were friendly, if her welcome gift was anything to go by.

“Scully,” she called again.

“Caw, caw,” the crow answered.

Lena peeked through the hedge separating her patio from her neighbor’s who lived in the apartment next to hers. She had loved the layout of their building from the start. Each first-floor apartment had its own patio and a tiny garden, separated by a hedge for a little privacy.

But for Scully, the hedge wouldn’t be much of an obstacle.

She craned her neck, trying to catch a glimpse of orange fur.

Other than a knee-high meerkat figurine, a string of lights, and a few random Christmas decorations, the neighbor’s patio was empty.

She clutched the T. rex more tightly. This had been the first time she’d let Scully outside after moving in three days ago. Had she prowled too far from home and couldn’t find her way back in the unfamiliar surroundings?

“Scully!” she called again, this time more loudly.

The ginger cat shot out from behind a fir and rushed across the lawn that stretched from the patios to the property line. She let out a “mrrrrow” of complaint as frozen grass tickled her belly.

Lena pressed the dinosaur to her chest. “Phew. I was starting to get worried, you little rascal.”

Scully slowed her approach as she reached the patio. As if she had all the time in the world, she even sat and licked each front paw.

“Come on in. It’s getting cold.” Lena pretended to close the patio door so the cat would move faster.

But Scully was on to her tricks. She licked down her chest a few times, then ambled toward Lena as if in slow motion.

Once the cat was inside, Lena quickly closed the door.

She glanced at the stack of moving boxes still waiting to be unpacked, then grinned down at the tyrannosaurus. The moving boxes could wait. First, she’d have some tea.

* * *

Caroline hummed an off-key version of Mariah Carey’s “Miss You Most at Christmas Time” as she waited for the water in the kettle to boil.

Nope. She didn’t miss anyone, least of all her ex. Not even her parents, who had decided to spend most of December on Fuerteventura. She was fine spending Christmas by herself. “Right, Earl?” She turned toward the spot on the kitchen counter where she kept her favorite tea.

That was weird.

Earl wasn’t where he was supposed to be.

She opened the drawers of her IKEA table.

Ah, that’s where the flyer for her favorite Indian restaurant had ended up. Still, no Earl. He wasn’t in any of the drawers on the other side of the table either.

Caroline scratched her head. Wasn’t thirty-one a little young to start forgetting where she’d put things?

Shrugging, she dropped a bag of chai tea into her mug and poured the boiling water over it. The scent of cinnamon, ginger, and cardamom wafted up as she carried it into the living room.

Two steps into the room, movement from the other side of the glass door caught her eye. She paused.

A cat confidently strode across her patio.

For a moment, she thought it might be Muesli, coming over for a visit, but Susanne and Anja’s cat was a white-and-brown tabby, while this one was orange, with white patches along its muzzle, chin, throat, and chest.

Caroline knew most of the cats in the neighborhood—she liked to keep the patio door open in the morning to let fresh air in, even in winter, so most felines took a quick tour of her apartment sooner or later. But she had never seen the ginger tabby before.

It sniffed the mint, then the lemon balm in her little garden patch, but since she’d cut the plants down for winter, they probably didn’t smell of much anymore. The cat stared into the solar lamp eyes of the meerkat, then ignored it in favor of the Christmas lights she’d draped over the hedge that separated her patio from that of her neighbor.

The tabby then turned its attention to another decoration, grabbed a plastic snowman dangling from a low twig, and trotted off with it, as if carrying home its prey.

“Hey, wait! That’s mine!” Caroline set the mug down and slid to the patio door on socked feet. By the time she’d opened it, the thief had disappeared through the hedge, and without shoes, she couldn’t give chase. Great. Mr. Frosty had just been cat-napped.


 

Chapter 2

By Monday, Lena had come to look forward to the little gifts that someone was leaving on her patio every day. She still hadn’t found out the identity of her Secret Santa. Since the first present had been deposited on her patio on December 1, she figured someone was welcoming her to the neighborhood with an Advent calendar.

So far, all of the neighbors she had introduced herself to had assured her it wasn’t them.

Could it be a child? Santa’s taste in gifts seemed a little strange at times. Yesterday, a pair of well-worn gardening gloves had been left outside the patio door for her to find, and the day before, it had been a pair of fluffy, rainbow-striped socks.

This morning, her Secret Santa seemed to have forgotten to deposit a present for her, though. When she’d left for work, the usual spot on the doormat had been empty, and there was still no gift when she’d returned.

She settled down on the couch, opened the bag of still-warm, powdered-sugar-sprinkled striebele she had picked up from the Christmas market on her way home, and kept an eye on the patio door while she ate.

But her Secret Santa didn’t show up.

Instead, the sound of the cat flap opening and closing announced Scully’s return. She’d had it installed on Friday, and her cat had taken to it immediately.

“Hey, Scully. Did you get cold outside?”

It had snowed last night, for the first time all year. Not tons of snow, but enough for Scully to decide that she’d rather return to the warm spot atop of her cat castle instead of heading outside to check on the neighborhood this morning.

Paws padded across the hardwood floor, then Scully strutted into the living room, head held high, proudly carrying something in her mouth. She deposited it next to the couch and let out an “I brought you something” meow.

A bite of the golden-brown funnel cake slid down Lena’s throat like a rock. Oh no. Had Scully brought home a mouse or a bird? She’d never done that before. Lena shoved the remainder of the striebele into the bag, her appetite gone.

Scully sat watching her, clearly waiting for Lena to admire her gift.

Warily, Lena peeked over the edge of the sofa.

No blood, fur, or feathers. So far, so good.

She took a closer look.

It was an article of clothing.

She reached down and picked it up. The T-shirt seemed a bit too baggy for her, but definitely something she would wear to sleep in. However, she instantly knew it wasn’t hers. It was purple, with three circles on the front. One said funny, the second smart, and the third sexy. An arrow pointed from the word HR manager to the point where all three circles overlapped.

Lena chuckled. Ooh. She needed one like that, only saying speech therapist instead of HR manager. Her new team seemed as if they would appreciate that kind of hilarious T-shirt.

But right now, that wasn’t her priority.

“Where did you get this, Scully?” She held the T-shirt out to the cat and shook it.

Scully turned and licked her shoulder.

“Scul-llllyyyy.” Lena made her voice deep and scolding.

The cat licked her paw, then used it to wash behind her ear—the picture of innocence.

Shaking her head, Lena reached down and ruffled the cat’s fur. “Maybe I shouldn’t have called you Scully. Now you think mysteriously appearing T-shirts are part of your appeal.”

Scully got up and ambled toward the kitchen, letting out a loud “meow” to make sure Lena would follow.

“Oh, now you think you deserve a reward for bringing home a T-shirt with the wrong job description?”

“Mrrrow,” Scully answered from next to the fridge.

With a laugh, Lena followed her into the kitchen.

* * *

Caroline looked up from her laptop and blinked. When had it gotten dark? She had once again lost track of time while working on a campaign to find new delivery people for the newspaper she was working for. That was the downside of mostly working from home.

Ugh. She’d even forgotten to take in the T-shirt she’d hand-washed and put on the clothesline this afternoon, after spilling tomato soup all over it. Now it would be freeze-dried for sure.

Caroline shoved her socked feet into a pair of boots and rushed to the patio.

The temperature had dropped after sundown. The air outside was cold and crystal clear. A thin layer of snow covered the lawn that stretched beyond her patio. It still hadn’t melted away, despite the sun coming out this afternoon, and now it sparkled in the patio light like a field of tiny diamonds.

She paused in the doorway for a moment, taking in the star-dotted night sky, the clean air, and the heavenly scent that drifted over. One of her neighbors was either baking cookies or had brought home something yummy from the Christmas market.

Her stomach growled, reminding her that she hadn’t eaten since lunch.

Quickly, she crossed the patio to get the T-shirt—then stopped.

The clothesline was empty—just the wooden clothespin indicated where her T-shirt had been.

She glanced down to see if it had fallen to the ground. No such luck. Had a gust of wind blown it onto the lawn? Frowning, she stepped closer to check.

The meerkat solar lamp and the string of Christmas lights lit up the grass surrounding the patio just enough for her to make sure the missing shirt wasn’t there either.

The only thing she could make out was a track of paw prints in the snow. It led straight to the clothesline, then veered from there to the left before disappearing around the building.

Caroline let out a sound that was half laugh, half irritated grunt. Apparently, Kleptomaniac Kitty was at it again! Stealing Mr. Frosty hadn’t been enough; it had come back to pilfer more stuff from her patio. Did its owner know about the cat’s criminal habits?

Maybe she should let them know. Determined, she followed the line of paw prints. They led her to the front of the building, where they ended abruptly. She squinted in the light of a streetlamp, trying to make out where the thieving cat could have gone.

Aha! A narrow wooden ramp rested on a windowsill, leading to a cat flap that had been installed in a first-floor window.

So the thief belonged to the new neighbor who’d moved into the apartment right next to Caroline’s last week. Caroline hadn’t met them yet, but she’d seen the name on the mailbox: L. Hartmann.

A warm light filtered through the window. Apparently, L. Hartmann was home. Should she…?

She hesitated for only a second, then marched to the front door to ring their doorbell.

* * *

The chime of the doorbell made Lena jump. She glanced at the clock on the microwave. It was after seven. Surely it couldn’t be a delivery person, and she hadn’t made any friends in Freiburg yet.

She left Scully to enjoy her dinner, crossed the hall, and pressed the button for the intercom. “Yes?”

“This is Caroline Engler,” the melodious voice of a woman answered. “I live in the apartment next to yours.”

“Oh. Hi.” Lena peered through the peephole, but her neighbor wasn’t in front of her apartment. Why was she ringing her doorbell from outside of the building? “Did you lock yourself out?”

“No. I… Would you mind letting me in? I think I’ll have to explain in person.”

What was there to explain? Was Caroline her Secret Santa and had come to confess she was the one leaving her little presents? “Yes, of course.” Lena quickly pressed the buzzer. She looked into the mirror in the hall to make sure she was presentable. Oh no. Her red fleece sweatshirt was dusted with powdered sugar from the striebele. She tried to wipe it off but only managed to spread it over the sweatshirt’s entire front.

A soft knock came at her door.

“Sorry,” she called. She gave up on her sweatshirt and opened the door.

A woman stood in front of her. She seemed to be about Lena’s age and just an inch or two taller than her own five foot six. Clearly, she hadn’t dressed for a visit either, instantly making Lena feel better about her sweater. She wore a pair of dark gray sweatpants, tucked into brown boots. Even the baggy sweats couldn’t hide her curvy body. Her hair—a shade between brown and blonde—was slightly wavy and tied back into a messy ponytail. A faint dusting of freckles covered her cute nose, and her stubborn chin had the tiniest dimple.

Shit. She was just standing there without saying anything, ogling her new neighbor! How rude! Lena quickly tore her gaze away. “Um, hi. I’m Lena.”

“Caroline.” She gave a short, husky laugh. “I said that already, didn’t I? This is awkward, so I’ll get straight to the point. This will probably sound strange, but…I’m actually here for your cat.”

