
        
            
                
            
        

    UNDER THE MISTLETOE
By Everly James
Copyright 2017 Everly James
 



 
Table of Contents
STAY IN TOUCH
CHAPTER ONE
CHAPTER TWO
CHAPTER THREE
CHAPTER FOUR
CHAPTER FIVE
CHAPTER SIX
CHAPTER SEVEN
CHAPTER EIGHT
CHAPTER NINE
CHAPTER TEN
CHAPTER ELEVEN
CHAPTER TWELVE
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
CHAPTER FIFTEEN
CHAPTER SIXTEEN
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
CHAPTER NINETEEN
CHAPTER TWENTY
CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
CHAPTER THIRTY
CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
STAY IN TOUCH
ABOUT THE AUTHOR
MORE BY EVERLY JAMES



STAY IN TOUCH
Sign up for Everly James’s mailing list and be the first to know about new releases. Click here! OR go to: http://www.subscribepage.com/b3q9t4



CHAPTER ONE
It was a dark and stormy night. Samantha Evans typed the words and sat back in her seat, feeling a growing sense of dread in the pit of her stomach. The clock on the wall ticked ominously, as if mocking her lack of productivity. Outside, the sun was blaring and heat came rushing through the slightly open window.
Samantha sighed and closed it. She’d been hoping for a breath of at least autumnal if not wintry air, but she was out of luck. South Texas was as oppressive as ever, even though the calendar had passed Thanksgiving. She reached for her tea mug and found it unfortunately empty. She sipped the dregs, the last drop of water rolling down the ceramic surface and finding its way to her parched tongue. Samantha rolled her chair back and heard a yowl of her cat, Harvey.
“Sorry, buddy!” Samantha cried out. She’d rolled over one of his paws with the chair. Harvey had a surly look on his face. He was clearly not amused by either the offense or the apology. He sniffed the air as if tending to his wounded pride. Samantha lifted him up under the armpits and he acquiesced to the cuddling almost at once, purring up a storm. “I’d love to be a cat for just one day. Not have to worry about a deadline. Just get cuddled and petted and hand fed by fair maidens…”
The sound of a motorcycle backfiring sent Harvey shooting off for the far side of the little writing cottage.
“Dan,” Samantha muttered. “If he would just get that damn engine fixed…” Samantha grabbed her tea mug and opened up the Dutch style door for Harvey, who had been pawing at it anxiously. Dan was a little overzealous in his affections for Harvey and as such, the cat tended to avoid him whenever possible.
Samantha’s boot-covered feet crunched dried leaves that had fallen from the trees—not from cold weather, but from drought. She wended her way between the gnarled Texas oaks in her backyard towards her stone house, which was an ancient Texas ranch. The inside had last been renovated sometime in the decade Carter was president. But she didn’t mind. She lived for kitschiness, and her house had that in spades.
Harvey darted ahead of Samantha, through the cat door and over to the guest bedroom where he had a little cabinet he liked to hole up in.
Dan was pounding on the front door as Samantha answered it with a smirk, her empty tea mug still in hand. “Forgot your keys yet again, I see.”
Dan grinned, pushing back his rakish brown hair that fell in curls around his forehead. He had dimples and a sexy grin that drove the other gay men in his orbit wild. Samantha had fallen for it a time or two; they’d made out drunkenly once back in college before either of them were out of the closet. But it had all been in good fun.
“Lost the keys, actually,” Dan corrected her. He had two Starbucks drinks in his hands. He pushed one towards Samantha. “Venti hot chai latte for the lady.”
Samantha took it greedily. “How did you know? More importantly, how on earth did you ride over here with these on a motorcycle?”
Dan grinned and stepped inside the house. “Secrets of the trade. I’d never give those up.” Dan looked around the house. “Where’s my boy?”
“Harvey is hiding, as per usual,” Samantha said, shutting the front door to the eighty-degree day. She shrugged off her thigh-length wool sweater she’d put on rather optimistically. At least it had been fifty degrees when she’d woken up that morning. “You want some breakfast?”
“Lunch,” Dan corrected her, taking off his messenger bag and leather jacket and hanging it on the hook. He sighed. “You lost track of time again. And I see the house is even more of a disaster than usual.” He raised his eyebrows and peered into her soul. “That must mean you’ve been writing!”
Samantha adjusted her long, thin braids with one hand. “Something like that.”
“That’s excellent news!” Dan exclaimed. “You must be so relieved! What’s it been? Months?”
“It’s nothing,” Samantha said evasively, the truth gnawing at her insides. “Don’t you have cleaning to do?” She stifled a yawn. “I’m going to go lay down. Don’t bother Harvey. He’s in a mood today.”
Samantha left Dan to pick up the disaster of the house and went into her bedroom. It was the only room that had stayed clean after Dan’s last visit to the house two weeks prior, but that was only because she’d been sleeping in the living room. Samantha heard Dan’s words echoing through her head. You’ve been writing!
If only that were the case.
 
 



CHAPTER TWO
“Two mocha frappuccinos, an everything bagel, and half a dozen cake pops,” Gia Torres repeated automatically back to the customer.
“And a PSL,” the girl said, smacking her gum while she rapidly texted on her gold iPhone 7+ that cost more than two months’ of rent in Gia’s apartment in downtown Minneapolis.
“And a PSL,” Gia muttered, trying not to let slip an ‘of course.’ Every single basic white girl in the world came through those doors between September and Christmas asking for a pumpkin spice latte. Gia had made so many of them she sometimes had dreams where all she did was pour foam into the top of paper cups in an assembly line fashion. 
Gia was lost in thought when she smacked into her manager, Dawson.
“Oops!” Dawson said with a grin. “Daydreaming?”
Gia gave him a strained smile. “You know me.” She bustled around him, getting the order prepared as rapidly as possible. She could tell from experience when Dawson wanted to ask her for something. She could feel it coming.
“I’ve been meaning to ask you if you could take this weekend’s shift for me,” Dawson said all in one gust of words.
Gia almost automatically said yes out of sheer habit. “Actually, I’m going out of town this weekend through next week.” She pumped three spurts of sugar into the latte and gave it a quick swirl.
Dawson smacked a hand onto his forehead. “I forgot. Family thing?”
“Yeah,” Gia lied easily. It wasn’t, in fact, a family thing. But there was no way she was getting into the details of it with her coworkers. “My cousin needs help cleaning out her house to move.”
“Ah, headed home to upstate New York?”
“Washington state, you mean?” Gia asked, trying not to roll her eyes. Dawson was inherently self-absorbed. It was a trait she’d tried to find endearing. Those efforts had never paid off, however, and she was left with more than mild irritation towards him.
“Yeah, yeah,” he said. He stepped across her path, her arms laden with the white girl’s order. She was looking impatiently around the shop as if waiting for a latte was the worst thing to ever happen to her. “You want to go to dinner sometime?”
“Dawson. We’ve been through this. I’m gay.”
He laughed. “I know. I was just—”
Thinking you could turn me straight? Gia thought angrily. But she bit her lip. She needed this job desperately. It was the only thing standing between her and living in a cardboard box. “I need to get this to the customer.” 
Dawson stepped aside, still grinning.
Twenty minutes later, Gia was huddled in her beat up old Camry with the windows cracked slightly to let out the condensation from her breath. Bitter cold seeped through the glass. She was bundled up to her eyeballs in a mish mash of hand knitted wool garments that she’d cobbled together over the years. In the cup holder was a giant cup of pitch black coffee, the bitter scent swirling through the air.
But Gia didn’t notice.
In her lap was a battered, cheap, black and white composition notebook that was filled with pages ruffled by the pressure of a ballpoint pen. She wrote furiously, word after word spilling out of her. She always wrote on her breaks, while watching television, while taking a bath, while waiting for her ramen noodle water to boil on the stove. It was like she couldn’t help the words spilling out of her, running through her arm and out through her fingertips. 
When she had first started, it took a lot of energy for her to write. But now, it was like the characters were telling her where to go and what to say. They were the stars of her little ink and paper show.
Gia’s phone rang and she yelped in surprise, so intense was her concentration. “Hello?”
“Gia!” screeched the voice of her roommate, Paula. “I got locked out again!”
Gia put down her ballpoint pen and scratched her cold nose. “Seriously?”
“Yes!”
“I’m not out of work until five,” Gia said.
“It’s freezing out here!”
Gia could hear the wind howling through the phone’s microphone. “Call Simon. You gave him a spare key, remember?”
“I did. He’s not answering. But you did, which must mean you’re on your break.”
Gia glanced down at her notebook, her last words lingering mid-sentence. Her fingers itched to complete it; complete the scene, complete the chapter. “Fine. But you owe me.”
“I’ll cook you dinner.”
“You always cook me dinner.”
“Something other than pasta. Handmade pasta! I can make that.”
“You should be able to make me a lot of things. You are in culinary school after all.”
Paula laughed darkly. “Very funny. You know I’m too tired after school to come home and cook a masterpiece for you most of the time.”
“Yeah, yeah,” Gia said jokingly. “Okay, I gotta go if I’m going to drive to you.”
Five minutes later, Gia was sprinting through the freezing weather and up to the door of the tiny apartment she shared with Paula, who was jogging in place in an attempt to keep warm.
“I owe you,” Paula said as snow started to swirl around them both.
“You really do,” Gia said, peeling back her mittens and exposing her fingers to the icy cold. She wrapped her fingers around the cold metal key and twisted it in the lock. “There. I expect dinner.”
“Fit for a queen,” Paula said, giving her a quick kiss on the cheek. “Thanks, roomie.”
Gia walked back to her car. Her phone rang as she unlocked the door, and she struggled to juggle all of the things in her hands. 
“Hello?”
“You’re late from your break.” It was Dawson. She knew she’d be paying for spurning his dinner request.
“I know, I know, I’m sorry. My roommate got locked—”
“Just get back here.”
Gia groaned and hung up the phone, picking up the composition notebook she’d left on the driver’s seat. A gust of wind mixed with snow blew upon her, and she nearly dropped her notebook wide open into a frozen puddle.
“Shit,” she muttered, her heart racing and pounding, thinking of all those potentially lost words. “That was too close.”
 



CHAPTER THREE
Samantha rolled over in bed, blinking. The light outside had changed into that of late afternoon. The dappled light coming through the oak trees and streaming into her bedroom was weak.
She checked the clock; she’d slept all day.
She yawned and stretched, cursing the fact that she had only further managed to mess up her sleeping schedule. She padded across the Saltillo tile floor and into the bathroom to splash water on her face. She paused, listening for sounds of Dan cleaning the house but heard nothing. Maybe he’d left.
Walking out into the hallway, she called for Harvey, who slowly crept out of the guest bedroom, stretching as he did so.
“Is Dan gone?” Samantha asked.
Harvey looked back at her with his inscrutable feline expression.
A few minutes later, she was ensconced in the kitchen with a hastily thrown together turkey sandwich and a fresh cup of tea. She was biting into it when the back door flew open. She dropped the sandwich with a start.
Dan was there, sweat on his brow, his headphones blaring music. He was holding her iPad Pro in his hands.
“You scared the shit out of me!” Samantha said, wiping her mouth with a soft, checkered cloth napkin.
“What the hell is this, Sam?” he asked, pointing at the iPad and ripping the headphones off dramatically.
“That’s my iPad,” Samantha responded calmly. “What are you doing with it?”
Dan walked over and placed it on the table. She could tell he was trying with all his might to restrain himself from slamming it down. “Your book. This is the book you’ve been working on?”
Samantha sighed and rubbed her eyes. “No, that’s… that’s a different book.”
“Mmhmm,” Dan said skeptically, crossing his arms. “A different book. You mean a different book than the one that’s due on New Year’s Eve?”
“Right,” Samantha said.
“Because of course, five weeks before a deadline, you’re not sitting here with an open Word document that reads: ‘It was a dark and stormy night.’”
Samantha bit her lip. “What are you doing messing around with my iPad anyway?”
“It was open on your desk when I was dusting, that’s all,” Dan said defensively. “You know me better than to think I snoop around in your shit, Sam. How long have I been cleaning your house?”
“Five years,” Samantha grumbled, cursing herself for being so careless as to leave her iPad open and unlocked.
“And how many times have I stolen, snooped, or otherwise messed with your stuff?”
“Zero. Until now, anyway.”
Dan’s expression softened slightly as he pulled out a kitchen chair. He sat down. “You have writer’s bl—”
“Don’t! Don’t say it! I don’t believe in that,” Samantha said. She stood up quickly in an attempt to avoid his eye line, bustling about to make another cup of tea.
“Sam. You have one sentence. A shitty sentence.” He counted on his fingers. “Seven words out of how many?”
“Fifty thousand,” Samantha acquiesced.
“Seven! Words! Out! Of! Fifty! Thousand!” Dan said, punctuating each word with a slap of his hand on the table. “Five weeks to go!”
“Four weeks,” Samantha mumbled.
“What?”
“It’s four weeks. I only have four weeks, because I also have to edit it. That’s all I have.” She wasn’t sure if she was talking about her timeline or her pitiful lack of progress.
Dan looked at her with something like pity. “Sam. What’s going on?”
She walked back with a fresh cup of piping hot tea and sat at the table, massaging her temples. “It’s just not coming out, Dan. No matter what I do. The words aren’t coming. I’ve never had this happen before.”
Dan patted her hand consolingly. Music still blared out of the headphones that were wrapped around his neck. “Of course it hasn’t happened before. You’re Samantha Evans—no, you’re Ava Hillary, the most prolific queer romance author out there. You publish ten books a year. Who else does that?”
“Stop flattering me. I’m a hack.”
“You’re not,” Dan said, rolling his eyes. “You’re not a hack. I hate reading and I read your books. Can’t put them down. And what possible interest does a gay man like me have in lesbian romance? None. But they’re just that compelling.”
Samantha rubbed her eyes. “I’m trying, Dan. I just don’t know what to do. I’ve been like this for weeks.”
“Since Rachel left?”
Samantha groaned. “I don’t want to talk about this. I don’t. I want to eat my sandwich, drink some tea, and go watch some Netflix in peace until I fall asleep drooling on the couch.”
Dan drummed his fingers on the tabletop. “You’re pathetic.”
“I’m single.”
“That has nothing to do with it.”
“It has everything to do with it, Dan!” Samantha screeched, causing Harvey to back out of the kitchen slowly, away from the noise. “I haven’t been single in ten years!”
Dan laughed and slapped his hand over his mouth in a too-late attempt to suppress it.
“What?” Samantha asked, pulling her hands out of her hair. “Why are you laughing at me?”
He shrugged. “It’s like I said, you’re pathetic. You don’t know who you are without someone there to hang on your every word and give you great sex and ideas for your stories. You don’t know how to be alone.”
Samantha picked at the grain-encrusted bread. “I hate when you’re right.” She exhaled. “So what am I supposed to do? I can’t possibly find a girlfriend in four weeks. Less than that; I still need plenty of time in which to write the actual damn book.”
Dan shook his head again. “You’re unbelievable.”
“What?”
“You seriously think I’m going to sit here and tell you to find a woman to use just so you can get a paycheck? What kind of man do you think I am?”
“I’m not—that’s not—that isn’t—”
Dan held up a hand. “Look. You remember Thomas?”
“Gay Thomas or straight Thomas?”
“That’s the same person, and he’s bisexual,” Dan said with a wry smile. “He publishes a few books a year. He goes on these writing retreats to far away places with no internet connection to get his work done.”
“Sounds monastic,” Samantha said skeptically. Her heart still raced a little faster at the proposition, though.
“Sounds like you don’t want to give up your Netflix,” Dan parried.
“Touché,” she replied and took in a deep breath. “So do you have a retreat up your sleeve somewhere?”
Dan tapped on the iPad. “Google is your friend.” He put his headphones back on and stood up. “I’m almost done with cleaning the cottage. Go shower and get dressed and put that damn sandwich in the fridge for later. I’m taking you into town for dinner. You look like you haven’t gotten out of the house in a month and a half.”
Three weeks, but close enough, Samantha thought darkly. She heard a meow and saw Harvey skulking around the corner. “It’s safe to come back in now.”
He looked at her skeptically.
“Come on! Come snuggle with me.”
Harvey’s eyes bored into her, and Dan’s words echoed in her head. You can’t be alone.



CHAPTER FOUR
Gia stomped the snow off her boots and entered her apartment later that evening. She’d gotten off work and written in the car until her phone died from using it as a flashlight.
The apartment opened to her with a gust of warm, fragrant air scented with tomatoes, oregano, butter, and garlic. There were yeasty overtones to the scent that snuck up her nose and made her instantly hungry.
“I’m home!” Gia called out.
She heard a pan drop onto the kitchen floor with a loud clang. “You scared me!” Paula exclaimed, taking deep breaths. She was wearing a white apron that was speckled with bright pops of tomato sauce.
“Sorry,” Gia said, putting down her bag and tucking her now-filled composition notebook safely inside it. “Smells delicious, if that’s any consolation!”
“It is,” Paula replied, dipping a clean spoon into a towering sauce pot and tasting the contents. She swallowed and looked at Gia thoughtfully. “Needs salt.” She busied herself with adding the necessary missing components while Gia peeled off her layers of outerwear.
“Better leave the coat on,” Paula said without turning around. “I turned the heater off until tomorrow to save money.”
Gia groaned. “It’s supposed to be eight degrees tonight.”
“That’s what your electric blanket is for,” Paula replied. “But if you want to turn the heater on, feel free to pay for it out of your own wages.”
Gia sighed and sat down at the messy dinner table for two that was shoved into a corner of their diminutive kitchen. “Remind me why we live in Satan’s frozen asshole again?”
Paula laughed. “Some people like the seasons.”
“Not me,” Gia grumbled, reaching across the table for a can of warm Coke. She was too exhausted from working to get up and get a properly ice cold can from the refrigerator. She swallowed the bubbling, sweet liquid and sighed. She wasn’t much of a soda drinker, but after the day she’d had, it was this or alcohol, which was far too expensive.
“So, honey,” Paula said sarcastically, “how was your day at work?”
“Other than being sexually harassed by my boss, spilling an entire gallon of simple syrup on the floor, and getting yelled at by a customer? Oh, just dandy.”
Paula sighed as she chopped tomatoes for a salad. “But at least you get next week off, right? To go home? How is your cousin doing, by the way?”
Gia swallowed another mouthful of Coke to give her ample time to come up with an excuse. “Great. I haven’t talked to her in a few weeks.”
“Mm,” Paula said skeptically.
“What?”
She dropped the tomato pieces into the salad bowl and carried it over to the table, shoving aside a stack of bills unceremoniously. “Your cousin called me today. That’s what.”
Gia groaned. “What did she say?”
“That she hadn’t heard from you in over a month and strangely, had no idea that you were coming home to help her clean out her house.” Paula raised an eyebrow as she wiped her tomato-covered hands on her apron. “Spill, Torres.”
Gia pulled her coat closer around her even though the heat of the stove was warming up the kitchen nicely. It was a protective instinct more than anything. “I’m not going home.”
Paula nodded but didn’t say anything.
“I’m going to this town in the mountains of Colorado for a week. For… a writing retreat.”
Paula clapped her hands over her mouth in excitement, letting out a little shriek. “You are?”
Gia nodded, surprised at her reaction. 
Paula leaned forward and hugged her. “Okay, okay. Don’t kill me.” She bit her lip as she pulled away. “But I kind of knew you were writing something.”
Gia felt her heartbeat quicken. “What?”
“One night, Simon and I were drinking and couldn’t find a bottle opener. So I looked in your room and found your notebooks and I… kind of read one of them.”
Gia stood up, almost knocking over her chair. “You didn’t!”
“Gia, please. It was really, really good!”
“You had no right to do that.”
“I was drunk! But I know, I know. It isn’t an excuse. I get it. I do. But it was really, really good.”
“Call me when dinner’s ready.”
“Gia! Don’t be like this. Come on. It was a mistake, but it doesn’t matter! You’re good enough to publish.”
“Don’t talk to me!” Gia said in a singsong voice, walking into her tiny bedroom and slamming the door behind her. A second later, she wished she hadn’t stormed out. It was freezing in her room. Gia zipped up her coat and started making her bed up, a twin mattress that rested on a few slats on the floor. A worn cardboard box sat in the corner with a thin layer of dust on top: it was there that her beloved composition notebooks rested. There were piles of romance novels all around the bed, most of them with a single author’s name attached: Ava Hillary.
Tears stung her eyes as she plopped on the bed and pulled over a much-dog-eared copy of Wild Ones, her favorite lesbian romance novel. It was about a pair of high school sweethearts who found their way back to each other while interning at a dude ranch in upstate Montana. The romantic vistas, the cozy horseback rides, and the intimate love scenes all spoke to Gia’s heart. This was the book she went back to time and again. It had seen her through heartbreak and loss and poverty and moving to Minnesota.
A few minutes later, much calmed down and deep into the chapter where Joelle teaches Miranda how to ride a horse, there was a knock at the door.
“Come in,” Gia said without thinking.
 “You still pissed at me?” Paula asked, flipping her red hair over her shoulder.
Gia slid a worn bookmark between the dog eared pages and patted her bed. “Come sit.”
Paula looked relieved and slid into bed next to Gia. “God, it’s freezing in here.”
“You should talk to my roommate about that,” Gia quipped.
“I’m sorry I violated your privacy.”
“It’s okay,” Gia said. “It’s just… I’ve never shown anyone my work before. It just made me really, really nervous, to be honest.”
Paula patted Gia’s half-frozen hand, warming it up between her palms. “You’re a real writer, Gia. Don’t let anyone tell you otherwise.”
Gia rested her head on Paula’s shoulder. “I feel like I’m going to stand out like a sore thumb at this retreat.”
Paula laughed. “Gia, you always were a weird one. Don’t let it get to you. You’ll be a superstar. They’ll all be begging for a copy of your novel at the end of the week. Then think about it: you publish it. You make money. You quit your godawful job. And then you can pay my rent.”
Gia laughed uproariously. “I love you, Paula.”
“I know.” Paula pulled away. “Let’s eat before Simon gets here and takes all the food.”
“Simon’s coming tonight?” Gia didn’t think much of Paula’s boyfriend. He was a bit of a jerk and had always been rude to both of them.
“Try to put on a good face, will you?” Paula begged. “It can’t be too much to ask.”
“I just think you deserve better.”
Paula smiled. “And that’s why I love you.”



CHAPTER FIVE
“Pass the salt,” Dan said. He drummed his fingers on the diner tabletop. “Hello? Earth to Sam? I said, pass the salt.”
Samantha looked up with a start. “Sorry. What?”
“Salt.”
She slid it across the Formica tabletop. All around them was the hum of conversation between the diner patrons, the clanging of dishes, and the sounds of scraping and flipping in the kitchen. Sam had a mug of tea in one hand and her iPad in the other, a small notebook and a pen sitting next to her.
“Have you found a retreat yet?” Dan asked, sipping his own mug of coffee.
Sam shook her head. “Most of them are booked up at such short notice.”
“Will you be going as Ava Hillary or as Samantha Evans?”
Samantha smiled. “As myself, of course. You know I hate people knowing my pen name.”
Dan shook his head. “If I were as famous as you are, I’d be bragging to absolutely everyone I knew about it. I’d be wearing t-shirts with my pen name plastered all over it. Hell, I wouldn’t even have a pen name. I’d just be writing as myself.”
“You have no idea,” Samantha replied. “It’s just a hell of a lot easier this way. This way, I can pretend to be someone else when I want to be, and slide back into my own persona when I don’t.” She set down her mug of tea and crossed another retreat name off her list. “There are only two places I haven’t heard back from yet. So hopefully I’ll get into one or the other of them. Otherwise, I guess I could just book an AirBnb somewhere in the middle of nowhere.”
“But then you’d have to cook for yourself,” Dan pointed out.
“True.”
“Y’all ready to order?” asked the young, chipper waitress.
“French toast for me,” Samantha said.
“I’d like the pancakes and sausage,” Dan replied with a smile, handing the waitress their laminated menus.
The waitress was frozen looking at Samantha. “Do I know you?”
Samantha instinctively let her braids fall across half her face. “I don’t think so.”
The waitress tilted her head. “Your face looks familiar.”
“I get that a lot,” Samantha demurred.
Dan was grinning. “Do you get that a lot?”
Samantha shot him a death glare.
The waitress was chewing on the end of her pen. “I know I’ve seen your face before.”
“I come here a lot.”
“It’s my first day on the job.”
Samantha paused. “I don’t know, then.” She ducked her head and got back to refreshing her email on her iPad.
“Huh,” the waitress replied. “All right.” She walked away.
Dan shifted uneasily in his seat. “Maybe you just have one of those faces.”
 “Mm,” Samantha replied. She yawned and stretched. “What are your plans for the month?”
“Working,” Dan said. “School.” He was getting his master’s degree in art history. “Decorating my apartment for Christmas.” A look of extreme excitement splashed off his face. “Do you want me to put your tree up for you this year?”
“No decorations,” Samantha said grumpily. “I’m not interested.”
“Well, bag humbug to you, too,” Dan replied saucily. “I just don’t get it. You have this gorgeous house that would look amazing dripping in fairy lights. Imagine your oak trees outside all wrapped up in white lights? Ugh, it would be like something out of a fairy tale. I can get some quotes on exterior light hanging—”
“I said no,” Samantha said grumpily. “It’s ridiculous to even have Christmas in a place where it doesn’t even get below sixty, much less have a foot of magical white snow on the ground.”
“If you’re so grumpy about it, why live here? You have the money to live pretty much wherever you want.”
“It’s cheap,” Samantha replied simply. “Where else in this country can I get two acres of land and a three bedroom house with a writing studio in the backyard for under a quarter million dollars? Plus, we’re within ten minutes driving distance of a major city. San Antonio has everything anyone could ever want.”
“Except for seasons,” Dan said pointedly.
Samantha sipped her tea. “Yeah, except for that.” She gazed around the small diner, wondering about the stories of the people around her. She loved people watching more than anything, which was the only reason she didn’t begrudge Dan forcing her into town.
Samantha listened to Dan chatting excitedly about the paper he was writing on Greco-Roman architecture, nodding in all the appropriate spots to make it seem like she was really listening. But her mind was across the diner as she stared at a particularly attractive young woman with a pixie haircut. 
“Sam,” Dan said, waving his hand in front of her face. “You’re not listening again.”
“Sorry, what was that?”
Dan followed her eye line over his own shoulder. “Ugh. I’m guessing something else was catching your eye?” He rolled his eyes. “You are insufferable, Sam. Just go give her your number and be done with it, you serial monogamist, you.”
The waitress interrupted them at that moment, slamming a newspaper down on the table. “This is where I know you from!”
Samantha peered at the paper, her jaw dropping. It was the front page of the gazette from the small town down the road.
“I’m from Helotes!” the girl said excitedly. “I just read all about you this morning!”
Samantha pulled the newsprint closer to her, her heart pounding. On the front page was an enormous photo of her that must have been taken at her birthday party in the last year. The headline read “Local Woman Spins Tales of Romance into Gold”. Samantha looked at Dan, who was avoiding making eye contact. “Dan. What did you do?”
“I-I just answered your phone one day a couple of weeks ago. They had some questions about you… it’s print only! They don’t have a website. Besides that, I didn’t even give them your pen name.”
Samantha’s iPad dinged before she could start yelling at Dan. The waitress stood there awkwardly, clearly realizing she’d done something wrong.
“Um… I’ll be back with your food shortly,” she said quickly before shuffling away.
Samantha exhaled as she saw the subject of the email. A wide smile broke across her face.
“What?” Dan asked, clearly relieved that Samantha was inclined to be smiling instead of screaming at him.
“Looks like I’m spending the next week in the mountains of Colorado.”



CHAPTER SIX
Gia stepped off the shuttle bus with her single backpack and breathed in the alpine air. Shivers ran up and down her spine, and it wasn’t simply from the cold, brisk environment. She was excited to be here. Stretching and bending down to do a quick yoga pose, she unfurled her muscles. She’d taken the shuttle because it was only ten dollars, but it had added an extra three hours’ worth of travel to her already long travel day. 
Waking up at four in the morning to go to the airport in subzero temperatures wasn’t her typical idea of fun, but she knew it would be worth it.
She was here to write, and nothing else. A whole week of peaceful, uninterrupted bliss. No coffee to be made, no freezing apartments to sit in, no roommate to talk to. All of her meals would be cooked for her. She could hike in the mornings and stargaze by the fire at night. As she looked around at the towering pine trees coated in the finest layer of fresh powder, she felt more at home than she had since leaving Washington state.
It was going to be absolutely blissful.
“Hey! Hi! How are you?”
Gia was torn from her reverie by the sound of a chipper young woman rushing towards her in a blur of blonde hair and North Face fleece.
“Hi—”
“Oh my God? I’m so excited to be here?” the woman said, her inflection going upwards at the end of her sentences. “This is my first time? Is it it yours?”
It took Gia a moment to register that she was being asked a question. “Um, yeah. First time.”
The woman shrieked. “I’m Carla! I’m so excited I’m not the only one here who is new?” She bounced up and down on the balls of her feet with a wide smile on her face. “Oh, you need to sign in!”
Before Gia could properly react, Carla was dragging her into the big lodge a few feet away. Inside, it was warm, the air filled with the scent of wood smoke and the sound of a merrily crackling fire. There was an enormous, real pine Christmas tree being put up by a harassed-looking worker who was tangled up in a ball of colored Christmas lights. Someone had put a slightly scratchy Rat Pack Christmas album on the turntable in the corner of the room near the fireplace. There were several people lazing about by the fire on the squishy armchairs. Some were reading, and others were talking to each other in low voices. It was a good mix of men and women, along with a person who looked to be androgynous speaking animatedly to a femme-appearing person, both of them clutching mugs of cocoa in their hands.
Gia felt a tug and then a lurch as she was pulled towards a folding card table by Carla.
“This is—oh my God? I didn’t ask your name? I’m such a ditz!”
“Gia, Gia Torres.”
The man behind the table didn’t smile as he flipped through a clipboard full of papers. “Torres, Gia. Here you are. Sign this.” He shoved a consent form towards her along with a worn ballpoint pen.
Gia ran her eyes over the contract as Carla chatted away over her shoulder about room assignments and cabins. She signed the paper with a flourish and shoved it back towards the man, who handed her a clip-on, plastic-covered name tag.
“You’re the double cabin,” he grunted, passing her a key that was attached to a thin slab of wood. He also handed her a map with the cabin assignments drawn on it.
Gia looked at him to see if he was joking. “I paid for a single.”
He scratched his head. “No, you didn’t.”
“Yes, I did.” Gia felt her blood pressure rising. “The whole point of this weekend was for me to get away. To be alone.” Her voice had grown louder than she had intended.
The whole room had stopped talking.
Blush crept up Gia’s cheeks.
The man sighed. “I’m sorry, there’s nothing I can do. We had a last-minute addition and you got bumped.”
“Great,” she muttered, as people slowly returned to their conversations. “Now I’m the angry one.” Carla was saying something to her but she didn’t pay attention to it, pushing through the door and into the cold outside air.
She moved her backpack to the front of her person as she walked down the steps, her head down. She found what she was looking for: an eighty-percent-filled composition book with a pen attached to it, and she pulled it out with a flourish.
SLAM.
Gia rammed into someone, her notebook falling to the ground and into a half-frozen puddle with a muddy splash.
“Oh my God!” Gia yelled as the notebook’s pages absorbed the icy water and sank deeper into its depths. She bent down, her backpack falling off her shoulder, and fished the notebook out of the water. She held it gingerly between two fingers, ink dripping off along with the water. “Shit shit shit.”
“Sorry,” said the woman she’d bumped into, who was staring into her shiny iPhone.
“Sorry?” Gia said, her heart pounding. She flipped her hair over. “You ruined at least six chapters of my book.”
The woman looked up at her. Gia realized with a start that she was quite pretty, with long, dark braids, deep umber skin, and freckles across her nose above a full mouth. “Oh, I’m sorry,” she said distractedly, walking past her and into the cabin.
Gia was fuming by the time she arrived at cabin eight, which was in the back of the complex next to a merrily running river with icicles around the banks. Her wet notebook clutched under her arm, she unlocked the cabin.
Inside, it had the slightly musty odor of a room that hadn’t been entered in some time. There was a set of bunk beds covered in red flannel blankets in one corner, two small dressers, and two writing desks facing one another. A cold fireplace sat in the middle flanked by two armchairs. She paced across the cabin to a tiny door that led to a bathroom that only had a sink and a toilet. She glanced at the map; shower facilities were back in the main lodge.
Gia glared at the bunk beds. Not only was she going to have to share a room with someone, she’d essentially be sharing a bed. She placed her backpack on the bottom bunk and sat down with a sigh. She rubbed her temples. This was already not going to plan at all. She felt the wet notebook under her arm with a start and realized she needed to get the fire going.
She needed a plan, so she smoothed out the map, looking for where the woodshed was.
There was a knock on the door.
“Come in,” Gia said gloomily.
A man entered holding an armful of cordwood. “Hi,” he said with a grin. “I’m Evan. I was supposed to get your fire going. Damn, it’s freezing in here!”
“I’m from Minnesota,” Gia said dully. “It’s fine.”
Evan looked slightly taken aback at her attitude but got to work clearing the ashes from the fireplace and setting fresh wood inside. “This is one of the more forgotten cabins, but it’ll be nice and quiet for you, I’m sure.”
“Mm,” Gia said, not really listening.
A few minutes later, there was a roaring fire cackling in the fireplace. Evan stood up and brushed the pieces of bark from his hands. “I’ll leave you with a good amount of wood on the porch. Now, the flue sometimes gets stuck on this one, so don’t hesitate to track me down at the office, alright?”
“Right,” Gia replied simply.
Evan stared at his hands. “Is everything alright?”
“I’m just tired,” Gia said, seeing an out to the conversation. She faked a yawn and stretched dramatically. 
Evan took the hint. “Sweet dreams. I think tea is at four in the lodge.”
“Thanks,” Gia said, standing up and setting her wet notebook out by the fire. No sooner had Evan stepped out of the cabin did Gia hear voices, footsteps, and the door opening again.



CHAPTER SEVEN
Samantha blinked as she stepped inside the dark cabin lit only by the fire. She jumped as she saw a gorgeous woman with tawny skin and thick, dark, shiny long hair. “Jesus, you scared me!”
The woman glared at her. “What are you doing here? Coming to destroy another one of my notebooks?”
Samantha gaped at her, confused. “What are you—”
“You don’t even remember, do you? I’m the woman you just bumped into.”
Samantha thought. “Oh, God. I’m sorry. I was—”
“Distracted, yeah. Well, I’m Gia, Distracted. And it looks like we’re roommates. I called the bottom bunk already.”
Samantha let out a nervous laugh. Except it didn’t sound nervous, it sounded haughty. It was a bad habit she had that made her look much more like an asshole than she actually was. Dan was constantly telling her to knock it off.
Gia glared at her and moved her backpack onto the floor, laying down on the bottom bunk and turning over. “Don’t wake me up, I’m napping.”
Samantha was frozen in place. It had been weeks since she’d talked to anyone other than Dan, the waitress at the diner, and the flight attendant; her social awkwardness was showing. “Great” was the sum total of words she could come up with. She kicked herself mentally. She was already fucking up her relationship with her roommate and making it worse by the minute.
Gia was a fast sleeper, and soon her soft snores filled the cabin.
Samantha set down her rolling suitcase and messenger bag near the desks and began to unpack into the wobbly dresser next to the bed, stopping every once in a while to warm her hands over the fire. Soon, the warmth of the flames filled the cabin, and she peeled off the winter coat she’d ordered on Amazon a few days before her trip.
She looked around the cabin and realized the thing she’d been avoiding was no longer avoidable.
The desks.
She didn’t want to set up, not yet. Because setting up would mean she no longer had any excuses to not write. Sighing, she got to work wiping off the thin layer of dust from the sturdy desk and set up her iPad Pro with her Bluetooth mechanical keyboard and mouse alongside it. Then, she pulled out her yellow legal pad and a fresh pack of pens she hadn’t been able to resist picking up along with her coat purchase. Exhaling, she took a look at the setup. It looked like a writer would write there.
Not that she could call herself one.
Her Apple Watch buzzed and she realized it was time for tea at the lodge. She froze, wondering if she should wake up Gia or not.
She was saved from answering the question by Gia rolling over and opening her eyes. Samantha couldn’t help but notice how adorable Gia looked with wisps of hair falling over her face.
“Are you staring at me while I sleep?” Gia asked, sitting up quickly and pulling her coat more closely around her body.
“No—”
Gia rolled her eyes and unzipped her backpack. “Listen, just because we’re roommates doesn’t mean we have to be friends.” She pulled out a small purse and looped it around her wrist. She paused at the door and looked back over her shoulder. “We’re going to have to move those desks. I can’t possibly work facing someone else.”
She left the cabin with a flourish.



CHAPTER EIGHT
Gia avoided the cabin after tea, instead taking a fresh composition book to a cozy corner of the lodge. She put her beat up earphones in, cranked up her ancient iPod, and wrote for three hours until it was time to get ready for dinner. When she got back to the cabin to change clothes, her roommate, whose name she realized she still didn’t know, was gone.
Gia dressed quickly in a simple black dress, black wool tights, and boots, throwing on her coat.
A few minutes later, she entered the dining room, which was completely dripping in colored Christmas lights. There were at least six Christmas trees, each decorated with a different theme from rainbows to all white to fairies to toy chests. A single long, scrubbed wood table sat in the middle of the room. It was covered in white candles and silver plates along a red flannel table runner. The air smelled like roasted chicken, garlic, and cinnamon apples.
“Gia!” Carla called out, rushing over to her and taking her hand. “Come sit with us at the end of the table?”
Like most sentences with Carla, Gia was learning, it wasn’t a question.
Gia sat next to Carla and introduced herself to everyone who was seated there: a man named Jim, a woman named Chloe, and the androgynous person Gia had noticed earlier, who was named Max.
“Gia, she/her pronouns,” Gia said, extending her hand. Max grinned and a few people shifted uncomfortably. She ignored them.
“They/them,” Max said. “Where are you from?”
“Minnesota by way of Washington state.”
“New York,” Max said. “By way of New York. And I wouldn’t have it any other way.”
“I’ve always wanted to go there,” Gia said with a genuine smile. She was happy she was seated across from Max. There was an easiness to them that Gia loved.
“I’m here trying to bang out my murder mystery novel,” Max said, as the rest of the group began to speak amongst themselves. “You?”
“Lesbian romance,” Gia said sheepishly. 
“First novel?”
“Yeah?”
Max sipped their wine. “The first one is the hardest.”
“You’ve written more than one?”
“About a dozen,” Max said. “Writing is my full-time gig.”
“I’m going to have to pick your brain, then. That’s my long-term goal for sure.”
“Trick is to just write,” Max said. “And to know when to ship. Shipping is the hardest part.”
“You’re telling me,” said a woman’s voice over Gia’s shoulder.
She looked up and saw her roommate standing there. She tried her best to contain her eye roll and failed miserably.
“Is this seat taken?”
“No,” Max said. “I’m Max, by the way.”
“Distracted,” Samantha said, reaching out her hand.
Gia tried not to smile. So it turned out her roommate had a sense of humor after all.
“I mean Samantha. Nice to meet you.”
Samantha. Gia rolled the name around in her brain. It suited her. Samantha brushed her elbow against Gia’s and Gia had to remind herself that she was angry with Samantha.
A server came around and poured Samantha a glass of red wine. 
“No, thank you,” Samantha said, passing it to Gia. “You take it. I don’t drink.”
Max raised an eyebrow. “You in recovery?”
“Kind of,” Samantha said cryptically. “I just prefer to mostly not. It’s better this way.”
The table had filled up with more people, and the buzz of conversation filled the room.
The man from the sign-in table walked in wearing a Christmas sweater so hideous that Gia wondered if it was meant to be ironic. He picked up a wine glass and tapped it with the back of a knife.
“Ahem!” he said pompously. People quieted down. “Thank you! I’ll be brief. I know you all mingled with one another
a bit earlier and I’m hoping you’ve made some friends already. But I want you to know me. I’m Rick, and I run this show. While you’re here, you’re going to largely be working on your own. Ninety percent of the day is going to be you, alone, in your cabin. Except for you two, obviously.” He looked pointedly at Gia and Samantha.
Gia shifted uncomfortably in her seat.
“Schedules will be slipped under your doors tonight. But the general day goes like this: open breakfast, where you can come and go as you please. Then you’ll write for several hours until lunch. You’re encouraged to write in your cabins, but the lodge will be open for your use. Lunch is at noon sharp. We dine together. Afternoons are for writing and for an optional critique group that meets here in the dining room. Then tea at four. A few hours’ break, then dinner and drinks. We’ll have a bonfire each night too.” Rick rubbed his hands together. “Alright! Dinner will be served in a moment. Enjoy!”
Gia sipped from Samantha’s wine glass, absentmindedly pondering what Rick had just said. If she played her cards right, she could write in the lodge most of the day and not have to deal with Samantha. If she got up for a morning run she could even miss saying good morning. She was so lost in thought she didn’t realize for a few moments that Samantha was grinning at her.
“What?” Gia said defensively.
“Good wine?”
Gia looked at the glass in her hand. “It’s—it’s fine. Thanks.”
“So, Sam,” Max said, interrupting them pointedly. “It’s okay if I call you Sam?”
“Most people do,” Samantha replied.
“What is it that you write?”
The smile vanished from her face and she practically dived for her glass of ice water. “You know, a little of this and a little of that. How about you?”
“Murder mystery,” Max said heavily as though the weight of the world was on their shoulders. “This one will make a round dozen for my series. It’s getting a little old; I might spice things up and kill off one of the main characters.”
“Your publisher will let you do that?” Samantha asked, wide-eyed. “Mine would riot and then cancel my contract.”
Max laughed. “You still have a publisher?” They waved a hand in the air as if dismissing her words. “My dearest Sam, this is 2017. Nobody has a publisher anymore. The real money is in doing it yourself.”
Samantha laughed. “Well, maybe when my contract ends in six months I can look into that. Isn’t it a lot of work?”
Max shrugged. “Like anything worth doing. But I bet your publisher has you promoting your books endlessly, right? Same with indie publishing. Except you don’t have anyone over your shoulder telling you what to do with your work. And you get to keep all the money.”
“I’ve trained my editor pretty well,” Samantha said, as the servers placed roast chickens, piles of mashed potatoes, collard greens, cranberry sauce, and spiced apples on the table in front of them. “She doesn’t touch my work much at all.”
“Which publisher do you work with?” Gia asked. She couldn’t contain her curiosity any longer.
Samantha grinned. “Trying to suss out my pen name?” Her eyes sparkled and Gia felt a surge of excitement in her stomach at her glittering brown eyes.
“No, I wasn’t,” Gia replied quietly, busying herself with filling up her plate with food. She hadn’t eaten since a quick piece of toast at four that morning Minnesota time. She hated flying on a full stomach; it made her queasy. She’d been regretting that habit all day, however, and was elated that the time had come to stuff herself sick.
Samantha laughed, a tinkling, merry sound that filled Gia’s ears and made her fingertips tingle. “You’ve probably never heard of me anyway. I write in a bit of an obscure genre.”
“Oh really? Which genre—” But Gia was cut off by Carla tapping her on the shoulder.
“Gia? Have you tried the sweet potatoes? Oh my God? You have to?”
Gia was pulled away from the conversation with Samantha against her will, the tickling question still at the back of her mind: who was this woman, and what did she write?



CHAPTER NINE
Samantha woke up late the next morning, sunlight already streaming through the windows. She’d stayed up next to the fireplace in the cabin until at least four in the morning, staring into the flames and wondering what on earth it was that she was going to write about in her book. As much as she’d tried to play up how ‘cool’ her editor was the night before, she knew that the coolness didn’t extend to missing a publication deadline.
Gia had stumbled in, slightly tipsy, around midnight and barely said a word before she changed into her pajamas and fell into bed. Samantha had felt a tug of loneliness at the fact that Gia hadn’t wanted to stay up and talk. But they hadn’t exactly gotten off to a good start, had they?
Samantha stretched on the top bunk and tentatively called out Gia’s name. There was no reply. She peeled back the covers and swung her legs over the side of the bunk, climbing down the ladder and seeing that Gia wasn’t there. The fire was dying down, and she walked across the room to stoke it before realizing she probably needed to add more wood. She was a Texas girl at heart, and had zero idea how to build a fire in a fireplace. 
The cabin door flapped open, bringing with it a rush of cold air. Gia stood there in running clothes, sweating, holding two paper cups filled with steaming liquid, a brown paper bag tucked under her arm.
“Hey,” she said. “You missed breakfast, so I thought I’d bring you these.”
Samantha wrinkled her eyebrow. “I thought you hated me.”
Gia rolled her eyes. “I don’t… hate you. I just thought it would be a nice thing to do, alright? Take it or leave it. There are croissants in the bag and coffee in the cup.”
“I don’t drink coffee,” Samantha said before she could help herself.
“Oh,” Gia replied, and Samantha could see the walls returning around her face. “Sorry.”
“It’s okay!” Samantha said hurriedly, standing up in her pajamas and bare feet, bits of dust sticking to the bottom of them from the cold wood floor. “I’ll take the croissants, happily.” She opened the bag and was pleased to see that they were still warm. She bit into one; it was flaky, buttery, and light. “We don’t get croissants like these down in Texas.”
“Texas, wow,” Gia said, sitting on her neatly made bottom bunk. “Where in Texas?”
Samantha thought rapidly to what it said on the back of all her Ava Hillary books: the Texas Hill Country. She knew it was a long shot that Gia would recognize that phrase; after all, what were the odds that she read lesbian romance, much less Ava Hillary? So she hedged her bet and went more specific. “Helotes.”
“Where is that?”
“Outside San Antonio,” Samantha said. “South Texas. About an hour and a half south of Austin.”
“Oh,” Gia said. It seemed like she was fishing in her mind for something, but whatever it was, she gave up quickly. “You working on your book today?”
Samantha groaned and sat down in her desk chair. It creaked as it scraped across the wooden floor. “That’s the plan, but no promises.”
Gia nodded. “So, do you publish full time?”
That was when it occurred to Samantha why Gia was being nice to her. It was pure curiosity, and nothing else. She wanted her pen name. This angered Samantha more than she could express. She crumpled up the croissant bag and threw it across the room into the still-dying fire. “Look, I’m not telling you my pen name, alright? And I didn’t come here to hold the hand of some newbie looking to make it big in the industry.”
The words were more acidic than she’d intended, and she regretted them almost the moment they left her lips.
“Oh,” Gia said, standing up and rummaging through her bag. She pulled out what looked like a toiletries pack and a small camping towel along with a change of clothes. “Sorry to bother you then, your highness of the publishing world.”
Gia made sure the slam of the door was as loud as possible.
Samantha was left alone in the cabin with the dying fire.
She’d forgotten to ask Gia to build it up again.