“My cat?” Lena glanced over her shoulder.

Right on cue, Scully peeked around the corner to check out the stranger.

“Aha! There’s the furry felon!” Caroline stabbed her index finger in the cat’s direction.

“Furry felon?” Jeez, stop repeating what she said! She was a speech therapist; she should be able to speak in full sentences, for Christ’s sake!

Caroline nodded grimly. “I hate to tell you, but your cat gives the term cat burglar a whole new meaning.”

“Cat b—” Lena stopped herself before she could again repeat what Caroline had said. Then the penny dropped. “Oh no! Don’t tell me the T-shirt Scully brought home is yours?”

“It sure is. Scully stole it off my clothesline as bold as brass.”

“Oh my God!” Lena hid her face behind both hands, then realized she was getting powdered sugar all over herself and wiped them on the back of her jeans. She gave her new neighbor an apologetic look. “I’m so sorry. Scully has never done anything like that before.”

“Actually, that’s not quite true. I caught the little cat burglar red-handed…or is it red-pawed? Anyway, I caught Scully stealing Mr. Frosty a few days ago, so we are dealing with a repeat offender.”

“Mr. Frosty?” Damn, now she was back to repeating whatever Caroline had said. This situation with her new neighbor had thrown her completely off balance. “You don’t mean…?” She lifted one finger, indicating for Caroline to wait a second, then rushed to the counter and returned with the little snowman. “This?”

Caroline reached for it.

When Lena handed the plastic figurine over, their fingers brushed. Caroline’s hands were cold from the temperature outside, but a wave of heat still curled up Lena’s arm.

It’s just embarrassment, she told herself firmly. After all, it wasn’t every day that she found out her cat had been robbing the neighbors.

Another thought hit her. Had Scully done this to other neighbors too? Was her cat responsible for all the little gifts that had shown up on her doorstep?

Time to find out.

“Do you want to come in for a minute?” Lena asked. “There’s something I have to show you.”

Caroline glanced down at her sweatpants, then shrugged as if deciding it didn’t matter before she followed Lena into the kitchen.

Scully ambled after them.

There, on the counter, Lena kept the small pile of presents from her Secret Santa.

“Ooh, is that where he keeps his loot?” Caroline chuckled.

“Is any of it yours?”

“Any?” Caroline’s husky laugh filled the kitchen, and Lena decided she liked it, even if it was at her expense. “Try all of it!” She stepped up to the counter and sorted through the pile.

Scully jumped up onto the counter as if to supervise. She didn’t look guilty at all.

Caroline held up the pair of fluffy rainbow-colored socks. “I didn’t even realize these were gone. He must have stolen them right out of my bedroom! How did he get in and out of my apartment without me noticing?”

“I have no idea, but it’s she,” Lena murmured. Not that it really mattered, but at least it gave her something to say while she was speechless.

Caroline cocked her head. “Pardon me?”

“She,” Lena repeated. “Scully is a girl. That’s why I named her after Dana Scully from The X-Files.”

“Yeah, I wondered about the name, but I thought ginger cats were all boys?”

“Most of them are, but there are some females too.”

“Ah,” Caroline said with a little grin, as if that explained a lot.

Lena folded her arms across her chest, suddenly defensive of her cat. Not that the little rascal deserved it. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Nothing. Just that it’s usually the female felines who figure out how to open doors and drawers.”

It sounded as if she had personal experience with that. “You’ve got cats too?”

The grin disappeared off Caroline’s face as if someone had snuffed it out like a candle. “I did. But—” She cut herself off. “Not anymore.”

Oh God. Had her cat died? Lena didn’t dare ask.

Silence descended on them.

Scully batted at the socks that Caroline still held, interrupting the awkward moment.

Lena picked her off the counter and held her safely out of reach. “Can I offer you a cup of tea?” She gestured at her tea collection. “I’ve got—”

“Earl!” Caroline reached across a box of toasted coconut tea and snatched up the tyrannosaurus.

Lena stared at her. “Yes. Earl Grey.” How had Caroline known? Then she groaned and slapped her own forehead. “God, I’m slow tonight. I didn’t connect the dots. Rex is yours too, isn’t he?” Of course he was since there had never been a Secret Santa after all.

“Yes. But his name is Earl. Because he’s a tea rex.”

Lena groaned again, this time at the pun.

“Hey, no judging—you named your cat after a character from a TV show that is probably as old as you.”

Lena put on her most dignified expression. “I’ll have you know The X-Files is a classic.”

They both smiled, then Lena paused. Wow. Were they teasing each other as if they were old friends, not strangers who had just met under very peculiar circumstances?

She finally shook herself out of her stupor. “So, tea?” With Scully squirming in her arms, she nodded at the rest of her tea collection.

“No, thanks. I’d better go. I haven’t had dinner yet.”

“Oh. Of course.” Lena walked her to the door. “Sorry again for you being cat-burglarized. I’ll keep Scully inside for a while, until she has her kleptomaniac tendencies under control. She’ll probably stop stealing stuff once she gets used to her new home.”

At the door, Caroline turned with her armful of returned possessions. “No worries. Now that the cat is out of the bag, so to speak, I know where to look if anything else goes missing.”

Lena couldn’t help chuckling, even as her cheeks heated. “Thanks for being such a good sport about it.”

Caroline shrugged one shoulder in a don’t-mention-it gesture.

They nodded at each other.

Lena opened the door for her and watched her leave. After the front door had fallen shut behind her unexpected visitor, she turned a stern glare on Scully. “You’re up to your whiskers in trouble, young lady! I can’t believe you would steal from the neighbors. No treats for you tonight!”

Scully returned her stare unblinking.

Lena lightly nudged the cat’s nose with her finger, then put her down. What do you know? My Secret Santa has whiskers!


 

Chapter 3

Caroline kept an eye out for Scully, but she hadn’t seen the ginger feline all week.

So what? You’re not sorry no one’s been stealing your stuff, are you?

She huffed at herself. No, of course she wasn’t.

But Scully’s owner had been kind of cute—the way she had blushed and seemingly been unable to say anything beyond repeating Caroline’s words for a minute or two. Admittedly, she wouldn’t have minded much if she had to knock on her door again.

So what if Lena was probably straight? She could at least make a friend—after splitting up with Vanessa in January, she had lost touch with most of hers. They’d been friends she and Vanessa had made together, which made things awkward now that they were no longer a couple.

On Friday, just as she was about to leave for work, she finally caught sight of Scully—at a much closer distance than she had expected.

When she came out of the bathroom, ready to head out for the job interview she was supposed to conduct, the cat was in her dining room. Scully froze, one paw lifted. She held a dishtowel in her mouth. A quick glance confirmed it was the one Caroline had draped over the back of a chair so it could dry.

“Well, well, well, if it isn’t Ms. Scully, the neighborhood thief.”

At the sound of her voice, the cat ducked but didn’t drop the dishtowel.

She must have jumped in through the dining room window, which Caroline had opened for a minute while getting ready for work.

Quickly, she closed it so the thief couldn’t escape with her loot. She’d seen Lena leave for work when she’d fetched her mail from the mailbox earlier, so ringing the doorbell to inform her of Scully’s little relapse was out.

“You’ll have to confess to your mom yourself,” she told the cat. She had just enough time to write a quick note before she had to leave for work.

“Mrrww,” Scully answered, her teeth still clamped around the dishtowel.

When Caroline went to her office to grab a piece of paper, the cat followed her. She even dropped the dishtowel and instead sniffed the two reindeer figurines on the lowest shelf of Caroline’s bookcase.

Caroline looked down at her. “Are you canvassing the apartment, looking for more interesting stuff to steal?”

Scully gazed back with innocent green eyes, as if she had every right to be here.

Caroline scribbled a note while keeping one eye on the cat. Now came the hard part. She somehow had to attach it to Scully’s collar—preferably without getting scratched or bitten.

To her surprise, Scully stood still and let her stick the note to her collar with a piece of tape. She even stuck out her chest and raised her chin as if she were receiving a medal instead of a note for bad behavior.

Laughing, Caroline scratched her behind one ear.

Scully pushed up into the touch with a low purr.

“You think you can get away with anything because you’re so cute, don’t you?” Caroline scratched the cuddly criminal behind the other ear.

“Mmeow.”

“Yeah, and you’re probably right.” She picked up the dishtowel before Scully could grab it again on her way out, then herded her to the patio door.

Scully paused in front of the open door, apparently not inclined to leave.

Caroline gave her an encouraging nudge. “Go home and confess.”

At a leisurely pace, Scully stepped onto the patio. Instead of heading straight home, she went to the hedge separating Caroline’s patio from Lena’s and sniffed at a plastic candy cane.

“No, shoo! I’m not going to let you steal another Christmas decoration!”

Scully sent her a haughty look that only a cat was capable of. Then, pretending she had never been interested in the candy cane anyway, she ambled off in the direction of Lena’s apartment.

Caroline closed the door but kept watching the feline through the glass until she disappeared. A grin curled up her lips. God, what wouldn’t she give to see Lena’s face when she found the note!

* * *

Lena only worked half days on Fridays, yet when she returned home from work, Scully let out a pitiful cry, as if she had been left to fend for herself for an entire week.

The cat wove around her legs, nearly making her stumble, as she tried to make her way into the apartment.

“Yeah, yeah, slow down. It’s not like you’re starving. There’s still kibble in your bowl.”

After being on house arrest since Monday, Scully seemed to be over her burglary phase. The spot in front of the patio door, where she usually deposited her stolen gifts, was empty.

“Good girl.” So what if that meant she didn’t have a reason to ring her neighbor’s doorbell? Not having to bother Caroline was a good thing, right?

When she opened the cabinet that held the cat food, Scully jumped onto the counter.

“Hey, what’s that?” There was something stuck to Scully’s collar.

It was a note, she realized as she removed it. Carefully, she unfolded the paper.

Sorry to be the bearer of bad news, but it seems our cat burglar fell off the wagon. I just caught her about to drag home one of my dishtowels.

Lena groaned. “Scully! You’re getting me in trouble with the nice neighbor!”

Not that Caroline seemed angry or upset. She had ended the note with a joke about finding a self-help group for kleptomaniac kittens, then signed the note with her name and a smiley face.

“At least you’ve got good taste when it comes to your victims.” She lifted a scolding finger. “But you’re still in the dog house.”

Scully rubbed the side of her face against Lena’s finger, then along the tin of cat food.

“Yeah, yeah, message received.” She spooned some of the chicken bits into Scully’s bowl, then set it on the floor and watched her devour it as if she hadn’t eaten in days. “Guess going on the prowl for dishtowels makes you hungry.”

That gave her an idea. Maybe she should bake some apology cookies for Caroline. After all, maintaining a good relationship with your neighbors was important, right?

* * *

Yum. Someone in their apartment building had baked Christmas cookies. Their delicious scent greeted Caroline as soon as she opened the front door and stepped inside.

The heavenly scent intensified as she walked down the hall.

Caroline inhaled one last time, then unlocked her apartment door. She was about to step inside when the door next to hers opened. Despite her long day at work, she turned with a grin already on her face.