CHAPTER TEN
Gia spent the morning scribbling in her notebook, finishing one and beginning another. She was over halfway done with her story, minus the chapters that were now missing thanks to Samantha’s distraction and her own clumsiness.
The words didn’t flow as easily as they normally did, however, Gia’s mind constantly swimming back over to Samantha and her long braids that fell in lines around her perfect face. The way the freckles danced across her nose. How her makeup-free skin seemed to glow in the alpine light.
When she heard the bell for lunch, she was smack dab in the middle of a full Samantha daydream. She yawned, stretched, and headed over to the dining room, finding a seat between Carla and Max to ensure that Samantha wouldn’t be next to her again.
“Productive morning?” Max asked.
“Kind of,” Gia demurred. “You?”
Max rubbed their hands together excitedly. “I feel like I had a breakthrough. I finally know whodunnit.”
Gia raised her eyebrows. “Wait, you mean for your outline?”
“Outline?” Max scoffed. “Girl, you have a lot to learn. Who needs an outline? I let the characters tell me their story as I go along. The book reveals itself to me.”
Gia was opening her mouth to ask another question when Samantha entered the dining room wearing a gorgeous, apple green sweater that displayed her soft curves and accentuated her umber skin. She sat at the opposite end of the table across from several other writers. Gia felt a lurch of guilt but tried to ignore it. Samantha was the one who had started all of the rudeness, after all. Not her.
“Close your mouth, you’ll catch flies,” Max said, tipping her jaw back up so her teeth closed.
Gia blushed. “I wasn’t—”
“Mmhmm,” Max said, wiggling their eyebrows. “I know what you were and weren’t doing. She’s hot. You should go for it.”
Gia squirmed in her seat as the servers set down silver trays holding mountains of sandwiches. Gia grabbed one at random and took a big bite to save herself from answering Max’s words.
“Do you think she’s gay? I kind of get that vibe from her. She couldn’t stop staring at you last night,” Carla offered, making Gia jump. She hadn’t known that Carla was listening at all.
Gia put her hands up in surrender. “Would you two knock it off? I’m not here for romance.”
“Who said anything about romance?” Max said with a grin. “I’m talking about fucking.”
Gia’s face collapsed into her hands, not wanting Carla and Max to see how red her cheeks had gone. 
“Ooh, somebody’s got a crush!” Carla said, nudging Gia in the ribs.
Gia finally came up for air and gulped down a large amount of sparkling water. Some of the bubbles went up her nose, and she started sneezing uncontrollably. Soon, the entire table was staring at her, all conversation stopped.
“I’m okay,” she said weakly, as Max clapped her on the back. Slowly, too slowly, the conversation returned.
Max and Carla were laughing so hard it looked like they might choke.
“Yuk it up, you two,” Gia said, taking another bite of chicken salad. “Very funny. Very, very funny.”
But she couldn’t help replaying Carla’s words in her head. She couldn’t stop staring at you last night.
 
***
 
Gia returned to the cabin after lunch, unsurprised to see that Samantha had gotten there before she had. It was unsurprising because Gia had watched her throughout the entire lunch out of the corner of her eye; Samantha had excused herself well before anyone else did.
“Hi,” Gia said quietly. 
Samantha was once again in front of the fire, which was now roaring. Gia wondered if Samantha had called Evan to come fix it; was there ever a need to light a fire in a place as hot as Texas?
“Hi,” Samantha said dully without turning around.
Gia saw she had a yellow legal pad in her lap and a pen perched in one hand; there was even a pair of glasses on her nose. There was nothing written on the paper, however. Reaching into her backpack for her stack of composition notebooks, Gia thumbed through them to find chapters one through six. They’d gotten out of order when she was packing.
“I’m going to critique group,” Gia said uncertainly, the notebook in her hand.
Samantha grunted but still didn’t turn from the fire.
“What?” Gia said defensively.
“Nothing.”
Gia groaned. “Come on, spill.”
“It’s your funeral,” Samantha replied.
“What is my funeral?”
“Having people critique your work. People other than your readers, anyway.” 
“What do you mean?” 
Samantha sighed and pulled her glasses off, rubbing the bridge of her nose. “Nothing stops creativity dead in its tracks like having a group of writers pick apart your work. You’ll have their voices in your head for months, mark my words. It’ll be like having Carla standing over your shoulder while you try to write.”
“Don’t be mean to Carla.”
“I wasn’t.”
Gia opened her mouth and closed it, thinking. “How am I supposed to improve, then?”
Samantha finally turned around to face Gia, sliding her glasses back onto her face. She somehow looked even more gorgeous wearing glasses than she did without. There was this sexy librarian vibe that Gia couldn’t—and didn’t want to—shake. “You’re new at this, right? Never published a book before?”
“How could you tell—”
Samantha held up a hand. “I can tell.” Perhaps she noticed that the words had come out more harshly than she’d intended. She nodded her head slowly and her expression softened. “It’s not a bad thing. You don’t yet have the voices of ten thousand readers in the back of your mind. This newness, this excitement—it wears off after a while.”
Gia stared at her. “You hate writing?”
Samantha shook her head. “That’s not what I’m saying at all. Every book is its own thrilling rollercoaster and I wouldn’t switch careers for the world. All I’m saying is that you need to protect your beginner’s mind. The uncritical one. The one that just wants nothing more than to create. Don’t go to the critique group. You’ll regret it forever if you do.”
Gia didn’t know what to say. There was silence for a long while. “Why are you helping me?”
“I… I’m trying to apologize for snapping at you earlier. I don’t get out much,” Samantha said cryptically, tapping her pen on the blank legal pad. “Just take my advice, okay?”



CHAPTER ELEVEN
It was a slightly warmer day outside than it had been, and for a transplant Minnesotan like Gia, it was positively balmy. Still unsure of what to do with the advice that Samantha had given her, she stood in a sunbeam falling between the tall, alpine trees, feeling the warmth of it on her face. 
A group of people passed her by, all talking animatedly about what they were working on.
Suddenly, Gia’s face felt hot and flushed. She looked at the notebook in her hands, which were shaking, and made up her mind at once.
What had she been thinking? Sharing her work with other people?
She turned into the woods and started running down the trail, away from the lodge, away from other people, away away away.
Gia made it to the end of the trail, which dead ended at the river. There was a large, flat rock with sun beating down on it. She wiped the hair out of her eyes along with a bead of sweat and laid down on it, panting. Clutching the notebook to her chest, her mind dissolved into waking fever dreams of what would have happened had she gone to the group critique. People laughing, pointing, telling her she’d never be a writer.
“Fuck!” she screamed at the top of her lungs, her eyes still closed. “Fuck, fuck, fuck!”
There was a moment of silence as her words echoed away from her.
And then there was a slow clap from an unknown source.
Gia sat up like her ass was on fire, looking wildly around the small clearing to see who had been eavesdropping.
Samantha was standing there with a smile on her face. She was bundled up in what looked like every item of clothing she’d brought with her. “I didn’t know you had it in you to curse like that.”
Gia bit her lip. “I thought I was alone.” She paused, collecting herself. “Are you following me?”
“Don’t flatter yourself,” Samantha said, stepping into a sunbeam. 
Gia tried not to stare at how the light danced across her skin, making it glow golden. She failed. 
“I needed to go for a walk to clear my head. I see you took my advice on not going to critique,” Samantha pointed out.
“I was just—I needed a few moments alone to think, that’s all.”
Samantha laughed with a wry smile across her face. She motioned to the rock. “Mind if I join you?”
The wind kicked up and the scent of Samantha’s vanilla shampoo wafted over to Gia’s nose. She sniffed the air a little too hard, almost giving herself away. Gia scooted over as far as she could on the rock without looking like she was avoiding Samantha completely. “Go ahead.”
“Thanks,” Samantha replied, her huge, puffy coat crinkling as she sat down. “Nice day.”
“You’re a little overdressed.” The words slipped out of Gia’s mouth without her thinking about them.
But Samantha took them in stride. “It doesn’t get this cold in Texas. Well, sometimes it does. But it’s about two days a year and we all bundle up like we’ve never seen the mercury drop that low.”
“You look like REI exploded.”
Samantha paused, a twinkle in her eye. Then she threw her head back and laughed a melodic sound that Gia knew she was going to crave. “You’re funny. Do you write humor in your books?”
“Book, singular,” Gia corrected her, her hands going automatically, protectively over to her notebook. “And I guess there’s some humor in it. That’s not the main theme.”
“What is it you write?” Samantha asked, genuine curiosity in her eyes.
“Lesbian romance,” Gia said before she could stop herself. “I want to be the next Ava Hillary.”
A strange look crossed Samantha’s face, and something shifted in the air. “Really?”
Gia cleared her throat nervously. “Not that I compare myself to her. Not that I could ever compare myself—”
“Have more confidence. She isn’t all that great.”
“You’ve read her?” Gia asked, shocked.
“A few of her books. I think she’s a bit of a hack, personally. Also, a little hard to be around.”
Gia’s jaw dropped. “You’ve met her? How? She doesn’t do conventions!”
Samantha’s face seemed distant. She shrugged. “Friend of another writer friend. She’s a bit of an arrogant bitch.”
Gia’s face fell. “You’re serious?”
“Deadly.”
“Well, what is that they say? Don’t meet your heroes?”
Samantha laughed again, and the tension broke. The river roared behind them. She pointed at Gia’s notebook. “You take notes in those? You seem to have a lot of them. Not that I was snooping or anything. I’m just observant.”
“No. I write in them.”
“You write your notes in them,” Samantha repeated.
“No. My book. I write my book in here. I write by hand. When I’m done with it, I’m going to transfer it to a computer. My roommate said I could borrow her boyfriend’s since hers is getting repaired, but honestly, he’s a bit of a jerk and—”
Samantha held up a hand. “You write by hand?”
“Yes,” Gia said uncertainly. “What’s the big—”
“Do you not have a computer?”
Gia shook her head. “A barista’s salary is hardly big enough to cover rent and food. Everything else is pretty much out of the question.”
Samantha’s jaw was still dropped. “You’re a barista? And you’re hand-writing a novel in your free time? In a ninety-nine-cent drugstore notebook? Please tell me you at least have a nice pen?”
Gia shuffled around in her pockets and pulled out a Flair pen sheepishly. “I like these.”
Samantha’s face was frozen in horror. After a moment, it turned into a smile. “There’s something romantic about it in a way.”
Gia laughed. “About me?”
“About your situation. Think about it. When you make it big, and can look back and think of your starving artist days with a fondness. This is where it all began. That kind of thing.”
“I never thought about it like that.” Gia moved imperceptibly closer to Samantha. “Who would have thought eating ramen out of a pan could be romantic.”
“I still eat ramen even though I don’t have to,” Samantha admitted, leaning back on the rock and closing her eyes. “It’s comfort food.”
“How old are you?” Gia asked, her defenses being melted away from a combination of Samantha and the sun.
“Twenty-seven. You?”
“Twenty-five.”
Samantha laughed. Gia noticed that in the sunshine, her skin seemed to glitter slightly even though it was free of makeup. “You’re a baby.”
“And you’re barely older than I am,” Gia said somewhat defensively. She wasn’t sure of why this bothered her so much, being called a baby by Samantha. “When did you write your first book?”
“A couple of years ago,” Samantha said without specificity. “I used to be a nanny.”
“A nanny?” Gia asked, shock in her voice.
“Don’t sound so surprised. I have a nurturing side.” Samantha opened one eye, squinting into the sun and at Gia. “Writers all have to start somewhere. You’ll get to where you want to be eventually. My advice?”
“Yeah?”
“Write fast,” Samantha said. “It’ll make you stand out. And if you self-publish, you can write even quicker and no one will criticize you for it.”
“People criticize you for writing too fast?”
“I’m in trad pub. Four books a year is considered fast. I write… more than that.”
There was that feeling again. Like Samantha was about to admit something.
“Ava Hillary publishes almost monthly through her publisher,” Gia said. “I’m not complaining, not as a reader.”
“Ava Hillary is the exception to the rule,” Samantha said evasively. She pushed herself upright. “I better head back. Tea must be soon and I’d love a nap.”
“You are an old lady,” Gia said flirtatiously. She nearly clapped a hand over her mouth as soon as she said it.
Samantha smiled, walking back towards the trail. She paused and turned around. “Hey. If you write in notebooks…” A look of horror crossed her face. “Oh, God! How many chapters did I destroy of yours yesterday?”
Gia waved her hand in front of her face as if to swipe away the words. She felt sunburn prickling at her skin and cursed herself for not putting on sunscreen. “Don’t worry about it.”
Samantha looked horrified. “I’m… make an excuse for me, okay? At tea and actually… dinner, too. I’ll see you later.”
As quickly as she’d appeared, Samantha disappeared down the trail, leaving Gia alone with the roaring river.



CHAPTER TWELVE
“Get any writing done today?” Max asked, scooping sweet potato fries onto their plate. They were all in the dining room, the Christmas lights twinkling.
“A bit,” Gia lied. “You?”
“We missed you at critique today?” Carla interjected in her up-talking voice.
“I was swamped with ideas, wanted to get them all down,” Gia said.
“You missed nothing,” Max muttered so Carla wouldn’t hear. “Rick made someone cry, though.” They looked down the table. “Where’s Samantha?”
“She went out,” Gia said, blushing a little at the mention of her roommate.
Max blinked. “Oh my God.”
“What?” Gia asked, dropping her burger onto her plate and looking around the dining room.
Max grabbed her wrist. “You had sex.”
Gia dropped her jaw. “Lower your voice!” She hastily looked around to see if Carla was listening, but she wasn’t. “And I did not.”
“Then you kissed.”
“No!” She lowered her voice. “No.”
Max looked at her incisively. “But you wanted to.”
Gia grabbed her glass of sweet tea, a delicacy she didn’t think existed west of the Mississippi, and drank deeply from it.
Max rolled their eyes. “Admit it! You want to bone her.”
“Shh!” 
“Relax, no one is listening to your drama, trust me.”
“Gee, thanks for putting it that way,” Gia replied. She speared a fry on her fork and bit into its sweet, salty flesh.
“Anyway,” Max said. “I’ve almost made it to act three in my book. It’s always downhill after that.”
“Jealous,” Gia said. “I basically didn’t write at all today.”
“New love will do that to someone,” Max said with a grin.
Gia punched Max gently on the arm. “Shut up, you.”
Rick walked into the dining room at that moment wearing another obnoxious Christmas sweater. She still wasn’t sure if it was ironic or not and had instead just decided to take it at face value. He looked agitated.
“Everyone!” Rick yelled.
The conversation died down at once.
“Thank you. There’s a blizzard coming tonight, I just wanted to warn you all. Evan is currently placing as much wood as will fit on your front porches. I’d advise you to bring in most of it tonight in case drifting happens. They’re predicting up to three feet.”
“That’s nothing for a Minnesotan,” Gia muttered.
Max laughed.
“If you get snowed in, we’ll bring food to you.” Rick ran a hand across his balding pate and didn’t even bother pasting on a smile to reassure a now-muttering table. “Consider tomorrow an opportunity to be forced into writing solitude.”
“What about power?” asked a tall, skinny white man at the end of the table. Gia thought his name might be Ray.
“This whole place is powered by solar, and the panels are tilted to increase exposure and decrease the chance of snow buildup. They’ll be wiped off at regular intervals by Evan in the event they do become covered, however. But still, charge up your laptops tonight, alright? And your cell phones. Just in case. You all have my number, correct?”
Gia tried not to laugh. She had programmed Rick’s number into her phone on day one, but there was no way she was going to bother him for any reason on earth, even if she was on fire.
“Should be a cozy, intimate setting. For some writing, I mean,” Max said with a knowing look.
“Stop it,” Gia said. But even as she ate her cheeseburger, she couldn’t help but feel a fluttering in her stomach from the knowledge that she’d be in such close quarters with Samantha.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Samantha tapped her foot impatiently on the chemical-smelling carpet in Best Buy. She’d asked for help ten minutes prior, but no one had shown up to unlock the laptop cage for her.
“Hello?” Samantha called out into the near-empty store.
A girl walked over, pencils stuck haphazardly into her puff of hair. 
“Hi, hello,” Samantha said awkwardly. “I need help. A MacBook. Whatever is top of the line these days.”
The girl chewed her gum loudly. “You don’t care about processing speed?”
“I do, but only that it’s whatever the fastest one is,” Samantha said, the awkward sentence structure spilling out of her mouth.
The girl sighed and pulled out a heavy-looking keychain that was laden with dozens of brass keys. She unlocked the cage behind her and bent down, emerging a moment later with a plastic-wrapped white box. She set it on the counter. “Top of the line MacBook Pro, 15” in space grey. It’s the last one we have. 512 GB, 2.9 GHz processor. Space grey is okay, right?”
Samantha heard the jumble of words and processed none of it except for the color. “Do you have it in orange?”
The girl looked at her, confused.
“I’m kidding. My humor takes some getting used to.” She took a deep breath. “Can I pay here or up front?”
“We’re closing in about ninety seconds, so you better pay here,” the girl said.
Samantha checked her watch. “You close at five thirty?” It had taken her two hours to drive into town and she wasn’t relishing the drive back.
“We’re closing because of the storm,” the girl said, scanning the barcode. “Do you want AppleCare protection?”
“Sure,” Samantha replied distractedly. “What storm?”
“Blizzard coming in tonight. Supposed to dump quite a bit of snow on us. More if you’re up in the mountains.”
“When is it supposed to start? I have a two hour drive up into the mountains, and I’m from Texas. I’m not really equipped to—”
The girl cut her off and grabbed the loudspeaker. “Attention customers, we are now closed. Please bring your purchases to the front of the store.”
“Drive in snow,” Samantha finished under her breath as she slid her credit card through the machine, not even looking at the bill total. She was about to get paid for royalties on her last novel anyway. It would cover it.
A few minutes later, she was being ushered out of the store with her new laptop in her hand. Snowflakes swirled through the icy air around her. It was dark, the sun having set an hour previous while she was still twisting her way down the mountain. She nestled into her rental car, a dark grey Prius, and blasted the heat, shivering while she pulled out of the space and onto the highway.
It was going to be a long, long drive.
 
***
 
Three long, twisting hours later, Samantha arrived back at the retreat site. The snow was now falling so thickly that she’d had to go twenty miles an hour for the last dozen miles. Her shoes crunched through the snow as she stepped out of the Prius. The ground was already covered in six inches of white powder. Everything looked like a winter wonderland already, and her romantic heart beat a little quicker as she thought about it. It hardly ever snowed in South Texas, and when it did, it was usually little more than a thin layer of wintry mix that melted by noon the next day. It didn’t keep the cities and towns from shutting down completely.
Samantha glanced into the cozy-looking lodge and saw the dining table was full of people still loitering after dinner. She caught a glimpse of Gia’s silky black hair next to Max’s grey pompadour and grinned. She still had time to surprise her.
She was so excited about her gift for Gia that she barely noticed the rumble of hunger in her stomach. There were granola bars in her suitcase that she could snack on until the morning. She wasn’t worried.
Five minutes later, Samantha nearly missed her cabin entirely in the now white-out conditions. Her shoulder hit the corner of the building at the last possible second, and she groped her way around the porch railing until she hit the steps, which were invisible under all of the white.
It took her a solid ten minutes to warm up in front of the fire; it was more like a defrosting. Her fingers were blocks of ice, but she had managed to get the laptop box out of the Best Buy bag and onto Gia’s lower bunk. It sat there looking like Christmas morning.
The door flung open as Samantha still stood in front of the fire, dripping onto the rug.
“Hey!” Samantha said.
Gia’s hair was filled with snowflakes. “Where have you been?”
“Out.”
Gia shook her hair around her head. Samantha watched the long, shiny tresses unfurl around her gorgeous face, and felt a surge of attraction in her gut. “You missed dinner.” Gia stomped her boots on the mat and peeled them off, reaching for a thick pair of dry, wool socks and pulling them onto her feet before she even took off her coat. “It was burgers.”
“I’m not too hungry,” Samantha said, her heart beating as she kept glancing at the unseen box on Gia’s bed. It seemed to be pulsating with light and energy; how could Gia not have noticed?
“Shit,” Gia said.
“What?”
“I need to pull in wood from outside. Hang on a minute.”
“You want help?”
Gia looked her up and down. “No, you’re already unfrozen and barely dressed in anything. I’ve got it.”
It took the better part of ten minutes, but soon, the wood was lined up in a perimeter around the interior of the cabin, snow melting off it. Gia pulled off the rest of her winter clothes and hung them up on the coat rack, turning around to face Samantha. “What?” 
“What what?”
“You have a strange look on your face. And you’re staring at me. Do I still have snow in my hair?”
“No!” Samantha said a little too eagerly. “I mean, no. You look great.”
The words hung in the air between them.
Gia bit her lip and tucked a lock of hair behind her ear. “Oh.” She suddenly looked like she wanted to be anywhere but standing there. After what seemed like an eternity to Samantha, Gia finally looked at her bed. Her brow furrowed into confusion. “What is this?”
“Open it,” Samantha said eagerly.
Gia didn’t move.
“Come on! It won’t explode, I promise.”
“You bought me a computer.”
It wasn’t a question.
Gia looked at Samantha in total disbelief. “You bought me an actual computer.”
Samantha shrugged. “It’s an apology. I destroyed part of your work. That’s unforgivable.”
Gia said nothing.
“It’s space grey!” Samantha blurted out awkwardly. “I mean, I don’t really know what that means, but if you don’t like the color, I kept the receipt and…” Her words drifted off into silence. She had no idea how to read Gia’s face. 
“Return it,” Gia replied angrily. “Return it!”
Samantha gaped at her. “What?”
“You heard me.” Gia was shaking. “I’m not some poor pity project that you can pour cash into to make yourself feel better. I don’t like help.”
“What? Project? What are you talking about? Gia—”
But Gia was already putting her outerwear back on her body. 
Samantha realized she was starting to sweat through all of her layers standing this close to the fire. But she felt like she couldn’t move. “Where are you going in this storm?”
“To the lodge,” Gia replied angrily, grabbing her pillow. “I’ll sleep in there in one of the chairs by the fire.”
“Gia, please—”
But she was interrupted by a brief knock on the door. A piece of paper shot out from under the crack. Gia was too busy stuffing her hat over her ears to have heard or noticed the interruption. 
Samantha walked over and picked it up, which drew Gia’s attention. “It’s from Rick,” she said. “There’s a curfew. No leaving the cabins until the storm has passed.”



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
It was a long evening spent trying to avoid one another. Gia hadn’t seemed to want to touch the computer at all, even to return it to Samantha’s side of the cabin, so she was now avoiding her bed and sitting in one of the chairs by the fire.
Samantha, wanting to give her some illusion of privacy, was sitting in the hard chair at her desk, staring at her iPad Pro, the Word app open, the cursor blinking at the top of an almost blank document.
It was a dark and stormy night.
After a while, Samantha angrily tapped the delete key repeatedly until each shitty, useless character had disappeared. The use of the mechanical, plastic key echoed like a gunshot through the quiet cabin. The only other sounds were the crackling of the fireplace and the rush of the wind outside. Small puffy flakes of snow were flying under the gap of the door and creating a fine layer of icing over the mat.
“You know you can highlight entire words and even sentences to erase them all at once,” came Gia’s quiet voice from several feet away.
Samantha stopped tapping the keyboard. “What?”
“You’re making too much noise,” Gia said, still staring into the flames.
“Sorry,” Samantha replied, turning back to her computer and exhaling her anger slowly. It wasn’t working. “Actually, you know what? I’m not sorry.”
Gia lowered one of her legs to the floor and turned to face Samantha. “Excuse me?”
“I’m not sorry. You’re being an ass, not me.”
Gia dropped her jaw. “Are you serious right now?”
“Deadly serious. I said I was sorry for ruining your work. I bought you a brand new computer as an apology. I drove five hours round trip in the middle of a fucking blizzard to bring your ungrateful ass a beautiful piece of technology, and now you’re telling me I’m being too loud?” The words were falling fast now. “Am I interrupting your staring into the fire doing absolutely fuck all nothing?”
Gia laughed darkly. “Oh, since you’re clearly just spilling sentences all over your keyboard in a rush of creative genius heretofore unseen in the literary community.”
Samantha crossed her arms. “It’s called writer’s block.”
“I’ve never had it.” Gia stood up and walked over to her bag, her sock-covered feet leaving indentations in the fine layer of snow near the door.
“Yeah, well. You haven’t written dozens of books. Just wait. One day, those ideas you have? Will stop falling out of your pretty little head.”
Gia picked up the laptop box and held it gingerly in two hands like a platter, walking it over like she was balancing overly full tea cups. She knelt deeply and dropped her head. “Your highness, your laptop.”
Samantha snatched the laptop away from her angrily. “You don’t have to be such a jerk about it.”
“Oh, because you’re such a polite person all of a sudden? You’re just another rich asshole who thinks she can buy her way out of her mistakes.” Gia turned around and unzipped her bag, pulling out a tattered paperback and plopping down on her bed. The bunk squeaked ominously.
Samantha froze when she saw the cover of the book. “Ah,” she said quietly. “Another Ava Hillary masterpiece.” Her tone was dry.
Gia looked at her skeptically. “You’ve read it?”
“A long time ago. Not her best,” she said lightly, sitting back in her desk chair.
“I didn’t realize you were interested in lesbian romance.”
“I’m a woman of many varied tastes.” Samantha propped an elbow on the desk and stared into nowhere, pushing her glasses up her nose.
“Ava Hillary doesn’t get writer’s block, either,” Gia sniffed as she turned the well-worn, dog-eared pages with one hand.
“What makes you say that?”
“She publishes nearly one book every single month. She’s prolific and talented and romantic and—” Gia stopped. “I wouldn’t expect you to understand.”
“Mm,” Samantha said noncommittally. “I probably wouldn’t.” She gazed into the glow of her iPad.
Gia felt inexorably pulled towards her even through all of her irritation. She set down her book. “You really can’t think of a single word to write?”
“That’s right,” Samantha said. “I’ve tried for weeks. It’s just not coming out.”
“Maybe if you told me the genre—”
“No,” Samantha snapped. Then, seeing the hurt look on Gia’s face, softened. “I mean—it’s romance. I can tell you that much.”
Gia sat upright and rubbed her hands together. “I love romance. Obviously. I mean, I prefer lesbian romance, but it’s all the same in the end, right? Two people meet each other. They clash or their love is otherwise forbidden. Then some more stuff happens and they end up living together in a happily ever after scenario. Boom. Done.”
Samantha let out a chuckle.
“What?” Gia replied defensively.
“You say it like it’s so simple. ‘Then some more stuff happens.’ Okay, oh genius reader of Ava Hillary, what do you suggest for my next story?”
The lights flickered.
“Shit,” Samantha said. “We’re not supposed to lose power, right? Because of the solar panels?” She’d read up on it before coming to Colorado. Dan had forced her to; he didn’t want her stranded in the middle of nowhere without running water if the weather turned. He was oddly prescient.
“We’ll be fine,” Gia said placatingly. “I know it’s terrifying, being from Satan’s asshole and staying in a place that actually gets cold. But you’ll make it. We’ve got plenty of wood.” She crawled out of bed and walked over to her own desk, lifting the straight-backed chair and setting it delicately next to Samantha. “May I?” Gia asked, lifting the iPad.
“Be my guest.”
Gia hunched over the iPad, tapping on the screen and pulling out the Apple Pencil that was attached to the case. She started scribbling on the screen.
“Wow, you know how to use an iPad?”
“I sneak into the Apple store sometimes on my days off,” Gia said, her tongue between her lips. 
The dim lights shut off, but Gia didn’t stop. The iPad was all charged up and ready to go, and the fire blazed on.
Samantha let her work, admiring Gia’s profile in the blue-light glow of the iPad screen. She was adorable when she was focusing, her nose scrunching up slightly as she worked. After a time, Gia returned the Pencil to its case and set the iPad back on the table.
“There,” Gia said.
“There?”
Gia sighed impatiently. “When I can’t work out a plot problem, I sketch it out. It helps me every single time.”
“For your first book, you mean,” Samantha said pointedly.
“Ha ha,” Gia replied, but without malice. She pointed at the screen. “Look. I’m assuming you write hetero romance. So there’s Character A right there with muscles.” There was a little squiggle of a guy with big arm muscles flexing.
Samantha laughed. “Muscles?”
“Have you read hetero romance? It’s filled with dicks with dicks.”
“That’s really too true. So where’s the heroine?” Samantha leaned imperceptibly closer to see if she could get a whiff of Gia’s shampoo. Her heart was racing a little at the thought of being this close to her. Focus, Samantha thought to herself.
“The heroine is right here, with her long, blonde locks.” Gia pointed at a caricature of a woman wearing a red dress with red lips, with flowing yellow hair. 
“Alright,” Samantha said with a grin. “Where does our story take place?”
“New York City,” Gia replied confidently, scrolling down and pointing to a little doodle of the Empire State Building. “She’s his boss. They work at a law firm.”
“Not the other way around?”
Gia shrugged. “I like switching gender roles.”
“I’m not sure the hetero audience is going to buy a weak guy who plays second fiddle to a woman. They like—”
“Dicks with dicks. Right,” Gia completed. “Well, it’s easy enough to switch. So, you’ve got the conflict already: he’s her superior and they can’t possibly be together. But it’s worse than that: she hates his guts because he’s such a—”
“Dick with a dick. Got it.”
Gia flipped her hair over her shoulder and Samantha caught a longed-for sniff of her shiny tresses. “I’m thinking they have a one-night stand at the beginning of the book. Grey’s Anatomy-style. They meet at a party or a bar—”
“I like party,” Samantha said.
“Party it is. Let’s make it New Year’s Eve in the city. Her friends sneak in to the top penthouse of the lushest condos in town. It’s her first night in the city. She’s got a job that starts on Monday; this is simultaneously her introduction to New York and her last hurrah before she buckles down and gets serious at the law firm. They have sex. Like, amazing, mind-blowing sex. Well, as amazing and mind-blowing as hetero sex can be.” Gia laughed at her own joke.
Samantha was staring at her.
“What?” Gia nervously ran her fingers through her hair. “Do I have something on my face?”
“No, no. It’s just… your ability to riff on this stuff. It’s amazing. Do you read a lot of hetero romance?”
Gia shrugged. “I used to, before I realized I was gay. It’s all just tropes, isn’t it? Even in lesbian romance?”
Samantha smiled. “I guess it is.” She scooted her chair forward under the pretense of getting closer to the desk. In reality, she was getting closer to Gia. “So, what happens next?”
“They meet at work. They hate each other because he’s so controlling and persnickety.”
“Persnickety?” Samantha howled with laughter, leaning on Gia’s shoulder for support. It felt amazing to touch her, to smell her, to be close to her. Samantha’s heart pounded. “Are you eighty years old?”
Gia grinned. “You know what I mean.” She grabbed the Pencil again and started scribbling. “But then something awesome happens.”
Samantha cleared her throat. “What’s that?”
Gia’s eyes twinkled. “They fall in love.”



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
The wind howled all night long. After their brainstorming session, Samantha’s fingers flew across the keyboard.
Gia changed into her pajamas, layering long underwear underneath, and fell asleep underneath her wool blankets. She set alarms to load the fire with more wood every three hours. Each time she woke up, Samantha was still awake, bent eagerly over her mechanical keyboard.
At six o’clock, the storm still raging outside, Gia groaned as her alarm went off again.
“I’ll get it!” Samantha said in a chipper voice.
Gia rolled over. Samantha was still sitting at the desk. Gia rubbed sleep out of her eyes. “Are you seriously still working?”
Samantha smiled somewhat manically. “I’m a nonstop flow of words thanks to you.” She stretched and revealed a strip of dark, shining skin at her abdomen.
Gia felt a flutter in her stomach and looked away while Samantha tended to the fire. “You’re doing it wrong,” she said a moment later, unable to look away for long. “Here, let me help you.”
Gia reluctantly pulled off her blankets and walked over to the fire, taking the poker and stirring the dying flames. Then she expertly stacked thick wood logs on top of one another.
“You’re good at this,” Samantha said.
Gia handed the poker back to her. Their fingers touched and Gia felt electricity arcing between them. “Practice. Loads of it.”
They were still touching one another. Samantha’s brown eyes were glinting in the light of the fire. “You know, I’m fifteen chapters into my book already. I couldn’t have done that without you.”
Gia bit her lip. “It was all there. The story is the easy part. The writing is the hard—”
Samantha pulled Gia closer and laid a magnificent kiss on her waiting lips. Several seconds passed, though they might as well have been lifetimes to Gia. She slipped her tongue between Samantha’s lips and dropped the poker. It clanged to the rug but neither of them noticed.
When they finally pulled apart, Gia was smiling. “You’re gay?”
“Don’t sound so shocked,” Samantha replied, panting a little from the rush of the kiss.
“But you write hetero romance?”
Samantha shrugged and walked over to her desk, perching uncertainly on the edge of the chair. “Whatever pays the bills.”
Gia was frozen by the fireplace. She ran her hands through her hair. “I just… if I had known you were gay…”
“You would have kissed me even sooner?” Samantha joked. She turned back to her iPad and clicked a few keys, shutting it down. She closed the case and set it facedown on the desk, yawning. “I need sleep after all.” She stared longingly at the top bunk. “Want to join me up there?”
Gia blushed furiously. “I—I just…”
“I’m kidding,” Samantha said, stretching again. She climbed the ladder onto the top bunk, which creaked and groaned. “I think if we had sex up here, we’d break the bed.”
Gia laughed. “What makes you think I’m going to have sex with you?”
Samantha grinned but said nothing. She crawled under the blankets, the storm still raging outside, and fell asleep almost instantly.
Gia felt wide awake and started pacing the cabin. She saw the snow had finally stopped blowing under the door; a large drift outside had no doubt created a dam that prevented more from flying in. The lights were still off, and it was dark outside. She crossed to one of the windows and saw that snow was completely obscuring the view. Her stomach rumbled. It would likely be hours before Evan got around to bringing them food; assuming he even could bring them food.
Gia’s lips still tingled from where Samantha had been just moments before. She brought her fingertips to her mouth and touched it uncertainly. Samantha was gay? What were the odds of that happening? She shook her head and walked over to her desk, where she’d set the latest of her composition books along with one of her cheap Flair pens. Next to them was the plastic-wrapped, shiny MacBook Pro box that reflected the light of the crackling fire.
The wind still howling outside, Gia felt very far away from the world she’d left just a few dozen hours before in Minnesota.
The MacBook was an apology. A gift. An “I’m sorry.” It wasn’t pity. She heard Paula screaming in her ear to open it, to take it, to use it.
Samantha sighed deeply and rolled over. Gia stared at her back.
She wanted Gia to use it. That was the whole point. She was being ridiculous, wasn’t she?
Gia fingered the packaging. It was glossy and smooth. She could already feel the thin, butterfly switch keys under her fingers; she’d test driven enough of them at the store, after all.
Samantha coughed and Gia made her decision.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
Samantha woke to the sound of a shovel scraping the wood deck outside, along with heavy footsteps. Her eyes were bleary and her head felt foggy. She felt like she’d barely been asleep two minutes. A moment later, there was a knock on the door.
She heard Gia pull on her coat and open it. “Hey,” Gia said to whoever was at the door.
Samantha rubbed her eyes and felt the harsh rush of cold wind into the cabin bite her exposed cheeks. She pulled the blankets up higher and shivered.
“Here’s a bag of croissants, a container of scrambled eggs, and four thermoses of soup to last you the rest of the day. There’s crackers in there, too, along with a flask of coffee and two cups. Oh, and here’s a few gallons of water to tide you over, even though you do have the sink water which is perfectly safe to drink.”
She recognized Evan’s voice.
“The storm is lasting longer than we thought,” he yelled over the roar of the wind. “Took me twenty minutes to make a path to your cabin alone! I won’t be back until it’s over.”
“What about the power?”
“We’ve got guys clearing the solar panels,” Evan said, stomping his feet in what Samantha assumed was an effort to restore blood flow. “Should be up in a few hours. You need anything else?”
Samantha looked down at Gia, who shook her head. “We’re good. Take care!” 
She shut the door to the wind and began shaking the errant snowflakes off her coat and hair.
“You look nice with snow in your hair,” Samantha said from the top bunk.
Gia jumped. “You’re awake! Already? You’ve only been asleep for three hours.”
Samantha rubbed her eyes and grinned, climbing down the ladder and hitting the wood floor with a thud. “I’m hungry. Let’s crack open those croissants.”
Gia didn’t move. Her eyes darted to the desk.
“What?” Samantha asked, then saw the MacBook Pro open on the desk. She grinned. “You caved.”
“I just—I thought—”
Samantha stepped closer to Gia and brushed a lock of her hair behind her ear. “You thought since I kissed you and you took advantage of me in the middle of the snowstorm of the century, that you could use the computer without guilt.”
Gia gaped at her. “I wasn’t… no, that’s not—”      
“I’m kidding, Gia. I’m glad you’re using it.” Samantha grabbed the bag of food out of Gia’s hands and walked over to the fireplace. In the paper bag were croissants, two cloth napkins, and tiny containers of butter and jam. She spread out the meal like it was a picnic, and sat on the hearth with her legs crossed. She patted the rug. “Come on! It’s breakfast time.”
Gia made herself comfortable and dug into the meager feast. “Not as good as the other day,” she said through a mouthful of buttery croissant.
“I’m guessing they couldn’t exactly get a fresh supply of them with the weather.” She munched on her breakfast and opened the flagon of coffee. “Take the whole thing. I don’t drink coffee.”
“Really?” Gia asked, surprised. “No alcohol, no coffee, huh?”
“I try to refrain from engaging in both legal and illegal addictive stimulants.”
“Family history?” Gia asked tentatively.
Samantha exhaled and opened one of the gallons of water, hefting it up to her mouth and drinking from it fully. After a moment, she wiped her mouth and stared into the fire. “Sort of. Dad and mom both drank just a little too much. You can say that I tend to go overboard in the other direction, just to be safe.”
“Are they still alive?”
“No,” Samantha said quietly. “Car crash.”
“That’s terrible.”
“It was a few years ago. The good news is that I was a full-blown adult when they passed.”
“Still, that has to be hard.”
Samantha looked at her croissant as if to take another bite, but thought better of it and laid it onto the cloth napkin. She dusted her hands on her leggings. 
Gia looked like she didn’t know what to say. “My college roommate lost her mother when she was nineteen. Even though she technically was an adult, it affected everything, absolutely everything.”
“You know, I think without it, I wouldn’t be a writer,” Samantha admitted. “As much shit as it all put me through, at least I have my work.”
“You think it inspired you to write?”
“It’s a compulsion,” Samantha explained. “Like—”
“Like you have to do it. Like there’s nothing else in the world but you and the words in front of you. Like you can’t breathe right if you don’t write every day, even if only for a little,” Gia finished for her.
Samantha smiled. “Exactly.” She took another bite of her breakfast and chewed thoughtfully. “Without publishing, I wouldn’t have made it on my own, that’s for sure.”
“You don’t have any other family to support you at all?”
“Nope, not so much as a Christmas card. That all ended when I turned eighteen.” Samantha had a pained expression on her face. “Then my parents died a few years ago. The family kind of fell apart for good.” She shook her head. “The day they died, I drove three states over, got a waitressing job, and put myself through four years of community college to get a degree in philosophy.” She cleared her throat. “A few years after college I discovered publishing. Submitted my first novel and was accepted right away. I found out pretty quickly that the more I published the more money I made. So I just wrote, every single day. After a few years, I bought a little house in the country. It’s quiet and perfect.” She cleared her throat and smiled. “So, what about you?”
“My parents are boring,” Gia admitted. “But broke. They have bad spending habits; they’re middle class but spend way above their station. We don’t really have a relationship; nothing dramatic, we just have nothing in common.” She took a deep breath. “There wasn’t anything left for me to go to college after everything was spent, so I’ve been a barista for a long time. Put myself through university that way.”
“What’s your degree in? Something useless like mine?”
Gia laughed. “Chemistry.”
Samantha guffawed. “You’re joking.”
“I’m not.”
“And you’re a barista?”
Gia dipped her croissant into the tiny container of strawberry jam. “It’s more flexible. Allows me time to write.”
“Wow, I’m impressed,” Samantha said. “I feel like an idiot sitting next to a chemistry major.”
“You shouldn’t; I failed out of my intro to philosophy class freshman year.”
Samantha chuckled and took another sip of water. “I keep hearing that from people. It’s funny, right? What we take for granted with our own skills? Like, you think chemistry is simple. I think philosophy is simple. But neither one of us could do the other’s major.”
Gia nodded and stared into the fire. She spoke after a moment of contemplation. “I miss college sometimes. You know, being with other people who are all together for the same purpose. Being able to walk to each other’s dorm rooms at all times of the day or night, that kind of thing.”
“We didn’t totally have that at community college,” Samantha admitted. “But I can imagine it was lovely.”
“Yeah, the sense of community, you know? This retreat is the first time I’ve ever really felt that again. Talking to people about a common purpose. Except for skipping critique, that is. Since you forbade me to go.” Gia’s eyes twinkled mischievously.
“I did not forbid you!” Samantha said, acting like she was wounded by the words. “I just, you know, told you it would be the greatest mistake of your entire career. And I’m right, by the way.”
“So you really don’t accept any critique at all?”
“From my readers only. They’re paying for my work, they get a say in how I write. But I also don’t read my reviews. My assistant—friend, rather—Dan does that and gives me the gist. Say that one person didn’t like the sex scene; I can write that off as opinion. But if ten people said they hated the sex scene, well. Now we’ve got a consensus.”
“I wish I had a Dan,” Gia replied, taking a final bite of her pastry.
“Everyone needs a Dan. He cleans my house too. Poorly, but it’s better than I do it. It lets me focus on better things.”
“Like not writing?” Gia asked drily.
Samantha laughed and tilted her head back, tears of mirth stinging her eyes. “Exactly. Like not writing for weeks at a time.”
Gia’s eyes glanced at the iPad. “Can I read it?”
“What?”
“Your book. I want to read it. I helped write it, after all. In a way.”
Samantha felt panic coursing through her body. Gia didn’t know it was lesbian romance. “No!” she said a little too loudly.
Gia looked wounded. “Geez, calm down. Is it really that bad?”
“It’s just—I already said. I don’t let other people read my work.” Samantha tidied up the breakfast area with haste, leaving Gia alone.
Dread filled her stomach. Gia would know it was her when the book was published. She’d taken the plot points exactly, and she was Ava Hillary’s number one fan, after all.