Lena stood in front of her, wearing a pair of faded jeans that perfectly fit her slim figure and a sweatshirt depicting a Christmas tree and a cartoon cat that had gotten tangled in the string of lights. Her fair cheeks were flushed, and a streak of what looked like flour dusted her temple and a few strands of her dark hair.

Wow. How could any woman look so good in an old pair of jeans and a funny sweatshirt? Caroline forced her gaze to stay on Lena’s face. “So you found the note?”

The flush on Lena’s cheeks increased. “Yeah. Which is why I made you these.” She held out a festively decorated plate piled high with cat-shaped cookies. “They’re I’m-sorry-my-cat-keeps-robbing-you cookies.”

Caroline laughed. “Is there cat hair in there?”

Lena chuckled along with her. “Possibly. It’s everywhere if you have cats, isn’t it?”

“True. I’m still finding cat hair in some very unexpected places, even after nearly a year.”

Lena sobered. “I’m so sorry you lost your cat. I didn’t mean to remind you of that.”

“It’s okay. She didn’t die or anything.” Caroline hesitated for a second. Should she tell her about Vanessa? Her previous neighbor—the one whose apartment Lena now lived in—hadn’t reacted too well when he’d found out he shared a building with not just one but two lesbians. Well, two lesbians and a bisexual woman, now that Anja had moved in with Susanne. But did she really want to always be careful around Lena, thinking twice about every word she said?

No. Lena seemed fun to talk to, and Caroline didn’t want to have her guard up around her.

Lena waited patiently while Caroline weighed her options. She didn’t ask any questions; she just stood there and regarded Caroline with a soft look in her eyes, which were as dark as her hair.

“My ex took the cat when we split up,” Caroline finally added.

“I’m sorry.” Lena gave her an empathetic look. “Did he at least give you visitation rights?”

“No. Not that it would do me much good. Berlin isn’t exactly next door.” Not allowing herself to hesitate again, Caroline added, “And it’s she.”

“Oh.” Several rapid blinks made Caroline aware of just how long Lena’s lashes were, even without any mascara. “The cat or the ex?” A hint of a smile played around Lena’s lips, revealing that she would be fine with either.

Caroline returned the smile. “Both.”

“Mine too,” Lena blurted.

“Yeah, I know. Scully’s a girl.”

“No. I mean, yes, but…so is my ex.”

Oh, wow. Once again, Caroline’s gaydar had proven to be out of order.

“I mean, she’s a woman, obviously,” Lena added hastily. “Not a girl.”

Caroline struggled to suppress a grin. Lena was kind of cute when she rambled. “Wow, that makes four of us in the building.” She pointed at Susanne and Anja’s apartment. “We could have our own Pride parade.”

Lena laughed. “As long as I don’t have to wear my rainbow skirt in this weather.”

Of course, Caroline’s overactive imagination immediately conjured up an image of that scenario. She bit the inside of her cheek.

Thankfully, Scully chose that moment to poke her head out the door, which Lena had left ajar, providing a distraction.

When she tried to slip out of the apartment, Lena quickly blocked her path with her foot and closed the door. She crossed the space between them.

For a moment, Caroline stood frozen, not sure what Lena was doing.

Then Lena held out the plate.

Oh. The cookies. Of course. Caroline tapped her own thigh, rebuking herself. What did you think she was doing? Coming over to kiss you, just because you came out to each other? Belatedly, she accepted the cookies. “Thanks. I’ll return the plate tomorrow.”

“Or just leave it on the patio for Scully to steal.” A twinkle lit her dark eyes.

Caroline laughed. “Yeah. Or that.”

A loud yowl came through the door.

“Well, I’d better go before Robin Hood in there starts to scratch at the door.” Lena pointed her thumb over her shoulder at her apartment.

“Robin Hood?” Caroline arched her eyebrows. “He stole from the rich to give the poor, didn’t he? Does that mean you think I’m loaded?”

“I have it on good authority that you’re in HR, so…”

Caroline barked out a laugh. “I work for a local newspaper, not for a big, international corporation. It’s so glamorous that I work from home in my sweats most of the time!”

Lena’s gaze slid up Caroline’s interview-day outfit, from her low heels, fitted black pantsuit, to her crisp, white blouse that peeked out from beneath her unbuttoned coat.

Caroline felt that gaze along every inch it traversed.

Lena lifted her brows in a silent challenge.

“Today’s the once-in-a-quarter exception.” Caroline wiggled her toes in the shiny black pumps. “Thank God.”

Lena opened her mouth, then snapped it shut and lightly shook her head. “Working from home when you’re in HR? How’s that possible?”

Somehow, Caroline got the feeling that wasn’t what she’d initially wanted to say. “I do have to go in a few times a week, but I can put together recruitment ads, trainings for new hires, and team-building seminars from home.”

Another yowl came through Lena’s apartment door. She took a step toward it without turning away from Caroline. “Enjoy the cookies.”

“Thanks. I will.” She watched Lena unlock her door before she turned and entered her own apartment. As she kicked off the pumps, the sound they made as they landed on the hardwood floor echoed through the hall, emphasizing how empty her apartment seemed.

In sheer pantyhose, she padded to the kitchen.

So Lena was attracted to women after all…and she was single.

Caroline popped a cat-shaped cookie into her mouth. The delicious taste of vanilla spread over her tongue.

Yum. And she could bake too.

Not that any of it mattered—because she was fine on her own.

She stuffed another cookie into her mouth to interrupt that line of thought and decided to just eat them instead of dinner.

See? Bachelorette life has its advantages.


 

Chapter 4

The next morning, Caroline’s plastic candy cane was missing from the hedge.

When she saw Scully on the patio later that day, she sent another note home with her.

That started a steady stream of communication via cat post.

Maybe we should set up a big box between our apartments, where you can put the stuff Scully brings home and I can retrieve it, Caroline wrote in one message.

Good idea, Lena answered.

But neither of them did. Instead, either Lena rang her doorbell in the evening, or Caroline headed over whenever she noticed something had gone missing. More often than not, the quick loot retrieval turned into a fifteen-minute chat across the doorstep.

“This is ridiculous,” Lena said when the light in the staircase went out for the third time that evening.

Caroline froze with her hand on the light switch. Her heart hammered in her ears. Would Lena insist on them finally setting up that box so they would no longer have to meet up to return Scully’s bounty?

“I have a perfectly good sofa,” Lena continued. “Why are we standing out here?”

A laugh burst out of Caroline, more relief than amusement. “I have no idea.”

Lena gave a light tug on the sleeve of Caroline’s sweater. “Come in and have a cup of tea.”

Caroline’s arm went warm, even though Lena hadn’t even touched it directly. She nodded and followed her inside.

Scully was waiting in the hall and let out an accusatory meow as if saying, “What took you so long?” She rubbed against Lena’s leg, then sniffed Caroline’s jeans before pushing her head against the fabric too.

“Looks like your visit has received the feline seal of approval,” Lena said with a grin.

“I would hope so!” Caroline growled playfully. “After all, she visits my apartment pretty much every day!”

“I still have no idea how she manages to do that. I mean, it’s the middle of winter, and you don’t have a cat flap, do you? How does she keep getting in?”

Caroline shook her head and shrugged. Truth be told, she didn’t try all that hard to keep Scully out. She opened the windows in the dining room and the bedroom to air out the apartment every morning, even knowing the cat was already lying in wait.

It was fun to see what she would take next—and, of course, to retrieve it.

Instead of answering, she looked around the apartment. It was smaller than her own. Since Caroline worked from home most of the time, she had wanted more space, so she rented the biggest apartment in the building. Lena’s home was cute, though. Its interior decorations were very different from her own down-to-earth style and IKEA furniture—warm colors and playful little touches.

Lena directed her to a burgundy couch that was broad enough for two people to lie on it next to each other.

Caroline moved aside a cuddly red blanket that was draped over one end and took a seat. She looked around while Lena walked over to the kitchen and made tea.

It was easy to see that a cat person lived in this apartment.

A cat-shaped pillow sat at the other end of the couch; the silicon coasters on the coffee table looked like Grumpy Cat; and a framed black-and-white poster of a lion cub cradling a teddy bear hung on the wall. Not one but two comfy cat beds were set up in different corners, and a huge cat castle with several platforms reached almost to the ceiling. The amount of cat hair on the recliner showed that Scully had chosen to bed down there, though.

Lena didn’t have a Christmas tree—either she didn’t plan on getting one because of Scully, or like Caroline, she would put up her tree only a few days before Christmas.

“You can say it.” Lena set down a tray with two mugs and a plate of Christmas cookies on the coffee table and took a seat next to Caroline. “It looks like an old cat lady lives here, doesn’t it?”

“You’re hardly old.” It slipped out before Caroline could censor herself, but at least she managed not to run her gaze over Lena’s fit body while she said it. “And there are worse things than being a cat lady.”

“Have you thought about getting one again?” Lena asked softly.

Caroline couldn’t help the teasing grin that tugged on her lips. “A cat…or a cat lady?”

“The latter. No, no, I meant, the former.” A blush rushed up from the collar of Lena’s fleece sweatshirt. “Are you planning on getting another cat?”

“I probably will—down the road. Losing Frau Merkel when Vanessa moved out really broke my heart. Maybe more than the breakup did, and that should have been my first clue.” Caroline forced a rueful smile.

Lena reached over as if to give her leg a comforting pat but then froze. “Wait! You teased me about Scully’s name when you named your cat after our former chancellor?”

“Hey, you should have seen her! She had the Merkel smile down pat! She looked as if someone had just stolen her favorite toy mouse, even when she was happily purring.” Caroline demonstrated by pulling the corners of her lip downward into a grim expression.

Lena’s laughter, clear and light like sunshine, rang through the apartment.

Scully walked into the living room, cocked her head, and watched Caroline’s exaggerated grimace with a penetrating stare. Then she jumped up onto the couch and curled up between them.

Caroline reached over to pet her and enjoyed the deep rumble vibrating under her fingertips. Maybe she really should get another cat. She’d missed this. But until then, she would enjoy Scully’s company—and that of her owner.


 

Chapter 5

Lena was no longer surprised when Scully ducked through the cat flap with an item in her mouth. She knelt and waved her hand. “What is it this time? Please not the kitchen sponge again!”

That was what Scully had brought her for the third Sunday of Advent a couple of days ago.

Scully dropped her loot to check out the contents of her food bowl.

It wasn’t the sponge. It was a cat toy—a mouse with orange stripes.

Apparently, Scully had changed her MO. For once, she had stolen from someone other than Caroline. Lena doubted Caroline still had cat toys—that would only remind her of Frau Merkel. Besides, the little mouse looked brand-new, not like Scully’s own, which were missing half of their tails or various ears. It must have come from another neighbor with a cat.

Disappointment swept through her at the thought of not having a reason to ring Caroline’s doorbell. “Oh, come on. You’re being silly.”

She picked up the mouse by its tail and dangled it in front of Scully. “Where did you get this?”