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
Samantha crawled back up into bed after breakfast while Gia rebuilt the fire for the thousandth time. She looked at their rapidly-dwindling woodpile with a bit of dread. The storm raged on outside; sunlight barely broke through the thick cloud cover. 
Walking back to her computer, she pushed aside her composition notebook.
She’d done something radical; she’d started over. After talking with Samantha, her story seemed thin. Weak. Lacking in something. And there was nothing like a brand-new Apple product to inspire fresh creativity.
It was several hours before Gia looked up again from the keyboard. Samantha stirred on her top bunk and broke Gia’s concentration.
“You’re up,” Gia said lightly, still stinging a little at the rejection from earlier.
“I’m up,” Samantha said, retwisting her braids up out of the way; several braids had come loose during her nap. She climbed down the ladder and disappeared into the bathroom for a few minutes, returning with her cheeks pink and glistening from washing. “How goes the novel?”
Gia slammed the laptop shut. “Fine, fine,” she said hurriedly. She had just realized that the love interest of her heroine was a short brunette with umber skin and long, thin braids who looked and acted a lot like Samantha. She would die if Samantha read it and figured out who she was actually writing about.
“What time is it?” Samantha asked, yawning. She tried cracking her back to no avail.
“About one in the afternoon,” Gia said. She looked concernedly at Samantha’s attempts to straighten her back. “Sore?”
“Those mattresses aren’t exactly the most ergonomic things in the world, are they?”
Gia stood up and walked to Samantha, turning her around. She put her hands around Samantha’s waist. “Drop down,” she instructed.
Samantha folded like a rag doll at the hips, groaning a little as she did so. Her ass was up against Gia’s waist. Gia kneaded her knuckles into the base of her spine, rolling her hands around the muscles that were tight there.
Samantha groaned again. “That feels… amazing. Were you a massage therapist in another life?”
“I took physical therapy in college so I could skip out on a gym credit,” Gia admitted. Her hands traveled down Samantha’s inverted spine. A few crackles and pops echoed and mixed in with the sound of the fire. “You’re super tense.”
“It’s this deadline,” Samantha breathed out slowly as Gia massaged her back. “God, that feels good. You sure you don’t want to be a massage therapist instead of a writer?”
Gia laughed. “I’m pretty sure. Take a deep breath for me?” She spent several more minutes applying pressure to Samantha’s muscles, each stroke making her relax more and more. “Stand up and face me.”
Samantha was only inches away from her face.
Gia swallowed hard. “Do you get migraines?”
“Yes,” Samantha admitted. “How did you know?”
“Witchcraft,” Gia joked. “Close your eyes.” Samantha’s long eyelashes framed her eyelids as they fluttered closed. “Inhale.” While Samantha followed instructions, Gia rubbed her temples, brushing aside Samantha’s hair. “Exhale.”
Samantha’s chest fell.
“Okay, I’m moving to the front, but I’m not trying anything weird, okay? I’m not… coming onto you or anything.”
Samantha kept her eyes closed and smiled. “I wish you would.”
Gia’s heart leaped. “Easy there, cowgirl.” She moved her hands to the front of Samantha’s shoulders, on either side of her collarbone, flipping her hair out of the way. “You have so many knots up front here. I figured you would, since you were so tense on the other side. Breathe again.”
Gia could feel Samantha’s heart beating a little faster, and her own started racing to keep pace.
“That feels amazing,” Samantha breathed. “I feel like I’m melting.”
“Good,” Gia whispered. “It would be better if I got some lotion or something.”
“Don’t you dare stop.”
Gia bit her lip. “I won’t.” 
She didn’t know what came over her, but it was like she couldn’t stop. She leaned forward and planted a kiss on Samantha, who immediately brought her own hands up to Gia’s hair, entwining her fingers in her locks.
Gia fumbled with her sweater, peeling it off her body with haste while Samantha did the same. Gia fell backwards onto the bottom bunk, the bed creaking ominously.
“Let’s see if we can get this thing to fall down,” Samantha said eagerly, leaning over Gia’s breasts and licking her brown nipples in gentle circles. Gia felt wet and ready; she’d never been so ready in her entire life. She bucked and moaned under Samantha’s touch. Samantha trailed kisses down Gia’s tanned abdomen, getting to her cotton underwear that was covered in rainbow unicorns.
“Cute,” Samantha whispered, peeling them to the side and licking Gia in her most delicate, private places.
Gia gripped the bed and moaned. “That… that feels… that feels so…” She screamed in ecstasy, arching her back, Samantha hanging on the whole time.
“Good?” Samantha finished with a smile.
“Yes,” Gia said, gasping for air. She was sweating, even though the far corner of the cabin away from the fireplace was chilly. Samantha crawled forward and kissed her on the mouth. “Your turn,” Gia whispered.
“I want to suck on your tits while you finger me,” Samantha breathed into her ear, diving below to unfasten Gia’s bra, her perfect breasts spilling out. She licked Gia’s salt-covered skin in delicate circles, sucking and blowing on her nipples while Gia’s fingers slid between her legs.
It didn’t take long for Samantha to be tumbling towards ecstasy, and she collapsed in a sweaty heat on top of Gia. They lay like that for quite a while, listening to the wind whistling through a small gap in the old windows.
Gia brushed a lock of sweaty hair off Samantha’s forehead. “You good?”
“I’m good,” Samantha breathed. “I’ve never had sex in a blizzard before.”
“I have, but I mean, I live in Minnesota, so it’s a little explainable.” Gia paused.
“What’s up?” Samantha asked, sensing there was something she was holding back.
“You don’t have a girlfriend, do you? Or boyfriend? Or otherwise? I don’t want to erase the possibility that you’re bisexual or pansexual.”
Samantha pushed herself off Gia’s body, their skin not wanting to release from one another’s. It came apart with a faint sucking sound. “Are you accusing me of being a cheater?”
Gia sat up and pulled her pillow around to her front to block her bare torso. “I mean, a lot of people think it’s not cheating if it happens on a retreat or at a conference. I just wanted to ask.”
Samantha grinned. “Are you jealous if I do?”
Gia bit her lip and blushed, her hair falling halfway across her face. “Maybe a little.”
Samantha leaned down and moved the pillow out of the way, kissing Gia’s stomach. “I don’t.”
Gia exhaled. “Good.”
“Do you?”
“Do I what?”
“Have a girlfriend, boyfriend, whatever?”
“Are you jealous?” Gia asked with a grin.
Samantha gave her a serious look. “Yes. Deeply.”
“I do not have a girlfriend or boyfriend or whatever.”
Samantha grinned. “Then we’re even.”
There was a knock at the door.
Gia yelped and dove under the covers while Samantha stood up and calmly put on her sweater and leggings. “Just a second!”
She opened the door, or rather, she turned the knob and the door flew open from the force of the wind, blowing with it a large sheet of snow and Max, whose silvery hair was shrouded entirely in a cloud of white fluff.
“Max!” Samantha exclaimed. She tried pushing the door shut but it wouldn’t budge against the wind. Max had to help her get it closed. When they finally achieved their goal, Max collapsed against the door.
“You’re frozen solid!” Samantha pushed Max towards the fire, where they took off their coat, shaking flakes onto the floor that melted at once.
“I… ran… out… of… wood,” Max said between jitters. “I knew y’all’s cabin was the closest. I just shut my eyes and ran in the straightest line I could.”
“You could have died,” Gia said from bed. She was wrapped in a sheet up to her armpits.
Max blinked and looked around the room, their eyes resting on Gia. “Why are you naked?” Max paused, their eyes widening. “Oh. Oh. Oh.” Max walked back to the door. “I’m interrupting.” They started to open the door.
“Where in the hell do you think you’re going?” Samantha asked aggressively, putting her hands on Max’s shoulders and steering them to the fireplace. Max collapsed into a chair. “You’re going to die out there. On a writer’s retreat. Before you’ve even finished your mystery novel. What will your readers think?”
Max laughed darkly. “Oh, it’s done. I used the last of my laptop battery to tie up the finale. It’s one of my best. I certainly wouldn’t have risked my life if my book weren’t finished.”
“The sad part is, I don’t know if you’re kidding or not,” Gia said, wrapping a sheet around her and grabbing her pile of clothes. She inched her way carefully into the bathroom and shut the door.
“Did you bring extra food?” Samantha asked, looking wildly at Max’s body for a clue of a package.
“I ate it all,” Max said sheepishly. “What? I get hungry when I write. Sue me.”
Samantha picked up the thermoses of soup. “This is all we have left until Evan gets to us again. Any word on when the storm is going to pass?”
“The last signal I had on my phone was six hours ago. It’s supposed to end sometime tonight.”
Samantha picked her phone up from her desk and held it up to the ceiling. “I don’t know why I’m even bothering; I haven’t had a signal since I got here.”
Max glanced at the bathroom door and lowered their voice. “Sooo… that happened, did it?”
“Stop,” Samantha replied, sitting in the armchair opposite. 
“Stop what?”
“You know what you’re doing. Fishing for filthy details. We had sex. That’s it.”
“Sure,” Max said, rubbing their red, chapped hands together. “Do you have some lotion I can borrow?”
“I do!” Gia said, fully dressed and standing in the doorway of the bathroom. She fished in her bag. “Here you go. Smells like cucumbers.”
“I’ll take it,” Max said gratefully. There was an awkward silence while Gia stood there.
Samantha broke the silence with laughter.
“What’s so funny?”
“This,” Samantha said. “We all came here to write and now we’re stuck with almost no food with dwindling firewood. We could totally die!” She doubled over laughing.
Gia and Max exchanged uncertain looks. “Why is that funny?”
But soon, everyone in the room had caught Samantha’s contagious giggles, and their laughter overpowered the sounds of the storm outside.



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
Samantha hopped in her rental car and drove down the mountain, stopping on the shoulder periodically to check the signal. The landscape outside was blinding, the bright, welcome sun reflecting off feet and feet of snow. Evan had already cleared the road part of the way down. 
She was looking for one thing: a cell signal.
“Aha!” she exclaimed, putting the car in park and turning on her emergency flashers. She peeled off a glove using her teeth and dialed Dan’s number.
“I thought you were dead!” Dan exclaimed, picking up on the second ring. Samantha heard the closing of a car door. “Oh. My. God!”
“Don’t be so dramatic,” Samantha said. “I’m alive and well.”
“What the hell happened? I’ve been obsessively following the weather because—”
“You’re secretly a seventy-year-old man obsessed with the Weather Channel.”
“Ha ha. I wanted to see how jealous of your weather I needed to be—it’s eighty-one here—and I saw that the storm of the motherfucking century was headed your way. So I called and you didn’t answer! I was beside myself thinking you’d frozen solid with a bunch of weirdos in the woods.”
Samantha laughed so hard tears started forming. “I’ve missed you.”
“I miss you, too. So, tell me what happened?”
She detailed everything that had happened up until yesterday afternoon, about how there’d been a mistake and she had a roommate, about how they’d fought and then the storm began. “Well, we got dug out this morning, which is good because we were down to the last granola bar. Max and I—”
“Who’s Max?”
“Our neighbor and fellow author who stumbled into our cabin yesterday after they ran out of firewood and food. Anyway, Gia got dressed and we had a little impromptu picnic last night with the last of the hot food.”
“Wait, Gia was naked?”
Shit. “What?” Samantha asked, trying to play it off.
“Oh my God you didn’t.”
“Didn’t what?”
“Oh my God. You’re already in a relationship with a woman you just met? You serial womanizer! You are beyond help! This week was supposed to be about writing and here you are banging your hot roommate!”
“I am writing,” Samantha replied defensively. 
Dan laughed darkly. “Of course you are, Samantha. Because you can only write when you’re in a relationship.”
“It’s just fucking, I don’t see what the big deal is!”
“Oh, Sam. It’s never, ever ‘just fucking’ with you.”
Samantha knew there was more than a little bit of truth in his words. At that moment, her line beeped. She checked the screen; it was her agent, Sallie Mason. “I have to go, Dan. Speak soon.” She hung up and switched calls before he could admonish her any more than he already had. “Hello?”
“Samantha, darling! How are you?”
Samantha didn’t respond; there was never any time to when it came to her agent. She was a nice enough woman, but she had that Hollywood book world sheen that was annoying.
“So, so. How is the latest book coming?”
“Fine,” Samantha replied dully.
“Wonderful, wonderful.” Sallie always repeated her words in pairs like that. It was beyond annoying but Samantha had gotten somewhat used to it. “So, I’ve got a proposition for you. What if you finished your book a few weeks early and went on a little pre-Christmas tour? It’s Kindlemas season, after all!”
Samantha held the phone away from her face so her groan wouldn’t be so pronounced on the other end of the line. ‘Kindlemas’ referred to the period of time where people got new Kindles for Christmas and went on downloading sprees during the holidays. It was a prime time of year for authors and publishers; no one wanted to be caught with a book that premiered after New Year’s when all the bills came due and no one had spare money to spend on romance novels.
“How much earlier?”
“Next week,” Sallie said lightly, not even pretending to soften the blow of this news by checking a calendar. 
“Sallie—”
“It would be really, really great. The publisher is willing to give you a bonus.”
Samantha’s ears perked up at this news. “Of how much?”
Sallie told her.
She dropped the phone.
“Sam? Samantha? Are you still there?”
“Yeah, I’m still here,” Samantha said a moment later. That amount of money would be enough to pay off a chunk of her mortgage and keep the Christmas presents coming for Dan’s nieces and nephews, who she considered family. “I’ll do it.”
“And the tour?”
Samantha bit her lip. “Ava Hillary has never done a tour. I’m somewhat anonymous.”
“Yes, yes, dear, I understand your little proclivities toward privacy,” Sallie said in a tone that very much came across as her not understanding at all. “But think of it! We’ve identified your primary markets. You get to go on a little trip; five cities, no more than that. You can meet your dearest readers. We’re even doing a raffle to do a backstage meet and greet with some of your biggest fans. We thought we’d release it as paperback only at first to get people into indie bookstores as a sort of cross-promo to help the shopkeepers who’ve promoted you so eagerly over the years. We thought we might not even release the blurb online; keep a little mystery to it! Give people a reason to rush into stores to get their copy!”
“So you’ve been planning this awhile?” Samantha asked edgily. “This isn’t something you
all just came up with, is it?”
Sallie clucked her tongue. “We know you work best under pressure, dear. We thought we’d keep the news from you until absolutely the last second. That’s when your work really shines through.”
Samantha felt a migraine throbbing behind her eyes. The bright snow glare wasn’t helping. She dug in the glove compartment for her sunglasses that she suddenly realized she’d left in Texas.
“Fine. I’ll do the tour. I’ll get the book to you.”
“Final draft next Monday, dear!”
“Yeah. I know.” She hung up without saying goodbye and put the car into reverse.
She had work to do.



CHAPTER NINETEEN
Gia trudged through the woods trying to stay on the snow-covered path. Her borrowed snowshoes dug into her boots a little; they were a touch too small for her. But the day was clear, cold, and sunny; birds sang in the trees and little red foxes darted across the drifts. After being snowbound for thirty-six hours, some peace and quiet was exactly what she needed. She made it to the end of the trail where she’d run into Samantha a few days previous. The boulder they’d sat on was completely hidden by the snow and the river had frozen solid. There was no burble of water to keep her company. 
Gia made her way to where she knew the boulder was hiding and dug snow off it with her gloved hands. The exertion made her sweat. She had it uncovered in a few minutes and was soon spreading out a borrowed wool blanket from the closet in the cabin and unpacking a lunch and her new laptop.
She pulled off her gloves, uncorked a flask of coffee, and opened up her laptop, positioning it in the shade of a pine tree to keep the sun glare off the screen. Soon, her fingers were flying in the sharp air. She didn’t notice how cold it was; all she saw was her story in front of her.
Immersed as she was, she also missed the crunching of feet down the trail until familiar voices hailed her. 
“Hey!” Carla called out.
Max was beside her, trying to balance in the drifts.
Gia looked up, startled. “Hey.” She shut her laptop grudgingly.
“We’ve been looking everywhere for you! Critique is about to start?” Carla said, helping Max stand upright.
“Oh, no thanks, I need to get back to—”
“Nonsense! Come on, everyone is dying to read your work.”
Samantha’s words of warning echoed in her head.
“We won’t take no for an answer,” Max panted. “Geez, this snowshoe shit is hard fucking work.”
Gia packed up her stuff, thinking that she could peel off from the duo and head back to the cabin without causing a scene. She trudged alongside her friends, Carla chattering merrily away about the storm and how much work she’d gotten done during it.
“That’s great,” Gia said, not listening nor paying attention, her mind still lost in her own story. She’d reached a sticky point between the protagonists that she wasn’t sure she could work out. How were they to go from hating each other to loving each other without it seeming contrived? She was so distracted she didn’t notice when they’d passed her cabin, only realizing it when it was too late.
They were at the lodge. And everyone was standing there in the doorway, beckoning them inside.



CHAPTER TWENTY
Samantha was crouched over her iPad, typing away furiously. She wanted to stop and make a spreadsheet to see how much work it would take to get this book written in five days, but she didn’t have the time to count. Instead, she did the math in her head. She knew vaguely that she could do three thousand words an hour for about two hours each day. That meant she could get to thirty thousand words in five days. That left her fifteen thousand words short. If she pushed for an extra hour, which would be tough, she could just make it in time; though one of those days she was meant to be traveling back to Texas and she never wrote well on travel days. That could be her editing day if she pushed and did yet another hour of writing each day, but would her brain be capable of producing that many words?
She shook her head and put her nose back down to her keyboard. She didn’t have time to think about any of this. 
The door to the cabin swung open, bringing with it a gust of icy air. The sun was starting to set behind the mountain and it was getting dark, even though dinner wouldn’t be for another couple of hours. If only Samantha could push harder today and get five hours of writing in, it could set the tone for the next few days. 
“Not now!” Samantha said, holding up her hand. “I’ve got a deadline to meet.”
Nobody responded as the door clicked shut.
Samantha’s glasses had slid down her nose. She pushed them up with one finger and saw Gia with her back turned, unloading her pack onto the bed. She saw Gia’s back rise and fall quickly, as if she were holding in her breath.
“What’s wrong?” Samantha asked, taking off her glasses and placing them on the desk. “Gia?”
Gia spun around. There were tears streaking her cheeks, which were still pink from the cold.
“What happened?” Samantha took her in her arms, Gia’s body shaking as she collapsed against her.
“I-I-I-I w-w-w-ent to c-c-c-critique,” Gia stammered.
“Oh. Oh no,” Samantha said soothingly, pulling Gia off her and wiping the tears from her face. “Why on earth would you do that?”
Gia bit her trembling lip and Samantha led her over to the fireplace, setting her gently on one of the armchairs. She eyed the fire; Samantha knew it needed rebuilding but she wasn’t in the mood to do something she was terrible at doing.
She handed Gia a packet of tissues from her own pocket and sat down in the chair opposite. “Tell me what happened.”
“I went with Max and Carla. I tried to sneak away from them but it didn’t work.” Gia took a deep breath. “I passed around my computer and… and—” Gia dissolved into fresh, wracking sobs.
Samantha leaned forward and rubbed her back. “You did better than I did at my first critique. I had an MFA teacher tell me that I should never write so much as an email again.”
A smile broke through Gia’s tears. “You’re kidding!”
“I’m not. It was humiliating. I left the program and never looked back. Whatever happened with yours, it can’t be that bad.”
“They said it was amateurish and formulaic,” Gia said quietly, dabbing at her eyes with a tissue. “And commercial.”
Samantha grinned at her. “Is that all? That’s brilliant!”
“It is?”
“Listen. People love formulas. Formulas sell. I don’t want to read a romance that isn’t formulaic. What would that even mean? No happy ending? No sex scenes? Cheating? No, thank you. I want a love story between two imperfect people, sex, and a happily ever after. And that’s what readers want.”
“Thank you,” Gia sniffled. “Even if you’re just saying that.”
“I make my living doing this. That’s what you want to do as well, right? Make a living?”
“Yeah, of course.”
“Well, then stick to the formula. Half those people in that room haven’t written more than two books in their entire careers.”
“Todd is a New York Times bestselling author,” Gia objected. “He was the first one who said it was crap.”
Samantha waved her words away. “That means nothing. I know plenty of NYT bestselling authors who still have to work day jobs to support themselves and write in the wee hours of the morning before their kids get up. Not throwing shade on them, I’m just saying: commercial sells. Todd has written one book in ten years. He knows nothing about true commercial viability or success.” She paused.
“What?”
“You want me to read it?” 
Gia gaped at her. “Are you serious? Do you even read lesbian romance?”
“I’ve read my fair share,” Samantha said playfully. “But also I am a lesbian, so I’m technically your target audience.” She stood up and stepped across to Gia, straddling her lap and kissing her lips. “Don’t you think?”
Gia’s lips were wet with salty tears. Samantha kissed them away. They fell into bed together once again.
 
***
 
Samantha glanced at her watch as Gia pulled her bra back on.
“You have a date?” Gia asked with a smile playing at her lips.
“I’m sorry; my publisher moved my deadline up by a month,” Samantha said. “I’ve got at least four more hours work to do today if I’m going to get a good start.”
“When is the deadline?”
“Monday,” Samantha sighed, pulling her clothes back on as she crossed the cabin.
“This Monday?” Gia asked, her jaw dropping.
“Yep.”
Gia stared at her, clearly lost in thought.
“What are you thinking about?”
“I want to do it with you.”
“Do what?”
“Finish a book in four days.”
Samantha laughed. “You’re joking.”
“I’m not.”
“Look, you’re the one who says to publish early and often. I need to do this. I need the money. I need to know if I can make this a viable thing. I’ve been drowning in composition notebooks for five years on the same story. Meeting you…” she trailed off.
“Meeting me what?”
Gia picked at her thumbnail. “Meeting you inspired me to start a new story. A better one. I think this could be my first real book. And I want to do it with you.”
“I’ve written—” Samantha stopped short of saying the actual number lest Gia connect the dots between her and Ava Hillary. “—a lot of books. A lot. I know I can do this because I’ve done a book in ten days. It’s different for me.”
Gia had a defiant look in her brown eyes. “Are you telling me that I can’t do it?”
“I’m not saying that—”
Gia stood up and plucked her laptop from the side table, setting it down on the desk. “I’ll race you. Fifty thousand words.” She opened the computer. “We can tag team who gets up to get meals and bring them back here, alright? Make an excuse for Rick. Tell him what’s really happening; that we’re busy writing.”
“What’s your word count so far?”
Gia’s tongue peeked out from between her lips. She looked so adorable Samantha wanted to take her back to bed. She clicked through her computer document. “I’m at six thousand words.”
“It’s not really fair. I’m at fifteen thousand.”
Gia grinned. “I’ve always liked a challenge.”
“This is nuts, Gia!” Samantha said with a chuckle. “You cannot be serious.”
“You scared of having your ass handed to you by some nobody?”
Samantha gaped at her. “I’m not afraid of anything.”
“Then let’s race.”
She laughed. “Love doesn’t wait for life after all,” Samantha muttered, beginning to type rapidly on her mechanical keyboard.
Gia looked up. “What did you just say?”
“Love doesn’t wait for life. It’s… something I say.”
“That’s from an Ava Hillary book.”
Samantha blanched. “Is it?” Her voice was several octaves higher than normal.
“Yeah.”
Samantha shrugged, patting the bun of braids on top of her head. “It’s just a silly line. Forget it.”
Gia closed her laptop partially. “No, you’re not getting away that easily. You never said you’d read any of her books.”
Samantha knew Gia wasn’t going to drop this easily or quickly. “Look, I might have picked up a paperback once a long time ago. I’m a writer. I pick up things. My brain is sticky like that, always looking for lines or story ideas.”
Gia looked skeptical but appeased for the immediate moment. “Alright. Ready?”
“Get set.”
“Go!”
The two women dove into their keyboards.