“Mrrow,” Scully said, ignoring the mouse in favor of directing a demanding stare at the cabinet that held her food.

Sighing, Lena fed her, then grabbed her keys and the mouse to return it to its rightful owner. Her guess was that it belonged to Muesli, Susanne and Anja’s white-and-brown tabby.

Anja opened the door barefoot and with flushed cheeks.

Seconds later, Susanne appeared behind her, looking just as flushed.

Oh no. Lena clamped her fingers around the toy mouse. “Um, sorry. I didn’t mean to interrupt anything.”

Anja laughed. “You didn’t.”

“I wouldn’t call our Christmas tree folding contest nothing,” Susanne grumbled. “I was winning.”

Folding Christmas trees? Was that a southern German thing? Lena had never heard of it.

At the look on her face, Anja chuckled. “We’re making paper decorations for our stationery store.” She kissed her partner’s cheek, making Susanne’s expression soften. “And you’re only winning because Muesli ran off with two of my trees.”

Susanne shrugged with a sly grin. “All is fair in love and origami.”

Anja gently bumped her with her hip, and for a moment, they seemed to forget about Lena’s presence as they playfully jostled each other in the doorframe, their arms around each other.

God, they were cute together. Lena loved seeing a queer couple being so happy, yet at the same time, the sight of them stabbed at her heart. It had been way too long since she’d had someone she could tease and wrestle with like that. Even before their breakup, she and Chantal hadn’t been like this for longer than she cared to admit.

Finally, Susanne cleared her throat. “So, what can we do for you?”

Lena loosened her grip on the toy mouse and held it up. “I think my cat, Scully, might have stolen one of your mice. I’m afraid she’s been stealing anything she can get her paws on lately.”

“I don’t think that’s one of ours.” Susanne looked at Anja. “Is it?”

Anja shook her head. “No. I’ve seen Scully make friends with Muesli when they ran into each other outside, but so far, she hasn’t tried to get inside our apartment.”

“Does anyone else in the building own cats?” Lena asked.

“No. Not since Caro and—” Anja bit her lip and stopped herself.

“I know,” Lena said softly.

Anja gave her a curious look that made Lena squirm.

“I’ll go and ask Caroline. Maybe it’s hers after all. Thanks and sorry again for interrupting the origami contest. Have a nice evening.”

“Thanks,” they answered in unison. “You too.”

Their door clicked shut as Lena turned and headed to Caroline’s apartment.

Caroline opened the door fast, as if she’d already been expecting her visit. She leaned one full hip against the doorframe, the picture of relaxation in a pair of well-worn sweatpants and a sweatshirt that had a cartoon sloth riding a lama on its front.

How anyone could look sexy in clothes like that was a mystery to Lena, but somehow, Caroline managed that astonishing feat.

“What was it this time?” Caroline asked with a grin. “Don’t tell me she stole the sponge again!”

Lena laughed. “No, thank God, she didn’t drag the sopping-wet thing through both of our apartments again. She went after more cat-appropriate prey this time.” She held up the mouse by its tail.

“Oh. Um… Actually…” Caroline straightened and ran one hand through her wavy hair, which wasn’t in a ponytail today but tumbled loosely onto her shoulders, adding to her appeal. “She didn’t steal it. I gave it to her.”

“Ah. Was it Frau Merkel’s?”

Caroline regarded her gray felt slippers. “Uh, no. I kinda…bought it for Scully.”

Lena couldn’t help staring. “You bought my cat a toy?”

“Sorry. Now that I think about it… Maybe that’s inappropriate. I should have asked first.”

“No, it’s—” Lena stopped herself before she could say, Cute. But it was. And so was the bashful way Caroline kept staring at her feet. “Really nice of you.”

Blinking, Caroline looked up. “So it’s okay?”

“Yes. Maybe it’ll stop Scully from stealing your stuff. We’ll just have to ferry the mouse back and forth every evening.”

“Ooh, good idea. Deal.” Caroline held out her hand.

Lena shook it.

Caroline’s fingers jerked in her own as if she hadn’t expected the touch.

Oh God. She had reached out for the mouse, not to shake on Lena’s brilliant idea!

But before Lena could let go and pull her hand back, Caroline’s fingers tightened around hers. They were longer than her own and wrapped around hers in a warm, secure grip.

“I like it,” Caroline said.

She was talking about the idea to return the mouse every evening, not the way Lena’s hand felt in hers, right?

Right. Lena gave a firm nod, more to herself than to Caroline. With some hesitation, she finally let go and attempted to stuff her hands into her pockets—then realized she was still holding the mouse. Her cheeks heated as she handed it over. “I’d better…” She pointed over her shoulder. “Check on my little outlaw.”

Gosh, this woman made her—a professional speech therapist—ridiculously tongue-tied.

“Good night,” Caroline said.

“Night. See you tomorrow.”

Caroline’s chuckle followed her to the door. “Yeah, you probably will.”


 

Chapter 6

The day after, there was no cat post, and Lena didn’t ring her doorbell. Caroline hadn’t seen hide nor hair of Scully all day, even though she’d worked from home.

By the next morning, Scully still hadn’t shown up, and Caroline’s bedroom was freezing because she’d left the window open, hoping the feline would sneak in.

Had Scully lost interest in stealing her stuff? Or had Lena put her under house arrest for some reason? Did she think Caroline had overstepped by buying the toy mouse after all?

Oh, Jesus Christ. Stop overthinking and get some work done!

The jingle of a key in a lock drifted over from next door.

Caroline couldn’t help herself. She jumped up from her desk, dashed through the hall, and opened her apartment door.

Lena turned toward her. She was bundled up in her winter coat, a backpack over one shoulder, apparently ready to head out to work. Her fair skin was even paler than usual, which made her dark eyes stand out.

“Good morning,” Caroline said. Should she ask? She gave herself a mental nudge. “Um, you okay?”

“Yeah, I’m fine. I wanted to come over and tell you yesterday. I just…” Lena ran one hand through her hair, but it had gotten trapped beneath the strap of her backpack. Impatiently, she tugged it free. “I had to take Scully to the vet yesterday.”

“What? What happened?” Caroline grabbed her keys in case the door closed behind her. She took several steps toward Lena and gripped her elbow in support. “Will she be okay?”

“Yeah. She’s fine now.” Lena put her hand on top of Caroline’s. “I noticed she wasn’t eating and seemed restless, constantly going to her litter box without actually pooping, so I took her to the vet.”

“And?”

“Turns out she was constipated. They gave her an enema and kept her overnight for monitoring, just to make sure.”

“Did she eat something she shouldn’t have?” Caroline bit her lip hard. “God, I hope she didn’t grab something from my apartment! I’m careful not to let any chocolate lie around, but—”

“No,” Lena said quickly. “I think it’s the washing machine.”

“Um, what?”

“You see, Scully always had this thing about not liking to go outside to do her business. Her Majesty doesn’t like getting her paws dirty, so she prefers the litter box. When I moved in, I put it next to the washing machine in the bathroom,” Lena explained. “In my old apartment in Hannover, we had a laundry room in the basement, so Scully has never seen a washing machine before. I think it scared her, so she avoided using the litter box…and then not wanting to go quickly turned into not being able to go.”

Caroline shook her head. “Wow. A washing machine causing constipation! Now I’ve heard it all. How is she now?”

“The vet just called and said she’s fine and that she’s ready to come home as soon as I can pick her up.”

“Phew.” The tension that had tightened Caroline’s belly slowly eased. She squeezed Lena’s arm. “So are you heading out to get her?”

Lena sighed. “I wish. I have to go to work. One of my colleagues is out sick, so coming in late is out of the question. Scully will have to stay at the vet’s office until tonight.”

Caroline hesitated. Should she offer to get Scully? Or would she be overstepping again? The thought of poor Scully in a cage, in a place she wasn’t yet familiar with made the decision for her. “I don’t mean to interfere, but…do you want me to go pick her up? I’m home all day and could look in on her.”

Lena stilled beneath her hand, as if she wasn’t even breathing, and it was only then Caroline realized she was still touching Lena’s arm. But apparently, Lena didn’t mind—her hand was resting on top of hers.

“No, it’s fine. I can’t ask that of you. She’ll be fine until tonight.” It sounded as if Lena was trying to convince herself rather than actually believing what she’d said.

“You’re not asking. I’m offering.” Caroline held her gaze as Lena searched her face.

“Really?” she asked very quietly. “Are you sure?”

Caroline nodded. “Of course I’m sure. Who’s her vet?”

“Dr. Weber. She’s right around the corner, on Brom—”

“Brombergstraße,” Caroline finished the sentence for her. “She was Frau Merkel’s vet too. She’s great. Scully is in good hands with her.”

“Oh, good. Scully really hates being at the vet.”

“Then let me get her.”

Lena closed her eyes for a moment, as if that helped her weigh the pros and cons. Her impossibly long lashes rested against her pale cheeks. Then she opened her eyes again and exhaled audibly. “Okay.” As if suddenly in a hurry, now that the decision had been made, she took her hand off Caroline’s, dug into her coat pocket, and fiddled with her key ring. “Here.” She pressed something into Caroline’s palm.

Caroline looked at the shiny object. It was the key to Lena’s apartment. “Thank you,” she said softly.

“No, thank you.”

Caroline hadn’t meant the key per se. She’d been talking about Lena trusting her with her cat and access to her apartment.

They looked into each other’s eyes until Lena averted her gaze to look at her wristwatch. “I really have to go, or I’ll be late for my first client of the day.”

“Yeah, of course. Go. Just ring my doorbell when you’re back and I’ll let you in and return the key.”

“Great. Um, can I have your number?”

Caroline risked a teasing grin. “I thought you’d never ask.”

Lena gave her an “oh please” look, but then burst out laughing. She sounded as if she’d needed that, and Caroline was pleased she’d been able to give her that moment of relief.

Belatedly, she let go of Lena’s arm that she’d still had a gentle grip on and typed her number into the phone Lena held out to her.

“I’ll call Dr. Weber and let them know you’re coming,” Lena said as she took her phone back and gripped the strap of her backpack with her other hand.

“Great. If you text me your number, I’ll let you know as soon as the cuddly criminal is home safe and sound.”

“God, I really can’t thank you enough.”

Caroline waved her away. “Nah. No thanks necessary. We need to see if our genius toy mouse plan worked, and we can’t do that if Scully isn’t home.”

“Right.” Lena seemed too distracted to smile, but her tense expression softened. With visible effort, she tore herself away and walked past Caroline toward the front door. Once she’d pulled it open, she paused in the doorway and looked back. “Thank you.”

Caroline nodded and watched as the door closed between them. She stood for a second, then strode to her apartment to put on proper shoes. She had a cat to pick up.

* * *

“You did…what?” Maike yelled so loudly that Lena had to move the phone away from her ear. “You gave the key to your apartment to a perfect stranger?”

“Calm down, sis. How was she supposed to bring Scully home without a key?” Lena crossed the parking garage that belonged to her apartment building, juggling two pizza boxes in one hand and her phone in the other. “Besides, Caroline isn’t a stranger.”