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
Gia skipped to the lodge around dinner time two days later, a tray of clanking dishes in her hands. It was her turn to pilfer food from the platters there and make excuses for her and Samantha. The first night, Rick looked murderous when she’d explained why she was taking the food, but she’d gotten around him when Max stepped in on her behalf.
She still owed Max for that.
The snow had largely melted, leaving the mulch walkways pitted with puddles covered in thin, easily broken layers of ice. The cloudy and cold day had turned into a blustery night. It seemed like snow was in the air, but Gia couldn’t be certain. She hadn’t exactly been coming out for weather reports from Rick.
She followed her nose to the dining room, where only a few of the usual writers were assembled. She tipped the tray onto the table in the corner and picked up a fresh one, placing two empty plates from the table on top.
“Where is everyone?” Gia asked Carla, who was sulking over her plate, barely picking at the cranberry sauce and chicken salad assembled there.
“They’ve all taken to their cabins thanks to you two.” She didn’t have her usual lilting, questioning voice, which Gia knew was a bad sign.
“Why are you so upset about it?”
“I have no one to talk to.”
Gia didn’t know what to say. She wasn’t the most expressive person under the best circumstances, but two days shut inside doing nothing but typing and occasionally stopping to make out with Samantha had taken her even further outside her usual extrovert game.
“Well, I’m sure at critique you’ll find your voice again,” Gia said sharply, piling a plate with sandwiches. The words were a little harsher than she’d intended, but she was having a hard time feeling guilty considering how much Carla had eviscerated her book only a few days before.
Carla picked up on it. “Are you still upset about that? Get over it. It’s just a critique. We’ve all been there.”
Gia grabbed two bottles of iced water and grimaced. “Thanks for your unwavering support, Carla.” She flounced out of the lodge, narrowly dodging Rick by ducking down a side path to her cabin. She shivered in the cold air, trying to calm and focus her mind back towards her writing. She’d made a ton of progress over the last two days, but she had a nagging feeling Samantha was going to beat her. She reminded herself to set an alarm to wake up at five a.m. tomorrow. She could get a head start that way.
“Gia!” Max called out from their cabin porch, a yellow legal pad in their hands. 
“I gotta get back!” she said quickly. 
But Max jumped up and jogged off the porch, stopping in front of her on the path. “I haven’t seen you since critique.”
“Yeah, I wonder why that is?” Gia asked sarcastically.
Max looked wounded. “I told you I liked your stuff. I wasn’t lying.”
Gia exhaled. They were telling the truth. “I know. I’m sorry to take it out on you. I’m still feeling a little tender from all of it, to be honest.”
“Everyone was brutal on you. I don’t blame you. I don’t think my work could survive it.”
“But you shared!”
Max laughed. “You think I shared my new stuff? No. I always bring throwaway work to those things.”
“Then why do you even go?”
“Socialization. I get a little tetchy when I’m holed up by myself for too long. It’s a proactive thing on my part. Plus, I love watching people interact with each other. Gives me material for my stories.”
Gia grinned. “Well, it doesn’t matter. Samantha and I are engaged in a competition of the wills right now; we’re trying to finish our books by Monday.”
“A write off!” Max said appreciatively, running a hand through their silver grey hair that was reflecting in the newly risen moon. “I’ve done that before. But I never had the benefit of recreational activities between writing sessions with my partner.”
“Stop it!” Gia said, blushing.
“Alright, alright. Get back to work, you little lovebird. I’ll see you later, okay?”
“Bye, Max.” 
Gia headed down the poorly lit path; she hadn’t been on this route before and was having trouble missing the rocks embedded in the mulch. She stubbed her toe on a particularly pointed one and gasped, the pain shooting up through her leg. Stars sparkled across her eyes as they watered.
Gia heard a voice up the path. It was a woman. She listened more closely. It was Samantha. She was on the phone. 
“…Dan, I know. I know.”
A man’s voice echoed through the little clearing; it was slightly garbled and tinny through the iPhone’s tiny speaker. “You always do this, Samantha.”
Gia knew it was wrong to eavesdrop, but her writerly curiosity was getting the better of her. She tiptoed a little closer, holding the plates down with her thumbs so they wouldn’t slide and clank together on the plastic tray.
“Dan, I do not.”
“You do, Sam. Always. You need inspiration for a book? You go out and find a woman. You’re a serial monogamist. Why do you think this book took so long to come out? You had no one. Now you have her.”
“It’s not like that—”
“Mm. Sure it isn’t. How’s that book coming along?” Dan asked sarcastically. “Great, isn’t it? The words just flying out of your fingers?”
Samantha didn’t reply.
Gia shifted her weight and a twig snapped under her snow boots. “Shit,” she muttered.
“Dan, I’ll call you later.” The glow of Samantha’s phone disappeared into her pocket. “Hello?”
Gia was still cursing to herself as she stepped into the moonlit, partially snow-covered path. “It’s me. Sorry to interrupt.”
“What did you hear?” Samantha asked, clearly trying to keep her voice even.
“Enough,” Gia said, her voice hearty, like she was trying to swallow emotion.
“Gia—”
“Don’t,” she replied harshly, pushing past Samantha on the path. “I’m glad you finally got a cell signal out here. Must be a relief to check in with your friends who worry about your writing career above everything else.” Gia spun around and shoved one of the plates in Samantha’s face. “I recommend you take this back to the dining room and eat there. I don’t want to see you.”
“Gia, please. It’s not like that, I promise I wasn’t using you—”
Gia laughed darkly. “Oh really? Because it sounds to me like you got what you needed out of me. A story. Inspiration for you to go make some money. And I’ll be discarded when you need another one in a month or so, right? You know what, Samantha? I hope your book bombs.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
Samantha returned to the cabin later that evening when she was sure Gia would be asleep in bed. But as she stepped inside, the fire dying miserably beyond the hearth, Samantha knew she was alone. 
Sure enough, Gia’s bunk was cleared off, her backpack packed up. The only thing on the mattress was the shiny MacBook Pro, a note attached to it.
“I printed off what I need.”
That was it. There was no farewell, no goodbye, no words to indicate that what had happened to them had been anything more than a fleeting fever dream.
She collapsed onto the floor, sobbing.



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
“You have everything?” Max asked Gia two days later, on Sunday morning. The sky was gloomy with no promise of snow. She breathed in the crisp Denver air for the last time. Airplanes boomed overhead as they took off and landed at the airport.
“Yeah,” she said, patting her backpack.
“You have my email, right? Write me when you land.”
“Of course,” Gia replied. “I’m off to my frozen wasteland.”
“And I’m back to New York,” Max said. “At least I get to see my partner and my dogs.”
“I didn’t know you had a partner,” Gia said.
“You never asked.”
There was a moment of uncomfortable silence between them. “I think I’ve been a bit of a bad, selfish friend. I’m sorry.”
Max hugged her. “Don’t worry about it. I expect you to listen to my emotional Christmas rants about my dysfunctional family without judgment as payment.”
“Deal,” Gia said, laughing. “Bye, Max. Merry Christmas.”
“I expect you in New York next year for the romance conference!”
“I wouldn’t miss it for anything,” Gia replied.
“And I’ll email you my cover designer’s info. She’s quick. She can have a cover done for you in the span of five days.”
“My book isn’t quite done.”
“You’re telling me you slept on my floor the last two days writing in composition books at all hours of the day or night and your book isn’t done? Bullshit. It is done,” Max said. “Transcribe it into a computer. Give it one quick glance-over this week and hit publish before the fifteenth. Then get going on your next one and don’t ever look back.”
“I can’t thank you enough, Max.”
“Dysfunctional family emails!” Max reminded her. “That’s how you’ll repay me.”
Gia waved Max goodbye as they walked to the other terminal. She hefted her backpack onto her shoulder and stepped into the bustling terminal done up with Christmas lights.
She was going home, a completed book in hand. It was beyond her wildest expectations and dreams.
So why did she feel so empty?



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
“You’re not going to let me read it?” Dan asked, pouting. They were sitting at their usual booth in the diner. It was during the dinner rush; a different time than they normally visited. Because of this, there had been a bit of a wait for a table. They hadn’t minded; the weather had finally, blissfully cooled off during the week Samantha had been absent. It was a cool sixty degrees outside with a pure, cloudless blue sky. They’d sat on a bench under a gnarled, low Texas live oak tree talking after Dan had picked her up from the airport.
Samantha picked at the peeling corner of the single-sheet, laminated menu. “Of course I’m going to let you read it. I actually think it might be better than the crap I usually put out.”
Dan laughed. “You think all your books are crap and they never are. But why do you think differently of this one? I’ve never heard you say that before.”
“Collaboration,” she replied cryptically, gazing over the menu. “Should I get breakfast or tacos? Or breakfast tacos?”
“Breakfast tacos. You always get breakfast tacos when you come home,” Dan said. “You always say that—”
“Nowhere else other than San Antonio has proper Mexican food or Tex-Mex cuisine. It’s because it’s true. It’s why I’ll never live anywhere else if I can absolutely help it.”
They gave their orders to the waitress.
Dan tilted his head. “What do you mean ‘collaboration?’”
“Oh, nothing.” Samantha shifted in her seat. She’d been hoping Dan would have forgotten.
“You don’t work with anyone. Ever. I mean, you let me read your book, but you certainly don’t take my feedback, as good as it is.” Dan grinned.
“Gia helped me with the plot.”
“Wait—you told her you write lesbian romance?”
“No, no,” Samantha said quickly, sipping her ice water and watching a truck back into the gravel and dirt parking lot. The truck was far too large for the space between the minivan and the Prius, but that wasn’t stopping him. A sticker for the current president was placed haphazardly across the back window. She tried to resist the urge to roll her eyes. It was just like his supporters to feel entitled to park their enormous, gas-guzzling, polluting vehicles wherever they wanted. 
“So you lied?”
“Not exactly… I just let the implication that I wrote hetero romance kind of hang in the air.”
Dan sprayed a fine mist of coffee from between his pink lips. “You? Write hetero romance? With dicks? You’re joking.”
“Yeah, well, I couldn’t very well tell her I’m Ava Hillary, could I?”
“And why not?”
“Because. She’s a fan. Had a dog-eared copy of one of my oldest books. The ranch one, I think.”
“Ooh, that was a good one. Underrated, in my opinion.”
Samantha rolled her eyes. “You’re so bizarre. You’re probably the only gay man on earth reading lesbian romance.”
“Well, my best friend is a great writer. I can’t help myself. So, how did she help you with the plot?”
“She drew out the whole thing for me in about three minutes. She’s a savant, I swear. It’s in her gut to do all of this. Even more than it is with me. She’s got talent.”
“Did you read any of her work?”
“No, she wouldn’t let me. Of course, I encouraged that.”
“Yes, you and your pathological inability for anyone to criticize your work.”
“My readers can criticize my work. They pay my bills. Don’t make me sound like such an egomaniac.”
“If the shoe fits…”
Samantha sighed and put her head in her hands. “I hope she doesn’t use a pen name so I can read her work when she finally publishes.”
“Really? You never read lesbian romance. Not in years, anyway. You prefer thrillers.” Dan squinted his eyes and reached out to tip her chin up. “Oh my God.”
“What?”
“You devil.” He laughed as the waitress brought over steaming mugs of black coffee and tea to their table.
“What?”
“You’re in love with her, aren’t you? You’re a hopeless romantic, you know that?”
Samantha bit her lip and grabbed her mug of tea a little too enthusiastically, hot liquid sloshing over her hand and burning it. “Fuck! Ow.” She sucked on the throbbing skin.
“Don’t deflect. You love her.”
A single tear spilled out of Samantha’s brown eye. Her lip trembled, and then more came.
Dan took her hand and patted it. “It’s going to be alright.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
“Are you doing it?” Paula called from the kitchen.
“Hang on, hang on,” Gia said from her bed. She was working with Paula’s ancient MacBook that was a decade old at least and covered in sticker merch from her favorite bands. She’d recently gotten it back from the Genius Bar where they had fixed it. She checked over the previous two screens for the dozenth time. The cover was set; Max’s designer friend had set her up with a gorgeous cover featuring her two heroines and a cotton-candy-pink sunset, the title scribbled across in gorgeous brush font. She’d uploaded the correct book file. She had her notebook next to her with hastily scribbled but well-researched keywords. They’d all been entered.
Now the only thing left to do was hit publish.
“Just do it.” Paula’s voice came from the doorway. Her hair was piled on top of her head and she had a spoon in her hand. She’d been cooking chicken soup for Gia, who had a cold and had spent the last three days home from work. They were her last vacation days of the year; she had to go back to work the next day. “Just hit publish and I’ll bring you soup in bed. I promise.”
Gia took a deep breath, her finger hovering over the trackpad. “What if people hate it?”
“They won’t.”
“What if I uploaded something wrong?”
“Then you can reupload it.”
“What if I have the wrong keywords?”
“You can change them.”
“What if there are typos?”
“I edited the thing myself. There are probably a few left. No one cares and the people who do? Will have already paid for a copy of your book so who cares?”
Gia sighed. “I don’t want to.”
Paula sat down on the mattress on the floor, reaching behind her to crank up the dial of the electric blanket since Gia was shivering. She hadn’t noticed. “You want your life to change?”
“Yes,” Gia said.
“Then hit that damn button.”
 
***
 
Gia wiped her hands on her coffee-stained apron and filled a mug with espresso. “Here you—” As she turned to hand the cup to the customer, she bumped into her manager, Dawson. The espresso spilled everywhere: down her apron, down Dawson’s apron.
“Easy there. If you’re going to get me wet, you might want to buy me a drink first.” He leered at her.
Gia clenched her fist but said nothing, slamming another cup under the espresso maker. A moment later, she’d successfully handed the cup to the waiting customer with a forced smile.
She glanced at the clock, knowing already it would tell her it was time for a break.
It was too cold to go outside to her car; the wind chill was below zero degrees and the sun had long set. She plodded into the cramped break room which was really just a corner of the storage closet and sat down on the creaky chair there. Her phone buzzed and she checked the screen.
Call me. Now. It was from Paula. 
Gia dialed her number. “What’s up?”
“Are you sitting down?”
“Yes…” Gia felt her stomach plummet. Paula’s voice was uncharacteristically serious.
“When was the last time you checked your sales numbers?”
“Not since the day I posted the book last week. I’ve been too nervous to check and besides that, I didn’t want to hog your computer.”
“Forget that. And forgive me for being a snoop, but you left the sales report open in one of the tabs and my computer kept dinging all day while I blasted music and I couldn’t figure out what it was. I finally stopped tidying up to investigate. You know why it was dinging?”
“It dings when I make a sale—”
“A sale. Right,” Paula said, laughing. “Do you know just how much money you’ve made over the last seven days?”
Gia’s heart was hammering against her rib cage. “How much?”
Paula told her.
Gia almost dropped the phone as the door to the storage room opened. It was Dawson. “I have to go.”
Paula scoffed. “Did you hear me—”
“I heard you. I have to go.”
Dawson was smirking at her. “You took your break a little early.”
“I did not,” Gia said, standing up.
“You’re supposed to be dismissed for your break.”
Gia felt her heart in her throat as she pulled off her apron and threw it at Dawson. “Take this. I’m done here.”
“You’re what?”
“Done. Done with your harassment, your bullshit, done. Finished. Complete. I’m not better than this job, but I respect myself enough to know I’m better than hanging around you all day. Fuck off, and if I hear you harassing another woman, man, or gender nonconforming person ever again, I’m going to come here and cut your dick off.”
Dawson gaped at her. “You can’t talk to me like that.”
“I quit.”
“You’re not getting a recommendation.”
“I don’t need one.”
Gia stormed out of the coffee shop, grabbing her coat on the way out. She barely felt the biting air. She was made of pure heat, light, and sunshine.



CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
“I still can’t believe you quit,” Paula said later that night in their strangely sparkly and clean apartment.
Gia glanced around the apartment. “I can’t believe you cleaned up.”
Paula poured another shot of whiskey into a glass and slid it across the table. “I still expect the rent to be paid on time.”
“Paula, I made more last week than I do in four weeks of working at the coffee shop. If I can put out a book a month, I’ll be more than fine.”
“I hate you, I want you to know that,” Paula said, smiling. “I have to go slog away in a commercial kitchen while you get to be here all day making shit up on your bed.”
“Borrowing your computer, if you don’t mind,” Gia said. “I should have enough saved in a month or two to buy one of my own. Maybe not a MacBook Pro… but I’ll manage.” Gia threw the shot back and swallowed, letting the stinging sensation make her forget about Samantha and her generous gift that she’d stubbornly returned.
“I also still can’t believe you gave up a brand new MacBook Pro out of some misplaced sense of ethics.”
“I don’t like hush money,” Gia explained.
“Hush money? It was an apology gift.”
“You know what I mean,” Gia said. “It was partially out of pity, completely disproportionate to the crime.”
“She felt bad. And she has the money! What, you said she puts out a ton of books in the hetero genre, right?”
“Yeah.”
“Well, think of how much money you’re making as a lesbian romance author. She’s got to be raking in way more than that. The hetero pool is a lot bigger.” Paula sighed and stood up, opening the fridge and gazing inside. “I wish you’d gotten her pen name. I could use a little hetero romance in my life right now.”
“What about Simon?” Gia asked, hoping against hope that the answer would make her happy.
“I broke up with him yesterday,” Paula said, pulling out a head of cauliflower and some chicken breast. “You want butter chicken and aloo gobi?”
“You did what?” Gia spluttered, beaming. 
“He was cheating on me. I had a feeling for a while. Anyway, a few people at work said they saw him at the movies with another woman. I’m better off without him.”
“That’s the understatement of the year,” Gia announced, standing up to give Paula a huge hug. “We should celebrate by going out to dinner.”
“You don’t want my cooking?”
“No, I just don’t think you should have to cook after the week you’ve had.”
Paula laughed. “I like cooking. Besides, it’s colder than a witch’s tit in a brass bra outside. Let’s stay in here. Maybe we’ll splurge with your author money and turn the heater on!”
Gia twiddled the thermostat and hot, dry air with a slightly electrical smell filled the air. “Ah, I can take off my coat.” She paused while she hung her outerwear on the hooks by the door. “Can I borrow your laptop and check my email?”
“Of course!” Paula said. She turned around and began chopping the cauliflower and potatoes.
Gia opened the laptop and looked at the window where her money report awaited her. She stared at the four digits in awe. She wouldn’t be paid for another two months, but she had savings. If she scrimped a little she’d be fine until then.
She opened her email and the inbox filled instantly with mostly junk. There were a few bills and a note from Max. She grinned as she read it; they were in the midst of cleaning up their apartment for family visits. Gia marked it as unread and sorted the rest of her inbox. There was one unread message; it was a promotion from Ava Hillary. She almost moved it to read later but one word caught her eye: Minneapolis.
“You want it extra spicy tonight? I know your cold is kind of lingering. Might be good to clear out your sinuses.”
Gia wasn’t listening.
“Gia?”
She clicked on the email and squealed.
“What?” Paula asked, rushing over. “What is it?”
“Ava Hillary! She’s coming here. Oh my God. Oh my God.”
“When?”
Gia scrolled a little. “Christmas Eve.”
“That’s in like four days! Where?”
“At the little bookshop downtown.”
“The cozy one with the wood floors?”
“Yeah,” Gia said.
“Well! You get to meet your hero and finally tell her how much she inspired you and now you’re an author, too!”
Gia froze. “I can’t.”
“Why not?”
“They always say ‘don’t meet your heroes.’”
Paula sighed and shook her head. “You’re unbelievable. You’re going, even if I have to drag you there in your pajamas. Now, RSVP and go pick out an outfit and figure out which book you want her to sign. You can raid my closet if you want.”
Gia took a deep breath. “I can’t believe she’s actually coming here.”
“Well, believe it,” Paula said. “And you didn’t answer me. How spicy do you want it?”



CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
“I hate this,” Samantha said into her cell phone. “Come to my room.”
Dan exhaled on the other end of the line. “Why did you make your publisher pay for us to have two rooms if you can’t even be alone for two seconds? We only just got to Minnesota and you’re already begging me to come to you. This is weird and codependent.”
“It’s Christmas Eve Eve. No one should have to be alone in a frozen wasteland.”
Dan dutifully waited for her to finish. “You found a Kardashians marathon, didn’t you?”
“You know me too well.”
“Order us a pizza from room service and a six pack of cider and I’ll be right over.”
 
***
 
“See, these old episodes are so much more entertaining. There’s a chicken hiding in Kris’s regular-sized bathroom and they’re dealing with it as a family. Now? They just sit around whining about how much money they have in their giant mansions.” They were both lounging on the bed, Samantha resting her head on Dan’s chest. The heater was blasting but cold seeped through the floor-to-ceiling windows that looked over downtown Minneapolis.
Dan laughed and pulled another slice of pizza into his mouth. “This is really good pizza for a mid-sized hotel restaurant.”
Samantha’s phone trilled out a Christmas tune and she glanced at the screen before putting it back in her pocket.
“One of your groupies?”
Samantha rolled her eyes. “Please.”
“You’ve gotten at least five phone numbers from women at all these signings. Who knows, maybe one of them could be your soulmate?”
“Not interested,” Samantha said. “I took their numbers to be polite.”
“Mmhmm, sure,” Dan said. “You hook up with someone at this last stop tomorrow or I will eat my newly-purchased, overpriced snow boots.”
“I’m serious, Dan. I’m off of women for a long, long time. I need to work on myself.”
Dan muted Kourtney and Khloé arguing over shoes. “You’re really hung up on this Gia girl, aren’t you?”
Samantha groaned and pulled a pillow over her eyes. “Don’t say her name.”
“You’re hopeless, Sam. I love you, but you’re hopeless.” He paused. “How’s your next book coming?”
“Shut up, you sound like my editor.”
“I’m just saying, once again, you’re not writing and you’re single. Coincidence? I think not.”
“I did start a new book, for your information.” Samantha threw the pillow onto the other side of the bed and sat upright. “And I did it without a woman in my bed.”
Dan grinned. “Wow! Personal growth. I’m impressed.”
“I’m almost to the midpoint, in fact,” Samantha said, not admitting that it had taken everything she had to write as much as she’d managed. It had taken severe discipline; she’d even started running in the mornings through the woods on her property to wake her up and get her blood moving. She’d kept her fridge stocked with food, and had managed to do her laundry between Dan’s visits; she was even sleeping on a regular schedule.
“Look at you!”
“See? I can change.” She stood up and walked to the window, leaning her forehead against the freezing glass and looking out at the twinkling lights of the city. There was a large Christmas tree lit up down the road in one of the plazas. Car lights glowed like linear-minded fireflies on the street below. As she stood there, thinking of nothing but Gia, her hair, her skin, and her lips, she felt her heart burning with sorrow.



CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
“I don’t see the point in having the tree up for only two days,” Gia said, tangled up in lights on Christmas Eve.
Paula slid a tray of homemade cinnamon rolls onto the counter. The place had been transformed with the hard work of both her and Paula. Elaborately carved paper snowflakes hung from the ceiling, and white fairy lights twinkled around the upper perimeter of the walls; Paula had even hung stockings above the radiator, which was working overtime to keep the apartment above forty degrees. The oven filled with homemade treats was helping the temperature remain stable, but there was no way around it: it was just cold outside.
“Well, we would have put it up earlier, but there’s barely room to move around it in here. And we want it all festive for our friends coming over tonight, don’t we?”
A pine branch slapped Gia in the face, streaking her skin with sap. “I give up! You light the damn tree. I will do literally anything else. But first I need a break.”
“The toilet needs scrubbing—”
“Break!” Gia called out, stepping into her bedroom. She looked around at the space, which she’d just tidied and dusted. She hardly recognized it with the mattress made up. She’d even alphabetized her paperbacks. Working from home had its perks; it was a lot easier to stay on top of the housework. She plopped on her freshly washed flannel duvet and slid off her slippers, grabbing the first book within reach.
It was Wild Hearts, one of the first Ava Hillary books she’d ever read. She opened the book and became immediately lost in the story; it took place in British Columbia, in the snow-peaked mountains of a small town. Gia could smell the pine-fresh air, feel the snowflakes on her face, hear the crunching of pine needles beneath snow boots as the heroines went on a camping trip together.
As the two women cuddled in their tent, discussing love and how their complicated lives couldn’t possibly become intertwined, one of them whispered the words into the air.
“Love doesn’t wait for life.”
It was the line that Samantha had quoted back in Colorado.
Gia set the book down just as Paula peeked her head inside the cozy bedroom.
“Are you going to finish this Christmas tree or what? I’ve only got about a million pies to bake. And lunch is ready. I feel like your wife sometimes.”
Gia chewed on her bottom lip in wonder. “Do you remember lines from books that you’ve read once?”
“What?” Paula asked, wiping flour from the tip of her nose.
“Books that you’ve read only one time, in passing. Do you remember lines and quotes and things?”
Paula shrugged. “Not particularly. I can recall most lines from Harry Potter but I’ve read them about a million times.”
“Same.” Gia stared into nowhere. “I wonder…” But she couldn’t get her hopes up. She couldn’t say it aloud. Samantha wrote hetero romance, she reminded herself.
Yeah, but she wouldn’t let you read it.
“You wonder what? Seriously, we need this tree done tonight. Soup is heated up and on the stove.”
“Just a second, I need your computer again,” Gia said. She couldn’t believe she hadn’t thought of it before. Gia pushed past a startled Paula into the living room and grabbed the laptop, hastily typing in the web address for Ava Hillary’s site.
It popped up, all pastels and script writing that matched her covers. She clicked on the ‘new releases’ tab and held her breath. Only a cover popped up: two women with a cityscape behind them. City Love was the title. There was no blurb. Exclusively in paperback in stores now! announced the site. She’d been so busy with writing she hadn’t picked up a copy. She read a little more. Apparently the digital copy would be online after the new year. Gia clicked over to the author profile page that she’d read a million times looking for clues in the past. As usual, there was no author photo, just an image of Ava’s latest book cover. The blurb said that Ava lived in the wilds of western Montana with her horse.
Not South Texas outside of a major city.
“That’s it; I’m withholding your food until you get at least the bottom branches all lit up, okay?” Paula said exasperatedly. “I won’t have all this at the last minute late this afternoon, especially with that book signing you’re going to.”
“Alright, alright,” Gia said, closing the laptop, her heart beating a little faster.
City Love. The book was about two women who fall in love in the city.
Change the gender of one of the protagonists, and it was just like the plot she’d given Samantha.
But that’s a pretty common theme, her internal voice debated.
She brushed her thoughts aside and set to work on the tree. “I will conquer you.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
Samantha straightened her dress and checked her heels in the mirror.
“You’re going to freeze your ass off in that thing,” Dan intoned from the bed. He was eating handfuls of cheddar popcorn and gazing at the muted television, his eyes glassy and unfocused.
“These are wool tights I have on, thank you very much,” Samantha bit back. “And I need to look nice.”
“Because your would-be girlfriend lives here and is a major Ava Hillary fan?”
Samantha blushed and patted her hair in hopes of distracting Dan. “No. Because it’s the last stop of my tour before I head back home.”
“To an empty house.”
Samantha spun around on her chunky heels. “Thanks for the reminder.”
Dan shut off the television and laughed. “Look, you always come over to my sister’s place for Christmas Day. You won’t be alone. Besides that, I made a little surprise for you.”
“What?” Samantha asked. “You know I hate surprises!”
“I do know. That’s why I did it. Sometimes, you need your routine and world shaken up a little bit, Ms. Evans. Or should I say, Ava Hillary.”
Samantha hugged him. “I don’t know what I would do without you.”
“You’d die,” Dan said simply. “I know it, you know, your cat knows it.” He checked his watch. “Our Lyft should be here soon. Bundle up and let’s go.”
 
***
 
The bookstore was small, warm, and cozy. It smelled like Pine Sol and paper, the narrow shelves towering up to the stamped tin ceiling. 
“Are you Ava?” asked a plump woman from behind the counter. She had ruddy cheeks and was wearing a Christmas sweater covered in reindeer. She was young and wore 1980s-era glasses on her face. Samantha assumed the dated look was meant to be ironic. The woman stuck out a hand. “Jessie! I’m a huge fan of yours. I’m just so excited to meet you! I had no idea what you looked like, of course, but when you walked in… I just knew it was you!”
Samantha felt a little overwhelmed at her exuberance. Even though this was her sixth and final stop on this mini tour, she hadn’t gotten used to so much human activity and interaction yet. “You’re so sweet.”
“You want some cocoa? Tea? I heard from my friends in Philadelphia that you don’t drink coffee.”
“Water is fine,” Samantha said.
“Follow me, we’ve got a table all set up back here, and a little mini green room of sorts in the back office. It’s not much, but you can put your purse down in there and sort of retreat if you need a breather. Most author types aren’t accustomed to being around so many people, so we like to offer a little safe place for them to step away.” 
Dan smirked. “She definitely will need that. She’s like a bridge troll at home. Never steps out unless the UPS man comes over.”
Samantha punched him on the arm. “Don’t listen to him.”
Jessie laughed. “Right this way.”
They walked past a folding table that had been covered in a black cloth. Atop it sat towering stacks of City Love. Samantha felt a little swoop in her stomach. It had been her publisher’s idea to make it an in-store exclusive; something about supporting local bookstores. Even though she’d seen her name in print a few dozen times at this point in her life, she never totally got used to it. That something that had merely come from her brain could be touched and read and consumed was a wonder all its own.
Time passed in large, fast-forwarded chunks for the next hour. One minute, she was sitting in the green room, a cozy little office with a tray of fresh fruit that Dan noshed on; the next, she was being shunted back out into the main sitting area of the shop, sitting on the hard plastic chair behind the table, and Dan was shoving a fat, fresh Sharpie into her waiting hand.
“You okay?” Dan whispered into her ear.
“Yeah,” Samantha said. Every time the door clanged open, Samantha sat bolt upright and peered through the shelves to see who it was. Soon, a long line of women snaked through the shop, and she was signing books left and right, Dan taking money next to her. Women happily chatted to her, telling her their favorite characters and how much they were looking forward to reading City Love.
It was all a blur. The sun had long set, and Jessie had turned on the twinkle lights in the shop. A few more women had trickled in, and Samantha couldn’t help but check her watch every few minutes; not because she wanted it to end, but because she knew with each passing moment, Gia was not coming. Fifteen minutes left. Ten minutes left. Five minutes.
She felt tears welling up in her eyes. Dan put a hand on her upper back and rubbed it in miniature circles to comfort her. He didn’t say a word. He didn’t need to.
“Thank you,” Samantha said to the last woman. “Especially for coming out on Christmas Eve.”
Jessie’s voice rang out from the front counter. “Alright, folks, please make your final purchases and come to the front of the store. We close in two minutes.”
The line had dwindled to nothing as women held towers of books they’d gleaned off the shelves, glossy, last-minute Christmas presents in their arms.
“Our flight is at five a.m. tomorrow,” Dan said as Samantha stood up to stretch. “We better head back to the hotel and hit the hay.”
“Alright,” Samantha said without emotion as she walked to the green room to collect her coat and purse. She pulled it on, stuffy as it was back there, because she knew the air outside would slice through her skin like knives. She could hear the dull twinkling of the bells on the door as Jessie undoubtedly let the last customers out of the building. Samantha stared at the waxy-looking red grapes and ate a few dispassionately. Dan would insist on dinner. She wasn’t that hungry. The bells tinkled again but she thought nothing of it, exiting the tiny office and walking back out to the signing table.
As she turned the corner of the last row of shelves, she stopped dead in her tracks.
“Hey. Sorry I’m late.”
It was Gia, who was bundled up in a thick, puffy winter coat that fell to her knees. Gia, her long, sleek hair slightly frizzy from the static of the wintry air. Gia, her unglossed, naturally pink lips shining from a recent, nervous lick.
Gia. Her Gia.
“I wanted to meet my favorite romance author,” Gia said, pulling out a worn copy of Wild Hearts and holding it towards Samantha.
Samantha didn’t move.
Dan looked at both of them. “Sam—I mean, Ava. Are you going to sign this nice woman’s book? She nearly broke down the door to get Jessie to open it for her.” He paused. “Ava? Ava?”
“I wrote a book and published it. Under my real name,” Gia said, ignoring Dan. “I think it’s pretty good. It’s beating your last one on the charts.” She grinned sheepishly.
“You did? You did it?”
Gia nodded.
“I knew you would.” 
Gia smoothed her own hair. “You lied to me.”
“I know.”
Gia held up a hand. “Not about the pen name. Well, not just about the pen name. You said you knew Ava and that she was hard to be around. That’s not true.”
“I am hard to be around. A little.” Samantha closed her mouth, uncertain what to say next. “I’m so sorry I used you.”
Gia looked down at her shoes and shrugged. “It’s okay.”
“It was never just that, though. I… I love you, Gia.”
Samantha caught Dan out of the corner of her eye mouthing the word Gia with a shocked yet knowing expression on his face.
She dropped her purse and crossed the distance between them, sweeping Gia up into a hug and laying a kiss for the ages on her mouth.
Gia relaxed under her touch; tongues and hands entangled under the twinkling Christmas lights.
Suddenly, they both heard applause.
Samantha and Gia pulled their mouths away from each other but kept hugging, glancing over their shoulders to see what the fuss was.
Jessie was leading the last few women in the store, their arms laden with heavy bags, in a round of cheering. 
“Was this planned?” asked a woman breathlessly, jumping up and down on the balls of her feet.
“Not exactly,” Samantha said with a laugh. She took Gia’s hand. “Folks, I suggest you all check out Gia Torres’ debut novel called—” She looked at Gia for help. “What is it called?”
“Lovestruck,” Gia said. “It’s on Amazon.”
A few women pulled out their phones and hastily typed the title.
“They always need new books to read,” Samantha whispered into Gia’s ear. “It’s an underserved market.”
Gia squeezed her hand and kissed Samantha again as the crowd dissipated under Dan’s instruction.
“It’s Christmas! Go home to your families, for God’s sake,” he yelled.
The three of them stayed to help Jessie disassemble the signing table. 
Samantha and Gia kept finding excuses to touch each other. They held gloved hands on the way out of the shop after Dan, with Jessie holding the door.
“Whoa!” Jessie shouted, and they stopped.
“What?”
Jessie pointed up. “Mistletoe in the doorway. You’re obligated to kiss.”
They did.



CHAPTER THIRTY
As Dan, Gia, and Samantha walked down the near-empty Christmas Eve streets of Minneapolis, Dan chatted to no one in particular. Gia and Samantha were having too much fun stopping to kiss every few feet. Finally, Dan had enough and spun around on his heels.
“Alright, lovebirds. What’s the plan tonight? It’s freezing and there is no way in hell I am dying of hypothermia because you two insist on making out.”
Gia blushed. “Come to my place. We’re having a Christmas Eve party.”
Dan laughed. “No way will Samantha go to that.”
“I will too!” Samantha said indignantly.
“Why wouldn’t she go?”
“People will be there, right? She’s had enough extroversion for today.” 
“You’re talking about me like I’m some sort of picky child,” Samantha said with a laugh.
Dan rolled his eyes. “Look, I just know you and I know that you like your quiet time after a book signing.”
Samantha squeezed Gia’s hand. “Let’s go to your place.”
“Are you sure?”
“Totally sure. Absolutely sure. I know it’ll be a blast and I’m certainly not taking you away from your friends on Christmas Eve.”
At that moment, it started to snow.
“See? It’s a sign. Let’s do this.”
 
***
 
“I have company!” Gia called out as she stepped into the warm apartment that was buzzing with the music of Harry Connick, Jr. and happy conversation. “Don’t be shocked.”
Samantha’s first impression of the apartment was that it looked like Santa’s workshop had exploded. There were paper chains crisscrossing the ceiling, paper snowflakes blowing in the cold draft from the door, and fairy lights absolutely everywhere. Stockings hung on the wall above the radiator, and a Christmas tree that was far too large for the space took up most of the living room. The tip of it was even crooked, shoved as it was under the too-short ceiling.
A half a dozen smiling faces greeted them, and soon Samantha was being introduced to everyone in the room. She remembered exactly no one’s name other than a tall, slender guy with blonde hair and pale skin who lingered a little too long while shaking Dan’s hand. She didn’t know if it was the romance author in her or something else, but she swore she saw sparks fly when they touched.
Gia tapped her on the shoulder. “You want some egg nog? It’s not spiked with anything.”
“That’d be great, thanks,” Samantha said, pulling off her coat. It was blazing hot in the tiny apartment. She saw that the oven was on even though piles of cakes and pies littered the countertops and dining table; clearly someone wasn’t finished with their Christmas baking.
A hand grabbed her shoulder and she jumped. There was a white woman standing there with a messy apron across her front, her hair tied up in a messy blonde bun. She looked suspicious. “So you must be Samantha.”
“Yes,” Samantha said cautiously, looking around eagerly for Dan to come help her. But he was engrossed with his new crush; they looked cozier than she thought should be allowed next to the Christmas tree. “And you are…”
“Paula,” she said, crossing her arms over her chest. “So you’re Ava Hillary after all.”
“Yes.”
“You lied to Gia.”
“I—”
“Down, Paula,” Gia nearly barked, handing Samantha a full cup of egg nog. “Writers protect their pen names as much as Bruce Wayne protects his alter ego Batman. It’s okay. We’re cool.”
Paula stared at Samantha with suspicion all over her face. “If you hurt her again? I’m coming for all of your books. One star reviews on every single title. I’ll even register multiple Amazon accounts to do it.”
A laugh escaped Samantha’s lips.
Paula’s face didn’t change.
“She’s serious?” Samantha whispered to Gia as Paula walked back to the kitchen to attend to a timer going off.
“Barely,” Gia said. “She’s touchy because she just found out her asshole boyfriend was cheating on her. Don’t mind her. Come on, I’ll show you my bedroom.”
“Mm,” Samantha whispered in her ear. “With all these people outside?”
Gia blushed and bit her lip. “It really wasn’t meant as a come on, I swear. I just want to show you something.”
They went through a creaky door off the main living space and stepped into what Samantha would have considered a glorified closet. “This is your bedroom?”
“Don’t look down on me, Miss Texas,” Gia said. “Just because y’all—” she emphasized the word sarcastically, “—have oodles of acreage to spread out on doesn’t mean us city folk do.”
“It’s cozy!” Samantha said. Her eyes adjusted to the low lamplight next to the mattress. The shadows she thought were pillows forming a perimeter around the room were actually stacks of paperback novels. She recognized one and picked it up.
“My favorite Ava Hillary,” Gia said, shutting the door and sitting down on her mattress. The sound of the party died down a bit but not by much; the walls were clearly paper thin. “I’ve probably read it a thousand times.”
“It’s falling apart! You need a new copy.”
Gia snatched it away from Samantha. “Blasphemy! It only gets better with age, I promise.”
Samantha stepped over the mattress and crouched down, flipping some of the books around to get a better look at the title. She opened one and paged through it. “This is a first edition.”
“How do you know that? I thought you forgot about most of your books as soon as they were finished?”
“This typo on the first page. That’s how I knew. I was so angry when I found it on publishing day. It’s amazing. You can send something through eight different editors and you’ll still get an email from a reader saying they found a mistake. And they’re right! It’s shameful.” Samantha rocked back on her feet and collapsed onto the mattress, staring at the unmoving ceiling fan. “How’s your book doing?”
“Amazing,” Gia confessed. “I quit my job and everything.”
Samantha rolled over onto her side. “So… you can work from anywhere?”
“Yeah,” Gia said. “But I’ve mostly just stayed home even with the loud neighbor’s baby crying at all times of the day and night. Coffee shops can get really expensive really fast and I’m trying to save money on the rent—”
“Come home with me,” Samantha interjected.
“What?”
“Come home with me. I’ve got a million bedrooms, and it’s quiet in the country where I am. I’ve got an old beater truck that belonged to my uncle. It’s ugly, but it’ll get you around, I swear. It’s warm and sunny—we get some chilly days but it’ll feel like spring to you. Are you allergic to cats?”
Gia gaped at her. “No, but—”
“You can stay with me as long as you want. We’ll ship your stuff down to Texas; Paula can find a new roommate. A new semester is starting soon, right? It’ll be easy to get a quiet student in here.” She paused and took Gia’s hand. “I don’t want to be away from you.”
There was silence for several moments as Gia weighed these words. “You’re serious?”
“Deadly.”
Gia laughed uproariously. She laughed so hard tears started streaming down her brown cheeks and onto the top of her sweater. The saline beads pooled and shimmered in the low light. 
Samantha joined in, both of them rolling around on the mattress.
The door opened and Paula stood there holding a fat, glistening cheesecake. “What the hell is so funny?” The two women kept laughing until Paula inevitably joined in. She nearly dropped the cheesecake from laughing so hard. Finally, they all stopped, wiping tears of mirth from their eyes. “Care to fill me in? I mean, not that I don’t appreciate the laugh or anything.”
“I’m moving to Texas!” Gia exclaimed. “I hate to leave you in the lurch for a roommate or—”
“Actually, believe it or not, I met this girl this morning at the store pinning up a ‘housing needed’ sign. She’s a senior art student at the university. We hit off and I told her I’d let her know if anything opened up.”
“You’re joking!” Samantha exclaimed.
Paula exhaled and smiled kindly at her. “I’m really not. Now, come eat some of these pies and cakes and things before they all go bad.” She stepped out of the bedroom, shutting the door behind her.
Gia looked at Samantha in awe. “I’m really doing this.”
“You’re really doing this. I’ll get Dan to book a ticket for you. We leave in like six hours.”
“We should just stay up all night,” Gia said, standing up and stretching. “I’m so excited I don’t think I’ll be able to sleep.”
Samantha tickled the bare strip of stomach that appeared when Gia stretched.
Gia laughed. “I’m really excited about this. I never do anything spontaneous.”
“Me either,” Samantha said, brushing a strand of hair off Gia’s forehead. “Looks like we’ll be in this adventure together.”



CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
“You didn’t come back to the hotel last night, did you?” Samantha said knowingly to a yawning Dan as they all sat at the gate early the next morning.
Gia reached for Samantha’s hand and entwined their fingers. “Let me guess: Patrick’s apartment was all you needed?”
Dan blushed. “I don’t kiss and tell.”
“Fuck and tell is more like it,” Samantha joked. An old woman next to them looked at her, scandalized. Samantha grinned at her. “Merry Christmas!” 
The lady scoffed and moved seats.
“We did not fuck,” Dan said. “And I did come back to the hotel a few hours ago to collect my things. Patrick is… lovely.”
“Ooh, somebody’s got a crush!” Gia said, smiling broadly. “He’s a good guy, Paula’s brother. I see him around at the parties she throws.” She stifled a yawn. “We should have slept last night.”
The two women had stayed up packing and labeling Gia’s stuff into boxes until Samantha went back to her hotel to pack her own stuff. Gia had said a tearful goodbye to a half-asleep Paula, who promised to visit before the winter ended. She said she was jealous of the weather Gia would get to experience while Paula froze to death up north.
“It’s a long-ish flight down to Texas. We’ll sleep on the plane. And when we land…”
“Tacos!” Dan announced. “It’s always, always tacos.”
 