Her sister huffed. “You’ve lived in Freiburg for less than three weeks! Of course she’s a stranger.”

“Okay, strictly speaking, she probably is. But I’ve seen her every day since I moved in, so it doesn’t feel like it.”

For several seconds, only silence filtered through the phone. “Oh?” Maike drew out the short syllable in a questioning tone. “Do tell! Is she cute?”

A vivid image of Caroline flashed through Lena’s mind—her nose with the smattering of freckles crinkling and the tiny dimple in her chin becoming more pronounced as she laughed.

But she knew better than to confirm Caroline’s cuteness to her sister. As a newlywed, Maike couldn’t imagine anyone being happy on their own and was constantly trying to set Lena up with any lesbian or bi woman she met.

“She’s great with cats.” She aimed for a matter-of-fact tone. “And she’s nice. She sent me hourly photos of Scully all day, so I didn’t have to worry.”

In between clients, she had checked her messages, and every time, a new photo waited for her—Scully licking the strange vet smells off her fur; Scully sleeping in a blanket fort Caroline had built for her on the couch; Scully devouring the new special cat food the vet had recommended; Scully lying stretched out on Caroline’s laptop with her eyes squeezed shut in utter feline satisfaction.

I brought the laptop over to work from your place so I could keep Scully company, Caroline had explained the last picture. I hope that’s okay.

It was so much more than okay. Lena was so grateful she could have—

What? Kissed her? She shook her head to chase away the thought.

“—herself?”

Damn. She had missed whatever her sister had just said. “Um, can you repeat that? The connection is really shitty in the parking garage.”

Maike laughed knowingly. “Sure. Shitty connection. Let’s blame it on that. I asked whether she happened to also send a photo of herself.”

Well, one picture had been a partial of Caroline’s thigh, with Scully’s head and one paw resting on it, but Lena wouldn’t tell her that. Hearing that Caroline had sent her a snapshot of her thighs would have made Maike jump to the wrong conclusions.

“Sorry, Maike. I have to go. I’m home, and the pizza is getting cold. Love you. Bye.”

“She totally is cute, isn’t she? She—”

Lena hung up on her and slid her phone into her coat pocket. “Yeah, she totally is.” Pizza boxes pressed to her chest, she unlocked the door to the apartment building.

Caroline’s apartment was the first one down the hall, right next to hers. She paused in front of it. Was Caroline back at her own place?

She rang Caroline’s doorbell, but no one opened.

Aww. Apparently, Caroline was still with Scully. Lena continued down the hall to her own apartment, eager to check on Scully, despite knowing the cat was fine.

It felt strange to ring her own doorbell and even stranger to have Caroline open the door—strange but also very good. For once, it was nice not to come home to an empty apartment. “Hi. Thanks so much for staying. How’s the patient?”

“Hi,” Caroline whispered. “She’s slee—”

“Meeeooow.” Scully appeared in the hall, her nose stuck in the air, sniffing the melted cheese scent wafting up from the boxes.

“Was sleeping,” Caroline finished with a smile. “And as you can see, her appetite is back in full force. She nearly climbed my leg when I didn’t serve her the new cat food fast enough.”

Relief gripped Lena, squeezing a chuckle from her chest. “Thanks so much for taking such good care of her. It was such a relief to know she’s in good hands, and it meant I didn’t have to worry all day.”

“My pleasure, really.” Caroline gave her a sincere smile and held the door open so Lena could enter with the pizza boxes.

Lena navigated her way into the kitchen, careful not to stumble over Scully or brush against Caroline in the narrow hall. As soon as she’d set down the boxes, she went down on one knee and ran both hands through Scully’s fur, needing to feel her solid presence to reassure herself she really was fine.

Caroline waited behind her without saying a word, as if understanding what she was doing.

Scully was less patient. After tolerating her pettings for a few moments, she ducked out from beneath Lena’s hands and jumped up onto the counter to sniff the pizza boxes.

Laughing, Lena set her back down. “I figured you hadn’t eaten, so I brought pizza.”

“Thank you. You didn’t have to.”

“It’s the least I could do,” Lena said. “I wasn’t sure what you like, so I got a veggie one and one with just ham to be on the safe side.”

“I’m fine with either. Contrary to popular belief, not everyone from Freiburg is a vegetarian.”

Lena got two plates from the cabinet and slid a slice of each pizza onto each of them. “So you’re a local? Born and raised here?”

“In Emmendingen, actually, so close enough. But I’ve lived in Freiburg for ten years.”

They sat on the couch and shared the pizzas, both resisting the urge to give Scully some ham.

“What about you?” Caroline licked a bit of tomato sauce off her thumb.

Lena secretly loved how unselfconscious she was. “Me?”

“Yeah. What brings you to Freiburg? Did your previous neighbors kick you and the little cat burglar out?”

Lena laughed. After all the stress and worry in the last twenty-four hours, it felt so good to do that. “No. I told you Scully has never stolen anything before. You’re her first and only victim.”

“Guess I’m special, then.”

Quickly, Lena bit down on a piece of pizza crust before she could confirm that she was. “I needed a change of scenery,” she said when she’d swallowed the bite.

“Ugly breakup?”

The compassion and understanding in Caroline’s voice made it easy to answer, even though—as Maike had just reminded her—they were still almost strangers.

“Not ugly per se, but she and my boss got together a few months after we split up, so…”

“Ugh! If there ever was a good reason to move all the way across the country, you’ve got one!”

Lena cocked her head. “How do you know I moved all the way across the country?”

“Easy. Your dialect.”

“You mean my lack of a dialect. I’m a speech therapist, and it’s been interesting to work with clients from around here.”

Caroline chuckled. “I bet. You know what they say about people in Baden-Wuerttemberg.”

“No. What do they say?”

“That we can do anything—except speak standard German.” A self-deprecating grin brought a twinkle to Caroline’s eyes.

“I actually find it quite charming.”

“Yeah?” Caroline looked up from her nearly empty plate, and their gazes tangled.

Lena nodded. The heat in her cheeks made her squirm, so she looked away and pretended to hunt down a few crumbs of crust that had fallen onto the couch.

“So why Freiburg? Surely you didn’t move here for our charming dialect alone,” Caroline asked after a while. Did her voice sound a little hoarse?

“No. I spent a week here on vacation a few years ago and fell in love with the city. When I saw that the university medical center was looking for a speech therapist, I jumped at the chance to move here.”

Caroline nodded her understanding. “Are you going back home to visit family for Christmas?”

“No. I’m really glad not to have to spend the holidays with my parents. Our relationship has never been the best, and coming out only made it worse.”

“I’m sorry.” Caroline moved her hand as if about to touch her but then dropped it back onto her own lap. “Do you have any siblings?”

“One sister, but she just got married, so I would only feel like a third wheel if I visited her. I’ll be fine on my own.”

“Yeah. Me too.” Caroline nodded several times.

Did that mean Caroline planned to spend Christmas on her own too? “Don’t you have family in the area?”

“My parents still live nearby, but they’re spending the holidays on Fuerteventura to escape our winter weather, so I’m on my own this year.” Caroline shrugged. “Celebrating Christmas is overrated anyway.”

“I couldn’t agree more.”

As a speech therapist, Lena was trained to notice pitch, intonation, and inflection, but truth be told, she didn’t need her training to notice they both didn’t sound very convincing. She decided to let it go. There was nothing she could do about it. After all, inviting Caroline to spend Christmas, a holiday that was celebrated with family and close friends, with her was out of the question, right?


 

Chapter 7

Within days, Scully had recovered completely and returned to her life of crime.

Their genius mouse idea turned out to be not so genius after all—Scully ignored the toy in favor of prey she hadn’t already conquered.

On the fourth Advent Sunday, Caroline was just making a pot of tea to enjoy with the gingerbread she’d bought when the doorbell rang.

Perfect timing. Maybe Lena would like to have some tea with her after returning whatever Scully had stolen now.

Grinning, Caroline rushed to open the door. “You’re just in time to—”

It wasn’t Lena. Anja stood in front of her, a small gift-wrapped box in her hands and a puzzled expression on her face.

“Oh, sorry. I thought you were…” Caroline gestured in the direction of Lena’s apartment door, then added, “Someone else. Come in.”

Anja followed her into the living room and took a seat next to her on the couch. “I just thought I’d drop off a little something for you, in case you decide not to come over on Christmas Eve.”

“Aww.” Caroline took the gift Anja handed her. “You didn’t have to get me anything.”

“Just a gesture of appreciation to say thanks for cat-sitting whenever we’re on vacation.”

“No problem. Muesli is a sweetheart.”

“Have you thought about our offer to have dinner with us on Christmas Eve?” Anja asked. “We have a houseful of guests anyway—my parents, Uncle Nobby and his girlfriend, Susanne’s sister, and my best friend—so you wouldn’t be a third wheel or anything.”

Caroline’s head was spinning as she tried to keep up with all the people Anja mentioned. “Thanks. I really appreciate the offer, but it’ll be the first Christmas since Vanessa and I split up, and after seven years of her big holiday parties, I’m actually looking forward to having a quiet Christmas.” She looked at Anja for a nod of understanding, but her neighbor didn’t seem to be listening.

She stared past Caroline toward the hall.

Caroline turned her head to see what had captured Anja’s attention.

Scully strode in from the dining room, where Caroline had left the window open, knowing this was usually the time Scully ventured outside on Sundays. Her head was held high and her chest swelled with pride as she presented a piece of fabric in her muzzle.

For a moment, Caroline thought Scully had already scoured the apartment for loot and had stolen one of her T-shirts again.

But it wasn’t a T-shirt. A burgundy red lace bra dangled from Scully’s mouth.

“Um,” Anja said, “either I’ve had a bit too much eggnog, or a cat’s been through your unmentionables.”

“It’s not mine.”

“The cat? Yeah, I know. It’s Lena’s.”

“No, the bra. Not my color and I don’t think it’s my cup size either.” Caroline pointed at her more generous breasts.

Scully carried the bra over to Caroline and proudly dropped it at her feet. “Meow.”

Anja stared at the bra. “Looks like I’m not the only one who brought you a present. Is there something you want to tell me?”

“Like what?”

“Like the fact that you have a new girlfriend!” Laughing, Anja lightly slapped her arm. “Why didn’t you tell me that’s the reason you don’t want to join us for Christmas?”

“What? No! That’s not what’s going on. Scully has been stealing my stuff and dragging it over to Lena’s apartment since they moved in, and I think now she’s returning the favor and bringing me something of Lena’s.” Caroline leaned down and picked up the bra, mostly to hide her blush from Anja. Maybe it was just her overactive imagination, but she thought she could detect a faint hint of Lena’s perfume clinging to the lacy material, intensifying the heat in Caroline’s cheeks.

So she had been right—the bra belonged to Lena. She fought valiantly not to picture Lena in the sexy piece of lingerie.

Anja let out a knowing “hmmm.” She studied the cat, then Caroline. “Maybe Scully is trying to tell you something.”

“That I need sexier bras?” Caroline mumbled.

“No. Maybe she’s trying to matchmake. There seem to be a lot of matchmaking felines in this building. Muesli was the same. He decided to move in with Susanne, even though she was determined to dislike cats…and Freiburg…and a certain stationery store employee.”

Caroline snorted. “We all know how that plan worked out.”

“Yeah, cats are clearly the superior planners. Maybe you should listen to her.” Anja pointed at Scully, who rubbed the side of her head against Caroline’s legs before padding back to the dining room.

A soft noise indicated that she had jumped up onto the windowsill, then everything was silent.

Scully was gone, leaving the bra behind.

* * *

Their genius mouse plan seemed to be a success after all!

When Scully returned through the cat flap, she wasn’t carrying any bounty.

That was great. Yep. Totally great.

And if Lena repeated it a few dozen times, maybe she would actually start to believe it. As it was, she couldn’t help being disappointed.

If the mouse plan worked, they could just buy half a dozen of the toy critters and would only have to meet up once a week to exchange them.

Instead of heading straight for her food bowl to check for interesting treats, as Scully usually did when she returned home, she went to the bedroom.

Lena arched her brows. “You weren’t even outside for ten minutes and already need a nap?”

But apparently, Scully wasn’t tired after all. She reappeared within a minute or two, carrying something.

Lena did a double take. Was that…?

Yes. Scully had grabbed her best pair of lacy panties from the pile of laundry Lena had meant to put away.

“Scully, that’s not a toy. You can’t—”

Scully ducked down and dashed through the hall toward the cat flap.

Oh shit. “Scully! No!” Lena rushed after her and tried to grab her.

But Scully was faster. She barreled through the cat flap without slowing down or dropping the panties.

In her socked feet, Lena slammed against the window in which the flap had been installed. She ignored the pain flaring through her knee. No time for that—because she had a feeling she knew where Scully was heading with her panties.

Apparently, the feline had decided to bring Caroline a thank-you present for rescuing her from the vet’s office and spending the day with her.

No, no, no, no. Not my panties. While she really wouldn’t have minded Caroline seeing her sexy undies, this wasn’t the scenario she’d fantasized about! She shoved her feet into a pair of shoes without tying the laces, raced through the living room, and tore the patio door open.

In a wild dash, she sprinted around the hedge separating her patio from Caroline’s to get to her neighbor’s apartment before Scully did.

Gasping for breath, she skidded to a stop next to the meerkat figurine.

There was no sign of Scully or the pair of panties she had kidnapped.

But before Lena could breathe a sigh of relief, her gaze fell through the glass of the patio door.

Caroline was sitting on the couch, and she wasn’t alone. Anja leaned against the back of the sofa next to her, her gaze fixed on something in Caroline’s hands.

Lena looked in the same direction.

The object Caroline cradled was a deep red, lacy article of clothing—not her panties, thank God.

Then Lena’s relief faded away. Oh, no, no, no. Please tell me that’s not my bra!

Apparently, Scully had already dropped off her present at Caroline’s, then gone back for the matching panties!

Before Lena could tiptoe back to her side of the hedge, Caroline looked up from where she’d stared at the bra.

Their gazes met.

Caroline dropped the bra to the floor as if she’d been caught going through Lena’s underwear drawer. Her cheeks took on the color of the lace.

Fierce heat flared through Lena’s own cheeks. If there had ever been a moment to pray for a hole to open up and swallow her, it was this one.

Instead, Scully waltzed into Caroline’s living room and deposited the panties next to the bra.

Oh God. Why hadn’t she gotten a hamster instead of a cat?

* * *

Caroline felt Anja’s pat to the shoulder as if through a thick layer of cotton wool.

“I think I’ll leave the two of you alone to sort out…the laundry.”

“What? No, no, you don’t have to—”

But the apartment door already clicked shut behind Anja.

Caroline returned her gaze to the patio door.

Lena stood on the other side, frozen to the spot next to the meerkat, her eyes looking as big as the figurine’s solar lamp orbs.

The humor of the situation overcame Caroline, and she had to bite the inside of her cheek not to burst out laughing. She didn’t want Lena to think she was making fun of her.

With careful movements, as if there was a deer on her patio she didn’t want to startle away, she went to the glass door and opened it. “Um, hi.”

“Hi.”

Caroline pointed over her shoulder without looking away from Lena’s charmingly flushed face. “Seems like Scully decided I needed an early Christmas present.” She leaned in a bit and added in a whisper, “Don’t tell her, but I think I’ll have to return it. She misjudged the size of my…um…bust.”

A short giggle burst from Lena’s chest, then quickly turned into all-out laughter.

Within seconds, they were both bent over, laughing until they were gasping for breath.

Caroline tugged on Lena’s sleeve. “Come in before our neighbors think we’ve had too much mulled wine.” She led her into the living room and discreetly looked away as Lena picked up the sexy underwear from the floor.

When she glanced in Lena’s direction again, Lena had stuffed the bra into her left jean pocket and the panties into the right one, but since women’s pockets were tiny, both garments dangled halfway out.

Caroline bit her lip.

“What?” Lena asked.

“Um, nothing. Just…” Caroline pointed at Lena’s untied shoelaces, her disheveled hair, and the underwear dangling from her pockets. “You look like you’re sneaking out of my apartment, doing the walk of shame.”

Lena stared down at herself. The blush, which had just started to fade, shot back up her neck. She reached out and pinched Caroline. “Stop laughing,” she said but was grinning herself. “Just wait until Scully starts stealing your sexy undies.”

“Nah, I’m safe. I don’t even own sexy undies.”

Lena mumbled something almost under her breath.

Caroline wasn’t sure, but she could swear it was something such as, “Anything can be sexy on the right woman.” But maybe that was just wishful thinking.

“What did you just say?” Caroline asked.

“Nothing. Just that if you were wondering what to give me for Christmas, a lock for my closet might be an option so Scully doesn’t drag my entire wardrobe over here. Uh, not that I’m expecting you to give me anything for Christmas, of course.”

“Too late. I already have your gift, and it’s not a lock.” She had carefully wrapped it days ago and had hidden it away in a drawer so Scully couldn’t steal it. It was her very own tea rex, with a tin of Lena’s favorite tea inside.

A pleased smile lit up Lena’s eyes. “I have something for you too.”

Warmth filled Caroline.

They smiled at each other. No one spoke for a while.

Come on. Ask her if she wants to get together on Christmas to open the presents. Or have dinner with you.

But when she opened her mouth to ask, what came out was: “It’s not a kitchen sponge, is it?”

Lena laughed. “You’ll just have to wait and see.” She shoved the panties and the bra deeper into her pockets and picked up Scully. “I’d better get back. I left my patio door wide open. Bye, Caroline.”

Caroline watched her turn and carry Scully to the door.

The cat let out a hiss of protest, apparently not eager to leave.

Caroline could empathize. She didn’t want them to go either. “Lena!”

One step outside, Lena stuck her head back in. “Yeah?”

“Um…” Come on. Ask! The worst that could happen was for Lena to say no. Caroline had always thought she wouldn’t mind getting turned down a few times when she was ready to start dating again. But now, with Lena, she very much cared. “I… Feel free to call me Caro. All my friends do.”

Shit! What are you doing? She was sending Lena the wrong message!

A small smile played around Lena’s lips. “Well, you’ve seen my underwear, so I guess it’s only appropriate.”

Despite her nerves, Caroline couldn’t help laughing. Aww. A woman who could poke fun at herself. Caroline loved that.

With a grin and a nod, Lena turned again and walked away.

Damn. She had missed her chance. Caroline stood rooted to the spot for two heartbeats.

No. She wanted—needed to take the risk of rejection. She had a feeling this…Lena would be worth it. Not bothering to put on shoes, she raced after her.

At the patio door, she nearly collided with Lena, who, apparently, had turned around before reaching the hedge.

Scully dropped to the floor and let out an indignant meow of complaint at the rough treatment as they clutched at each other’s arms to keep their balance.

They stood so close that the subtle scent of Lena’s perfume filled Caroline’s nostrils, and the warmth of her body skyrocketed her own temperature.

“Sorry. I just wanted…” they said at the same time, then paused.

“Yeah?” Caroline croaked out.

“Um, I was just wondering…” Lena nibbled her full bottom lip. Without pulling back from Caroline’s gentle grip on her arms, she straightened her shoulders and raised her gaze to Caroline’s eyes. “If you still don’t have any plans for Christmas, do you want to come over and have dinner with me?”

Caroline stared at her. Wow. She marveled at Lena’s courage—and at the fact that her interest definitely didn’t seem to be one-sided. Of course, it could have merely been an invitation between neighbors who might become friends, but something in Lena’s dark eyes said otherwise.

“I mean,” Lena quickly continued when Caroline didn’t answer right away, “it would spare poor Scully the stress of trying to steal my food to bring it over to your place and vice versa.”

Caroline knew she had a silly grin on her face, but she didn’t care. “So, let me get this straight. You want to celebrate Christmas together because of Scully?”

“Yeah, I mean, the vet did say a stress-free environment was important to avoid her getting constipated again, right?” Lena almost managed to keep a straight face.

“Right. So yes, let’s follow doctor’s orders and have Christmas Eve dinner together.”

They beamed at each other. Neither had let go yet.

Scully used the opportunity to sneak past them and darted onto the lawn with something in her mouth.

“What did she steal this time?” Caroline groaned. “Please tell me it wasn’t any of my underwear.”

Lena laughed. “Nope. Her favorite—the kitchen sponge.”

They both groaned in unison.


 

Chapter 8

“Keep them coming.” Caroline waved her hand at Lena, who handed her jars of mayonnaise from the top shelf. “One more.”

Lena put another jar into their shopping cart, which was already piled high with several containers of plain yogurt, half a dozen different vegetables, a variety of pickled condiments, and three kinds of meat.

Caroline looked down at their groceries with satisfaction. “Now all we need is four baguettes.” She pointed at the little bakery at the entrance area of the store.

“Four?” Lena laughed. “Who else is coming for dinner? The entire SC Freiburg soccer team? We’ll never eat four baguettes!”

“You say that now, but wait until you taste my famous dipping sauces. They’re the best thing about having fondue.”

Lena gave her a dubious look. “I’ll have to take your word for it.”

“You’ve had meat fondue, right?”

“Can’t say that I have. Only the cheese one.”

Caroline widened her eyes in pretend shock. “It’s a good thing we are having it tonight because you can’t live in Freiburg and not be familiar with meat fondue.”

They steered their shopping cart down the aisle, with Caroline pushing from behind and Lena lending a steadying hand to course-correct from the side.

The store was extremely busy on the morning of Christmas Eve. They had managed to grab the very last shopping cart, which was a bit wonky, always steering to the left.

Normally, Caroline might have found it annoying, but with Lena by her side, it seemed like a fun challenge they easily mastered together. Even the obnoxious Christmas music blaring through the store made her hum along.

Laughing, they maneuvered around the corner—and nearly collided with another couple whose shopping cart was piled even higher than their own.

Did you just think…another couple? What she had meant, of course, was a couple of people who shopped together. Caroline looked up to apologize for the near collision.

The two fellow shoppers weren’t strangers. It was their neighbors. Susanne and Anja leaned onto the handle of their shopping cart, standing so close to each other that their arms were touching.

“Hi, Caro…and Lena!” Anja gave them a curious look, then eyed the groceries in their cart.

It had to be pretty obvious that they were shopping for Christmas dinner.

Oh shit. Would Anja be hurt that she had declined her invitation to join them on Christmas Eve—only to then make plans with someone else? Caroline sent her a pleading look. Please don’t mention that you invited me over. She didn’t want Lena to think that she’d been holding out for an invitation from her…even though, subconsciously, she probably had.

“Are you two having Christmas dinner together?” Anja asked.

“Um, yeah.” Caroline struggled not to fidget, ramble, or add unnecessary excuses.

Anja gave her a knowing grin and nudged Susanne. “See? I told you.”

No, no, no, no. Come on, Anja. Please don’t embarrass me in front of Lena! Caroline’s look went from imploring to outright begging.

“They have two jars of mayonnaise per person too,” Anja continued, making Caroline deflate with relief. “Because the sauces—”

“…are the best thing about having fondue,” Susanne and Lena said in unison.

Anja patted her partner’s hand, then looked from Lena to Caroline and gave her a nod of acknowledgment. “I see you started your own training program to educate the non-locals.”

Susanne lifted her hand to her mouth and fake-stage-whispered to Lena, “Don’t tell them, but meat fondue isn’t a southern German thing. I’ve had it in Berlin plenty of times.”

“But not with my yummy sauces,” Anja said.

“Hmm. True.” Susanne leaned down and kissed her.

Caroline looked away, even though they kept the kiss tender and tame. Somehow, it was awkward to watch them exchange public displays of affection while Lena stood just a step away.

Finally, Susanne and Anja seemed to remember they weren’t alone and turned back toward them.

“We should go,” Susanne said. “Our ice cream is melting.”

Anja nodded. “Merry Christmas, you two. Enjoy the fondue.”

Everyone called “merry Christmas,” then headed their separate ways.

Caroline tried to steer their cart toward the register with the shortest line, but Lena pulled them toward the left.

“Ice cream,” she said decisively. “We forgot dessert.”

“Phew. Good thing you noticed. Because I might take back my statement about the sauces being the best thing about Christmas dinner. The dessert is.”

“So what dessert do the good people of Freiburg eat on Christmas Eve?” Lena asked.

“I don’t know about other people, but I’m eating ice cream. Do the good people of Hannover agree with that choice?”

Lena gave her a dignified nod. “They do.”

They grinned at each other, then hurried toward the ice cream aisle as fast as their wonky cart allowed.

* * *

“I think I’ll be here until New Year’s.” Lena laughed as they lugged several large shopping bags into Caroline’s kitchen while trying not to trip over Scully, who had waited for them in front of the building. “Because it’ll take us that long to eat all this food.”

“That’s actually what I usually do,” Caroline said. “Freeze the leftover meat, then have fondue again on New Year’s Eve.”

Lena tried not to read into that. Caroline hadn’t meant it as an invitation to ring in the new year together…had she? “Fondue for Christmas and New Year’s? Wow. I always thought schäufele and potato salad were the things to eat for the holidays here in the south.”

“Yeah, for some people they are, but I prefer fondue,” Caroline answered. “Granted, the meal takes a lot longer than schäufele, especially since we’ll be using broth, not oil to cook the meat. I hope you don’t mind.”

“No, not at all.” In fact, Lena was glad Caroline had suggested a dish that would leave them plenty of time to talk so their Christmas celebration wouldn’t be over within an hour or two. She looked forward to getting to know Caroline better.

They worked together to prepare the fondue. Lena chopped onions, leeks, carrots, and celery root for the broth while Caroline mixed together the ingredients for five different dipping sauces.

It was a good thing Lena could slice vegetables without having to look because she kept glancing over at Caroline.

Caro had her hair tied back into a ponytail, but several strands had escaped it and fell into her eyes as she stirred together mayonnaise, plain yogurt, and horseradish. Her full lips were pursed in concentration.

Lena’s chopping motions slowed.

“What?” Caroline looked up from her task.

Lena fought down a blush at having been caught watching her. “Nothing. Just… You look like you know what you’re doing.”

Caroline chuckled. “Don’t be too impressed. The fondue sauces are one of five dishes that I can make really well. The rest of my cooking gets a passing grade at best.”

“Dare I ask what the rest of your repertoire consists of? Ice cream, muesli, burgers, and sandwiches?”

Caroline put the mayonnaise jar down and gave her a faux hurt look. “I’m not that bad. My award-winning dishes are flammkuchen, lasagna, potato salad, and pancakes with asparagus.”

Lena tilted her head like a judge at a cooking contest considering her final score. “Not too bad. I could live on that.” She bit her lip as soon as she’d said it. Damn. That sounded as if she was inviting herself over on a daily basis.

But thankfully, Caroline didn’t seem to notice. She added salt and pepper to the dip. “Yeah, me too. What can I say? I’m a carbs junkie.” She broke off a piece of baguette, spooned a little sauce onto it, and held it out to Lena. “Here. Try this.”

Lena put the knife down and bridged the space between them. Without thinking, she leaned forward, ducked her head, and ate the morsel right out of Caroline’s hand.

Caroline stood stock-still, her now-empty hand still suspended in mid-air, and stared at her. Her pupils were so wide that only thin rings remained of her hazel irises, and her tongue darted out to lick the O her lips formed.

Oh God. Get yourself together! She meant for you to take the bread from her with your hand, silly!

“Hot?” Caroline asked, her voice husky.

Lena nodded—not just once, but four or five times. She probably looked like a bobblehead. Very attractive. “Oh yeah,” she croaked out, then mentally kicked herself. Caroline was talking about the horseradish sauce, of course! “Um, I mean, yes, it is pretty hot.”

“In a good way?” Caroline asked.

The huskiness of her voice sent tingles through Lena’s body. “A very, very good way.”

They looked at each other with only a foot of space between them.

Scully chose that moment to raise up on her hind legs and plant her front paws on Caroline’s thigh to beg for a morsel of whatever they were tasting.

Lena really wasn’t sure if she should be grateful or curse the cat for interrupting. Maybe it was for the better. She really didn’t want Caroline to think this was about her being lonely and latching on to the first lesbian she met in Freiburg. She backed away a few steps so she could think more clearly.

Just to be on the safe side, she tasted the other four sauces using a teaspoon.

* * *

Warily, Caroline watched Lena slide a cubed piece of meat onto her fondue skewer with her fingers. “Um, do you want some pointers? The way you’re doing that looks like a hazard to your fingers.” That didn’t sound as if she had a vested interest in Lena’s fingers, did it? No, of course not. Just friendly concern, that’s all.

Lena paused in her attempt to get the piece of chicken onto her fondue fork. “Yes, please. I’m not too proud to admit I have no clue what I’m doing.”

“You pierce it with the fondue fork, then use your regular fork to slide it more firmly onto the skewer.” Caroline demonstrated, then submerged the speared cube of chicken into the simmering broth that rested in the middle of the table.

Lena copied her and soon handled the fondue fork like a pro. She even got daring and put two pieces of meat on her second skewer.

Caroline laughed. “Don’t get too adventurous. If you lose a piece of meat in the pot, tradition says you’ll have to pay for the next fondue.”

Undaunted, Lena added a slice of zucchini to her skewer before sliding it into the pot. “I guess I could live with that.”

Me too. Caroline stopped herself just in time before she could voice that thought. But it was true. She wouldn’t mind making this an annual tradition at all. Had Lena meant to say that too, or had she just tried to make it clear that she wasn’t stingy and wouldn’t mind paying?

A paw reached up from beneath the dining room table and patted Caroline’s knee, startling her from her thoughts.

“Sorry, pal,” Caroline said. “There’s a splash of red wine in the broth. You can’t have any of that.”

Lena peeked beneath the table to see what her cat was doing. “Scully! Stop bothering Caro!” She looked at Caroline with an apologetic expression. “Sorry. I always try to stay firm and not give her any of my food, but Chantal—my ex—kept sabotaging my efforts. I’m still working on retraining Scully, but she’s a slow learner.”

“Hey, don’t say that. She recently learned something new all by herself.”

“Oh yeah?” Lena swiped a piece of baguette through the garlic sauce that was clearly her favorite dip. “What’s that?”

Caroline pierced half a mushroom and plopped it into the fondue pot. “Bringing me your sexy bra, then going back for the matching panties.” Oops. The word sexy had slipped out before she could think it through. But lacy lingerie was generally considered sexy, so she should be safe. Of course, Caroline would have probably considered any bra of Lena’s sexy, even if it had been a simple white cotton sports bra.

Lena tossed a piece of baguette at her.

Laughing, Caroline warded it off with a raised arm.

It bounced across the dining room.

Scully ran to check it out. She sniffed it, then sent them a feline glare when it wasn’t a chunk of meat.

Lena got up and retrieved it before Scully could change her mind and eat it.

They finished their meal without any hurry. The conversation flowed freely, with both of them contributing equally—Lena telling her charming stories about her clients, and Caroline entertaining her with some hilarious situations she had encountered in job interviews and team-building exercises.

When neither of them could eat another bite, they moved to the living room and took a seat on the couch.

“Oh, you put up your tree.” Lena stared at it with an expression of almost childlike wonder.

“Yeah. It just doesn’t feel like Christmas without one.”

Scully ambled over to check out the Nordmann fir too. She batted at one of the red plastic apples.

“Uh-oh.” Lena was about to jump up and get her cat away from the tree, but Caroline put one hand on her leg to stop her.

“Don’t worry. Nordmann firs are non-toxic to cats, and I didn’t use any tinsel, glass baubles, or ceramic ornaments. Just cat-safe decorations. And if Scully is the type to think a cat in the tree makes for the best ornament, I can put up a baby gate around the tree. That’s what I did when we first got Frau Merkel.”

“No, Scully is pretty good with trees,” Lena said. “I just didn’t get one this year, because I wasn’t in the mood to unpack more moving boxes.”

As if to prove her words true, Scully lost interest in the ornaments, darted beneath the fir, and perched on the red tree skirt.

Caroline laughed. “Cats. She probably thinks I put a blanket under the tree just for her comfort.”

Lena didn’t answer. She was glancing down at her lap.

Oh shit! Caroline still had her hand on Lena’s thigh! She snatched it away as inconspicuously as possible and jumped up to retrieve Lena’s present from under the tree. “Here.” She cleared her throat and deposited the big box onto Lena’s lap. “This is for you.”

Lena stared at it. “Oh wow! I hope you didn’t spend too much.”

“No, don’t worry. I just used a bigger box because of Scully. If she’s anything like Frau Merkel, she won’t be able to resist the lure of a box, so I wanted her to have one she can fit in.”

She had barely finished her explanation when Scully came out from under the tree and jumped up onto the couch between them, eyeing the box with interest.

Chuckling, Caroline scratched Scully under her white chin.

“Aww.” Lena’s long lashes fluttered. “Are you always this considerate?”

Caroline shrugged. “It’s a small thing to do. Now open it.”

Lena set down her wineglass and tore off the paper with an eagerness that made Caroline chuckle. She opened the flap of the big box and lifted out two smaller, gift-wrapped presents.

As soon as she set the cardboard box onto the floor, Scully jumped down from the couch and made herself comfortable in the box. Her head rested on one flap so she could peer up and watch them.

The first present Lena opened made her burst out laughing. She held out a copy of an Alemannisch to standard German dictionary. “Oh my God! Thank you! I could have so used this last week! One of my local clients mentioned he had an ox eye for breakfast.”

Caroline laughed. “He meant a sunny-side-up egg.”

“Yeah, I figured that out—after ten horrified minutes!” They were both still chuckling as Lena opened the second present.

It was the tyrannosaurus Caroline had planned to give her for weeks. “You really seemed to like Earl, so I thought I’d give you your own tea rex.”

Lena stroked the dinosaur’s green head, making Caroline’s gaze veer down to follow the path of her fingers. “Thank you. I admit I was really bummed when it turned out Earl wasn’t a gift after all and I had to give him back.” She hugged the lucky tea rex to her chest.

Finally, she set her new friend aside to press the box she had brought over earlier today into Caroline’s hands. “Your turn.”

Caroline went about it more methodically, sliding her nails under the tape to remove the wrapping paper. When she finally opened the box, the first thing she encountered was a gift certificate from Kashmir. Startled, she glanced at Lena. “How did you know?”

“A little birdie told me it’s your favorite restaurant.”

“It is. Their sabzi jhalfrezi is to die for.” Caroline traced the amount on the gift certificate with her index finger. Lena had spent way too much, and she already planned to invite her to come with her.

“Open the other one.”

“Jeez, you were one of those kids who opened all the doors of their Advent calendar on the first of December, weren’t you?” Caroline gave her a teasing nudge with her elbow.

Lena blushed. “Guilty as charged. I ate all the chocolates, then closed the doors again so my parents wouldn’t notice.”

Caroline opened the second present.

It was a T-shirt—purple, her favorite color. The front depicted a grinning ginger cartoon cat, and the text above the feline said: I’ve been robbed by a cat, and all I got in return was this lousy T-shirt.

Caroline laughed until her sides ached. She realized she’d been doing that a lot lately.

They settled on the couch more comfortably, and Caroline opened a second bottle of wine—not because she really wanted more, just because she didn’t want the evening to end.

Scully had long since fallen asleep in the cardboard box while they continued to chat.

“So,” Lena said once they’d talked about their families for a while, “how long has it been for you?”

Caroline nearly spat out the sip of wine she’d just taken.

“T-that’s not what I meant!” Lena’s cheeks were as red as the wine. She reached over and lightly slapped Caroline’s thigh with the back of her hand. “Get your mind out of the gutter, neighbor lady! I meant since you and Vanessa split up.”

“We broke up in January. How about you? When did you and Chantal split up?”

“Around the same time. A couple of weeks before Valentine’s Day.” Lena swirled the wine in her glass and stared into its depths as if taking the time to think about what she wanted to say next. “Have you dated since then?”

Caroline shook her head. “You?”

“No.” Lena paused mid-swirl and looked at her, the expression in her eyes thoughtful. “I think I lost myself in being part of a couple a little bit. Chantal and I were together for most of my adult life, so being on my own for a while might be a good thing. To help me understand who I am and what I need in a partner, you know?”

“Yeah, I totally get that. We’re in the same boat in that regard.” Still, Caroline couldn’t help feeling disappointed—and wondering what a while meant for Lena. Were ten months enough time on her own, or did she plan to stay single in the new year too?

Lena raised her glass.

Oh no. I hope she doesn’t want to toast being single! Caroline gamely raised her glass of wine too.

“To understanding what we need,” Lena finally said.

“I’ll drink to that!” Because the more time she spent with Lena, the more Caroline understood that maybe it was exactly this fun banter and quiet togetherness she needed. Enthusiastically, she clinked her glass against Lena’s—maybe a bit too enthusiastically.

Red wine splashed over the rim and onto their hands.

“Oh God! I’m so sorry.” Caroline quickly set their glasses down, grabbed a tissue from the box on the coffee table, and dried off their hands before the wine could drip onto the couch.

“Don’t worry about it. It’s just wine, not scalding coffee,” Lena said but held very still as Caroline slid the tissue along each of her fingers, then over her palm.

The paper tissue was so thin that Caroline felt as if she were caressing Lena’s fingers with her own. Heat gathered in her belly, and it wasn’t from the wine.

“Although I have to tell you, we have certain traditions in Hannover too,” Lena continued, sounding a bit raspy, “akin to your rule about what happens if you lose a piece of meat in the fondue pot.”

“Oh yeah?”

“Yeah. If you spill wine, you have to pay for the next bottle.”

Her tone indicated she was teasing, but there was also something else—a note of invitation, mixed with a silent question.

Caroline dropped the wine-drenched tissue onto the coffee table. At least she hoped that was where it landed because she wasn’t looking at it. She stared into Lena’s dark eyes from only a few inches away…then only a single inch as they somehow seemed to lean closer, even though she wasn’t aware that either of them had moved.

Her gaze dipped from Lena’s eyes to her full lips.

“Garlic,” Lena whispered half an inch from her mouth.

Caroline’s brain had switched from processing to feeling, so she had no idea what Lena was trying to say. She felt as dazed as if they had already finished that second bottle of wine. “What?”

“I’ve eaten garlic sauce.”

As if Caroline cared about that. An entire head of garlic couldn’t have stopped her from kissing Lena now. “Me too,” she whispered back, then slowly closed the tiny gap between them, giving Lena the opportunity to move away if this wasn’t what she wanted.

But there was nothing but approval and heat in Lena’s eyes before they fluttered shut and their lips met.

Caroline closed her eyes too and got lost in the feeling of Lena’s warm mouth caressing hers.

It was soft and easy, but with a bit of a spark, as everything between them had been from the start. They just…fit, neither of them hurrying the kiss nor breaking it.

Lena’s hands slid to her waist, then around to her back, drawing her even closer.

Caroline allowed her own hands to trail up Lena’s back. The heat of Lena’s skin drifted through her festive blouse as Caroline skirted her fingertips over her shoulders, then to her cheeks, where she rested them lightly.

Lena let out a soft moan. She feathered kisses over Caroline’s lower lip, then the top one as if she were worshipping her.

God, Lena’s kisses were sweeter than the wine they’d drunk and more intoxicating too.

With a breathy little sound that made Caroline’s head spin, Lena finally broke the kiss. “Perfect,” she whispered against her lips.

Caroline could only nod, still not quite able to form words.

When her brain started to function again, she realized Scully had sat up in her box, ears tilted forward in full-attention mode, her gaze on them.

She was purring as if they had just served her half of a chicken.

Caroline slid one arm around Lena to keep her close and nodded down at the feline. “Look at the little matchmaker!”

Lena grinned. Happiness made her brown eyes seem to glow from within. “She thinks it’s perfect too.”

“You mean purrfect,” Caroline whispered as she leaned in to kiss Lena again.

“Yeah, that’s exactly what I—”

Then their lips met again, and the rest of Christmas Eve turned out to be a rather silent night indeed.


 

Epilogue

Eleven months later

“I never thought I’d move a second time within less than a year!” Lena huffed as she carefully stepped over Scully, who was supervising the transport of the moving boxes.

“Hey, don’t complain.” Caro placed one of the cat beds next to the couch. “Everything to make sure Scully has a stress-free environment, right?”

Lena chuckled. That was what Caro had said when she’d suggested Lena move in with her—that it would be less stressful for the feline not to have to carry her loot back and forth between their apartments.

Arms around each other, they went back for the next load.

“Oh, wait.” She held on to Caro’s sleeve as her partner bent to pick up the only unmarked moving box. “I’ll take that one.”

“Ooh! What’s in there?” Caro bumped her playfully and lowered her voice to a husky whisper that still sent shivers up and down Lena’s body, even after almost a year of being together. “Sexy lingerie I haven’t seen yet?”

“You wish. Nope. Your Christmas presents, and I haven’t had time to wrap them yet.”

Caro pulled her into her arms. Her gaze was soft as she looked into Lena’s eyes. “You didn’t have to get me anything. You moving in with me is the best present I could wish for.”

Lena melted against her, so close that not a single cat hair could have fit between them. “Mmhm, me too. It turns out that when my furry Secret Santa stole Earl, he brought me the perfect gift after all.”

Caro traced her fingertips up Lena’s neck and into her hair, making her weak-kneed. Then she captured Lena’s lips with her own and kissed her until Lena forgot everything else.

An impatient “meow” from their feline supervisor finally made them break the kiss.

Smiling, Caro placed two more soft kisses on the corners of Lena’s mouth. “So I’m better than a dead mouse?” she whispered against her lips.

Lena slid one hand into the back pocket of Caro’s jeans and pinched her. “Hmm, slightly better. You might even be better than the kitchen sponge.”

Caro laughed that husky, happy laugh Lena adored so much, making her smile in return.

Yep. Scully’s gift had been perfect. Absolutely purrfect.

* * *

If you enjoyed this novella, check out Jae’s romance novel Paper Love, which is also set in Jae’s hometown, Freiburg. It tells the love story of Lena and Caroline’s neighbors, Anja and Susanne.
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ISBN: 978-3-96324-067-6 (mobi), 978-3-96324-068-3 (epub)

Length: 89,000 words (222 pages)

Falling in love wasn’t part of the plan in this lesbian romance from best-selling author Jae.

Susanne Wolff isn’t thrilled when her mother sends her all the way across the country to Freiburg to save her uncle’s stationery store from bankruptcy. Freiburg is too provincial for her taste, and besides, pen and paper are outdated anyway.

Anja Lamm, Paper Love’s only full-time employee, takes an instant dislike to the arrogant, digital-loving snob who’s supposed to be her temporary boss.

But thanks to a meddling cat, a business trip to a stationery fair, and an armada of origami boats, Anja soon starts to see beneath Susanne’s aloof exterior, and Susanne discovers how sexy pens and notebooks can be—at least when Anja handles them.

As the end of Susanne’s three-month stay approaches, will she stick to her plan to leave, or will she open her heart to more than just paper love?
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Length: 64,000 words (176 pages)

When Fiona Ng’s best friend, Michael, needs a pretend girlfriend to bring home for Christmas in Arkansas, Fiona girds her loins and steps up. Besides, how hard could one festive family weekend be, anyway?

That’s before she meets the boisterous McElroy clan, with accents as thick as a homemade pie crust, and an endless supply of competitive siblings, including Lizzie, Michael’s beautiful younger sister.

Lizzie seems to be everywhere, with her intoxicating scent, wandering hands, lingering gaze, and that bright, echoing laugh. The more time Fiona spends in her orbit, she wonders how she can even concentrate let alone pull off a convincing fake relationship.

An amusing, charming lesbian romance about finding unexpected love inside family expectations.
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