***
 
Gia did sleep on the plane ride down, only waking up to the rough landing that made her shriek. Samantha held her hand. “We’re home.”
They stepped out of the airport with their luggage into a perfect, sixty-degree day with blue sky and angelic puffy clouds. The air was slightly crisp, and the breeze blew ever so gently. Gia peeled off her puffy coat, realizing she probably wouldn’t need it again.
They took a Lyft to the Mexican restaurant, where Gia ordered a platter of enchiladas verdes and a hefty glass of sweet tea. She was starving and ate every single bite.
They dropped Dan off at his apartment after promising they would be over that afternoon to his sister’s and carried on outside of the city. The landscape changed slowly, with hills cropping up covered in gnarled oak trees and scraggly cedar. They finally took a turn down a long dirt and gravel road. Samantha’s low-lying house appeared under the bright winter sunlight, twisting shadows cast by the trees covering the house.
“It’s gorgeous!” Gia gasped.
Samantha grinned and tipped the Lyft driver, paying with her Apple Watch. He helped them with their bags and wished them a merry Christmas.
Gia slowly walked up to the stone house, taking it all in. The cherry red front door stuck out amongst the tan and green of the surroundings.
“In a few months, the bluebonnets will be out in force. I had Dan scatter seeds all over my front and back lawn, so each year it’s quite a show of color,” Samantha said, sliding by Gia and unlocking the front door. “Harvey’s a little shy, but he’ll creep out when you least expect it. Sorry there are no Christmas decorations up, but—” She stopped mid-sentence.
Gia turned to go inside and saw why.
An enormous, fat, fresh Christmas pine sat in the corner of the cozy living room covered in blinking colored lights. Glossy ball ornaments decked out the tree, some of them covered in glitter, in all colors of the rainbow. A stuffed mouse in a dress sat atop the tree in place of an angel.
“Dan,” Samantha whispered. “He said he had a surprise for me.” She wiped a tear from her eye. “That angel on top of the tree is the one I had as a child. I can’t believe he dug that out.”
Gia heard a meow and saw a flash of fluff pass by to her left.
“Harvey! This is Gia. She’s going to be staying with us for a while.”
The cat slunk back by them, sniffing the air cautiously before rubbing himself against Gia’s legs and purring gently.
“Wow, he never does that for anybody.”
“I feel honored,” Gia said sincerely. “Where can I set this down?”
“Oh! Of course! I still need to give you the grand tour.” Samantha took a right down a long hallway with red-orange Saltillo tile covered in a mass of squishy, warm rugs. “The guest bathroom is right here. Then we have a storage room on the left that I really need to get around to cleaning one of these days. It would make a nice other guest room.” They walked a little further. Gia looked at the photos on the wall of Samantha with Dan and other friends she had yet to meet. “Here is your room.”
Samantha stepped aside as Gia dropped her jaw. She looked at the brightly-lit bedroom that faced that backyard of the house; there were large raised vegetable beds overflowing with winter greenery. She saw the little cottage in the back. “What’s that?”
“My writing studio.”
Gia stepped inside the bedroom, setting her backpack down on the fluffy white duvet-covered queen-sized bed. Built in bookshelves lined the walls, but they were mostly empty other than the occasional ceramic vase and a few photos of what appeared to be the Texas countryside. There was a small, roll-top writing desk in the corner with a nice office chair.
“We can get you a bigger desk,” Samantha said, fluffing the pillows on the window seat. “If you want.”
“I like working in bed, actually,” Gia said.
“So, what do you think? I know it’s not a palace or anything, but it’s pretty nice. And quiet, as you can tell.”
Gia had tears in her eyes as she walked over to Samantha, placing her hands on her cheeks and going in for a kiss on her luscious lips. “It’s perfect. I can’t thank you enough. But you’re going to have to let me pay for rent or something.”
“You can pay for utilities and the groceries. Deal?”
“Deal.” Gia kissed her again, moaning a little. “You really want me to not be in your bed?”
Samantha smiled between kisses. “I thought you might like your own space. But you are always welcome in my bed. In fact… I think I might show it to you right now.”
“No. I can’t wait.” Gia spun Samantha around, pushing her to the bed. She lifted Samantha’s top off as she wriggled out of her own pants. “You’re so gorgeous.”
Samantha smiled. “Prove it to me.”
Gia grinned and showered kisses down her collarbone, licking in little tiny circles across her supple, brown skin. Samantha writhed underneath her as Gia pulled down her jeans and underwear in one fell swoop. She gently spread Samantha’s legs open and began kissing her until Samantha’s back arched and she moaned in ecstasy. A few minutes later, Samantha was panting and Gia was smiling.
“Nice?”
Samantha wiped sweat from her forehead. “Yes. Yes. So much yes.”
The doorbell rang.
“Who is that on Christmas Day?” Samantha asked, pulling her shirt back on and grabbing her jeans. “Let me just peek my head out. No need to put my pants on.”
Gia got dressed again, taking one last look at her little refuge. The space was easily three times the size of her room in Minnesota, and it was the perfect temperature even without the heater on. She walked into the hallway as Samantha cracked open the front door.
“Surprise!”
Samantha was pushed aside, holding her balled up jeans over her crotch, as a mass of people pushed into her house.
Gia saw Dan holding a tower of shiny, wrapped Christmas presents and a basket filled with what looked like food. Under his legs darted three children of varying ages but all under eight, and two harried adults carrying a cooler and another pile of presents between them.
Samantha was dancing around on one foot, trying to hop herself into her jeans. “What are you all doing here?” Harvey darted from his former place into the kitchen past Gia and into her bedroom. “I mean, not that I’m not happy to see you, but it’s kind of a surprise—”
“Our house flooded. Washing machine issues,” the woman said. She saw Gia and smiled. “Hi, I’m Cara. I’m Dan’s annoying older sister. My husband Parker is in the kitchen and the three little minions running around are Joy, Jason, and Justine.”
“Gia,” she replied, adjusting her t-shirt hem.
Cara grinned and leaned forward, whispering in Gia’s ear. “Your t-shirt is on backwards.”
Gia blushed and thanked her, going back into her bedroom and adjusting her shirt. Harvey was curled up on her pillow. “I know, boy. It’s a lot of people at once. You’ll be alright.”
 
The kitchen was pandemonium as Dan, Parker, and Cara shuffled around each other under the skylights to get the raw ingredients for a Christmas feast together. The children were screaming and running around the living room.
“You’re not a vegan or anything, are you?” Cara asked as she saw Gia in the doorway.
“No, I’m not—”
“Mom! Can we go play in the garden?”
“Please do,” Samantha said with a smile. “You’re driving me crazy. I love you, I love you, I love you.” She kissed each kid on the head. “The basketball is out in the shed. Don’t go next door to pet the cows without permission, okay?”
The kids all hurried out through the back sliding glass door.
Dan shivered. “Freezing in here. I’m going to put a fire on.” He glanced at Gia. “You aren’t cold? You’re barefoot and in a t-shirt.”
“Minnesota blood,” Samantha explained, leading Gia to the living room after Dan. “Let’s leave Cara and Parker. You don’t want to be in the way while they’re cooking, trust me.”
They settled into the cozy, L-shaped sofa as Dan took some firewood and built up the fire.
“So no wonder you don’t know how to do it,” Gia teased. “You’ve got a man-servant to do it for you.”
Samantha laughed. “We usually just turn the heater on. But a few days out of the year, we use the fireplace.” Samantha yawned. “We didn’t get a chance for a nap, Dan!”
Dan laughed as he struck a match. “You two sleep, then. Dinner won’t be ready for another three hours at the earliest, and I can keep an eye on the kids.” He glanced at the slightly dusty television in the corner. 
Samantha stood up and took Gia’s hand. “That means he’s going to play Forza on my Xbox 360 while his sister and brother-in-law do all the work. Let’s go nap.”
Samantha led her to the biggest bedroom with the king sized-bed. Samantha cracked a window for some fresh air and the sound of warm birdsong filled the room along with the distant shouts and giggles of the kids playing on the basketball court. If Gia had any thought of finishing up what they had started earlier, it was gone the second her head hit one of Samantha’s fluffy pillows.



CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
Gia couldn’t remember a happier or more unusual Christmas in her life. She sat on the sofa holding Samantha’s hand while the kids opened their Christmas presents. The fireplace was blazing, but Samantha had cracked open all the windows to allow fresh air inside. The pleasant, cooling breeze played at the baby hairs around her forehead, and she thought she just might fall back asleep.
“Gia, this is for you,” Cara said, passing over a small package.
Gia looked surprised. “What? I didn’t get anybody else anything!”
Cara smiled. “Don’t worry about it. I have a feeling we’ll catch you next year. Open it up.”
She peeled back the shiny paper and opened the tiny, flat box. Inside was a shiny plastic gift card for a local spa. “Thank you! I don’t know what to say!”
“Say you’ll take me with you,” Samantha joked, kissing her cheek. “We’ve got one more box under the tree and I think it’s for you.”
Gia blinked. “Seriously, everyone—this is too much.”
“Just open it,” Samantha insisted.
She did. It was the MacBook Pro she’d used in Colorado. “I can’t accept this.”
“You will,” Samantha said. “It’s used now, so I’d have to sell it at a loss. I can’t return it; it’s outside of the return window. And I won’t use it; I like my iPad too much.”
Gia hugged Samantha. “Thank you. I promise I’ll do good with it.”
“You should promise to write my next plot for me. My publisher called after lunch and said my book is selling faster than any of my others.”
Gia grinned and kissed her.
 
The rest of the day was spent stuffing themselves with food, the kids eating quickly and bolting outside to play once more in the gorgeous weather. Nobody went home until well after the sun set, all of them departing as new friends. As family.
Gia helped Samantha close up the house, yawning as she shut the last window. “What a day this has been. I can’t believe twenty-four hours ago, I was rushing to come see you at the bookstore.”
“I’m so glad you did,” Samantha said.
Gia pulled her close. “I’m sleeping in your bed tonight. It’s too cold.”
Samantha laughed. “You’re already getting Texas blood?”
“That’ll be my excuse as long as it means sleeping with you.”



CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
ONE YEAR LATER
“Come on! We’re going to be late!” Gia called into the main part of their hotel room.
Samantha was out on the patio in an evening gown, her hair done up perfectly in an elegant twist, her fingers clacking across a keyboard.
Gia sighed and walked out onto the patio. “Hello, Sam? Samantha?”
Samantha looked up, blinking. “I’m so sorry. I’m almost at the end of this chapter.”
Gia pulled the iPad away from her. “Dan is going to kill you if you miss his wedding reception because you were writing. Now come on. I’m starving and cocktail hour is almost over.” Gia tucked the iPad under her arm and held out her other hand to Samantha.
Samantha took it and stood up, gazing out over the waves of the Pacific Ocean crashing onto the beach. The sun was almost gone over the horizon. “Dan sure knows how to pick a wedding spot, doesn’t he?” she said dreamily. “Malibu. Wow.”
Gia kissed her cheek and gave her a side hug. “It’s not totally my style. I’d prefer something… simpler.”
“Yeah?” Samantha asked with a happy look on her face. “Like what?”
“I went downtown the other day, you know, to go to Mi Tierra to pick up the conchas for our neighbor’s Christmas baskets,” Gia said, naming the famous San Antonio restaurant. “And the courthouse in San Antonio is just so gorgeous. All that red stone and old architecture, and it’s right near the river. Having a simple wedding there with just our closest friends and hitting up a little restaurant on the Riverwalk afterwards? Heaven.”
Samantha nodded. “I agree.” They stared at each other for a few moments before Samantha spoke again. “Okay, we should head out.”
The reception was held on the beach outside of the hotel, just a few minutes’ walk away from their room. A mass of people in evening wear were gathered, and Christmas lights twinkled overhead, strung up on poles. Someone from the hotel had dragged several completely decorated trees onto the sand and interspersed them between tables draped in white cloths, goblets of crystal sparkling in the candlelight.
Dan and Patrick were dancing on the makeshift dance floor near the live swing band, which was playing old Rat Pack Christmas covers. Dan looked radiant.
Gia and Samantha stuffed themselves with all of the fresh seafood on the buffet line, and downed far too much champagne. Paula was there alone, looking better than she ever had before. Her roommate had become her best friend, and she’d spent the year away from dating men.
“To finding a partner in the future,” Paula toasted the table. She glanced at Gia and Samantha. “Except for those of us who clearly have already found their partner.”
Samantha and Gia kissed.
“I hate to interrupt,” Dan said to Gia, walking up to the table. “But may I have this dance?”
“You’ll be okay for a few minutes?” Gia asked Samantha.
“I think I’ll manage. Dessert is coming soon.”
They kissed again, and Dan led Gia to the dance floor. “How’s your latest book coming along?”
“Really great, actually,” Gia said. “But I would have thought Samantha told you?”
Dan shook his head.
“We’re writing a book together. It’s a mystery-romance. It’s really exciting.”
Dan twirled her around as the song ended. “I never thought I’d see the day where Samantha Evans allowed someone else in on one of her books.”
Gia smiled. “I think I’m working my magic on her in a lot of ways. We even went out last week to the Riverwalk for dinner.”
Dan looked shocked. “You got her out of the house?”
“I did indeed,” Gia replied with a laugh.
Dan glanced over at Samantha and lowered his voice. “When are you two going to make it official, anyway?”
Gia’s eyes glittered. “You’ll see.”



CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
Around two in the morning, the hotel hauled in a fresh keg and the party, which had been lagging slightly, kicked into high gear. After a particularly intense Cupid Shuffle dance, Gia pulled Samantha off the dance floor, laughing.
“Let’s get some air down the beach,” Gia said.
Samantha grinned. “I never thought I’d be this happy to be surrounded by so many people.”
“You’re not even tipsy, either!”
“I think I’m the only one not drinking here, actually.”
“Is it hard for you to be around alcohol and people consuming it?”
“No, not at all,” Samantha admitted. She checked her watch. “Wait! It’s Christmas Day! Officially!”
“If only there were some mistletoe around,” Gia said. The ocean waves crashed next to them, the sounds of the party fading as they made their way down the beach, their heels in their hands.
Samantha spun around and pulled Gia into a kiss. “We don’t need mistletoe.”
The moon was shining on the saltwater. It was so bright it almost seemed like dawn.
“Your heart is racing right now!” Samantha said as she hugged Gia. “Are you okay?”
Gia didn’t respond.
Samantha pulled away. “Seriously, are you okay?”
Gia got down on one knee and reached into the pocket of her dress. “Samantha…”
“Oh my God! Yes! Yes! Yes!” Samantha yelled, pulling her up off the sand and kissing her.
Gia was howling with laughter. “You don’t even know what I was going to ask you! I could have been messing around with you! Asking you if you wanted to head back to the hotel!”
“You wouldn’t do that to me,” Samantha said. “Now, let’s see the ring.”
Gia felt tears streaming down her face, and she saw similar salty rivulets reflecting in the moonlight off Samantha’s face. The ring was simple and beautiful, a smooth band of white gold with tiny diamonds inset every few millimeters. It was low profile and perfect. Samantha slipped it on her finger.
“I love you, Samantha Evans,” Gia whispered. “And I want to spend the rest of my life with you.”
“I love you.”



CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
New Year’s Eve dawned bright and chilly over the Hill Country a short week later. As the sun rose, the frozen dew on the grass sparkled and melted into liquid sugar-like droplets.
“Hurry up, hurry up, hurry up!” Samantha called down the hallway.
“Go ahead and go! You’re not supposed to see me. Or, wait. We’re both brides, so we aren’t supposed to see each other, either one of us.”
Harvey skirted past her and Samantha nearly tripped as she grabbed her purse. “Harvey! You stupid cat! Gia! Have you seen my keys?”
Samantha heard bottles crashing to the ground in the bathroom. “You okay?”
“I’m fine! I have your keys here. Cover your eyes and I’ll cover mine and we’ll sort of meet in the middle!”
Samantha sighed and covered her eyes. “This is silly.”
“It isn’t. We don’t see each other until the courthouse. That was the plan.”
Samantha heard Gia’s footsteps get close.
“I’m here. I think.” The keys jangled, and Samantha held out her palm. Their skin touched, and the cold keys landed in her palm. Samantha took them and squeezed Gia’s hand. “I’ll see you in an hour?”
“I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”
 
***
 
Samantha stood in her floor-length white gown that she’d found on a post-Christmas-trip run to a local bridal store. It was eighty percent off, and entirely over the top and girly. But she loved it. The white tulle puffed out around her, and the strapless bodice was covered in tiny, iridescent pearls. She liked the noise the fabric made as she walked down the tiled hallways of the courthouse. 
“There you are!” Dan called out. He was slightly tanned from his holiday in Malibu, and glowing from the happiness of being recently wed. In his hand was a bouquet of white carnations that he pressed into her freshly manicured hands. “You look stunning.”
“You’re not upset we’re getting married so close to you and Patrick?”
“I’m pissed,” Dan said sarcastically with a huge smile on his face. “I’ll never let you live it down.”
“I would be disappointed if you did let me live it down.” She took a deep breath. “This is it. I’m actually getting married.”
“Better than that: you’re writing a book with another human being!”
“Gia told you?”
“At the wedding. I bet it’ll be brilliant. It’ll take the lesbian fiction community by storm.”
“I hope so. She’s a much better writer than I am, if I’m being completely honest.”
“Not possible. But I think you two make each other better in every way.” Dan kissed her on the cheek. “You two are perfect for each other. I’m so honored you’re letting me be here. And Patrick, who I sent out onto the front steps with Gia’s bouquet. I think Paula’s out there, too.” Dan’s phone buzzed. He slipped it out of his pocket. “She’s here! Oh my God, she’s already in the courtroom! We’ve gotta go.”
Dan grabbed Samantha’s hand and they dashed down the mostly empty hallways still decorated with Christmas lights, people congratulating the two of them “on their wedding,” which tickled Dan and Samantha to no end. They found the courtroom in a maze of hallways, and Dan held her hands. 
“Deep breaths,” he said. “You look stunning. Don’t trip.”
“Gee, thanks.” Samantha felt tears welling up. “Thank you for everything.”
“I love you, Sam.”
They hugged and Samantha straightened up, blinking back tears. “I can’t cry yet. Not until I see my wife.”



CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
Samantha did cry when she saw her wife. And so did Gia.
In fact, by the end of the simple legal ceremony, there wasn’t a dry eye in the room. That included the judge, who was a fat, jolly Latino man in his early seventies, to whom Dan had to pass an endless stream of tissues. He blew his nose loudly as Gia and Samantha kissed and embraced, Dan, Paula, and Patrick clapping loudly in the tiny, carpeted room.
Samantha and Gia didn’t stop touching each other as the small, merry group made their way to the Riverwalk. The day had warmed to the upper sixties.
“I may have to move here after all,” Paula said, gazing up at a cloudless blue sky.
Tourists kept stopping Gia and Samantha to take their picture. They were passing under one of the many stone bridges when a tiny little girl with blonde pigtails screamed “Princess Tiana!” at Samantha and came rushing over.
Samantha grabbed her wrist as the little girl threatened to teeter back into the river itself. “Whoa there!”
The little girl was screeching incoherently with joy.
Her mother and father rushed over. “I’m so sorry, she thinks you’re the princess from that Disney movie.”
Samantha bent down and looked the little girl in the eyes. “Hey sweetie. What’s your name?”
“Jennifer,” she said shyly, now that Samantha was on eye level. “Can I take a picture with you?”
Samantha beamed at her. “Of course you can, sweetheart.”
The little girl reached her arms up at Samantha, who looked surprised. She glanced at the parents. “Is it okay?”
They nodded enthusiastically while they snapped photos. 
A few minutes later, the group was situated in a corner booth at a Mexican restaurant. Everyone ordered their food and the drinks began flowing. Mariachis were going from table to table asking people if they wanted music, and Dan waved them over with a twenty-dollar bill.
The mariachis played romantic songs and congratulated Gia and Samantha on their happiness. The two women kissed passionately.
“Alright, alright, don’t be gross and in love too much,” Paula said. “You might spoil my appetite.”
“To the happy couple!” Patrick announced. “And to my sister moving to San Antonio so we can all meet up and be annoying together.”
“I’ll drink to that!” Gia announced, and everyone clinked their glasses together.
 
They spent four hours at the restaurant, basking in happiness and friendship together. 
“There are fireworks tonight, right? For New Year’s Eve?” Patrick asked. “Dan and I might stick around, then.”
“They’re my ride, so I guess I will, too.”
“We must be off,” Gia said unexpectedly. “You know, wedding night things.”
“Use protection. We don’t want a honeymoon baby,” Dan said with a dry smile.
“Very funny,” Samantha replied. 
Gia started walking, her hand in Samantha’s.
“I parked over the other way—”
“We’re not going that way.”
“What? You mean we’re not sleeping in our own bed tonight?” There was an air of disappointment to her voice.
“Don’t be such a spoil sport,” Gia said. “Just trust me.” They walked down the uneven stone path next to the river, and finally up a steep stone staircase and out onto the street. “Here we are!”
Samantha stared at the hotel in front of her. She gaped at it. “This is the nicest hotel in the city.”
“Yes.”
“It’s like really expensive.”
“Good thing we publish our own books nowadays, huh? All that extra cash that isn’t being taken by a publisher?”
Samantha smiled. “You’re too good to me.”
“No such thing, love,” Gia replied. “Our stuff is already upstairs. Let’s go.”
Their room overlooked the river, Christmas lights sparkling in the trees. They fell into bed together, tearing each other’s dresses off and making love until just before midnight.
Samantha lay on Gia’s shoulder while Gia traced circles around Samantha’s stomach. “You were so good with that little girl earlier on the river,” Gia said.
“You sound surprised.”
“No, I just didn’t know you had experience with kids, that’s all.”
“I used to babysit for my neighbors growing up. They had six kids. It was… a mess. But fun. A nice break from being an only child.” Samantha heard Gia’s heart beating a little bit faster and knew that she was hiding something. “Out with it.”
“What?”
“You’re getting nervous. That means you have something to say. So say it.”
Gia exhaled into Samantha’s braids. “I want a kid.”
“Now?”
“No, not right now. Maybe in a couple of years, once I get really established as an author.”
Samantha beamed at her. “I want a kid, too.”
“I don’t want to be pregnant.”
“Me either.”
They kissed. “Adoption it is. In a few years. Agreed?”
“Agreed.”
They heard the popping of fireworks and rushed out onto the balcony, wrapping the sheet around both of their naked bodies.
“It must be midnight,” Gia said. “Happy New Year, my love.”
They kissed under the shining fireworks.



CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
FIVE YEARS LATER
Samantha finished up the last sentences of the chapter in her writing cottage and stretched. The March weather had been unpredictable the last week, with on and off rain. Each day, she never knew whether to pull on a sweater or a pair of shorts. She stood up, scratched Harvey’s ears, and stretched, yawning. She checked her calendar and marked down her word count for the day.
“Right on schedule, Harvey.” 
He meowed at her.
She stepped outside into warm sunshine with a cool breeze. The sky couldn’t decide whether it wanted to be cloudy or sunny. The sound of hammering took her attention towards the back of her lot. The construction crew was working on Gia’s own writing cottage, which was identical to her own but set further back for more privacy. Gia needed things even more quiet than she did while she worked. And these days, there wasn’t a lot of quiet to go around.
Samantha walked across the crunchy, dry grass and onto the stone pathway that was half-completed. More hammering came from inside the house, along with the sound of children playing happily in the living room. She took a deep breath and opened the sliding glass door. Harvey bolted inside towards the cabinet in Gia’s office where he had long ago set up shop.
“Mom!”
“Mama!”
“Moooom!” cried three separate children’s voices.
“One at a time, one at a time,” Samantha said to the children crowding at her feet, their thick curly hair and dark skin all identical. She saw that the living room was covered in construction paper and glitter, and Dan was passed out asleep on the sofa. She stifled a laugh with one hand. “Did you wear out Uncle Dan?”
“Yes,” Benjamin said in his five-year-old voice. “But I made a princess crown for you!”
“I made you a glittery starfish!” said Martha, jumping up and down on her five-year-old feet.
“And I made you a heart,” Layla said shyly.
The triplets all grinned at her, and she found herself wishing, not for the first time, that she could lift them all up at once. “Where’s your mother?”
“She’s working,” Layla said in a hushed voice. “Uncle Dan said not to bother her.”
“He’s right,” Samantha said. “Did you all have lunch yet?” She padded into the kitchen and opened the fridge, reaching inside for three prepared meals that Dan had put together on Monday like he did every week. “I see you have not!” 
She got the kids set up with their food and walked down the hallway. The wall that used to be at the end of the hallway was gone; in its place was a thick sheet of opaque plastic. Beyond it, sunlight poured through along with the sounds of nail guns and hammers. It had only been two weeks of work so far on the house, but it had felt like an eternity. 
Samantha knocked on Gia’s office door.
“Come in unless you’re under five feet tall!” Gia called out.
She stepped inside. It was filled with boxes; Gia was planning on moving into her cottage at the end of the week.
“I’m nearly done with this sex scene,” Gia said distractedly. “Just putting… the… finishing… touches… on… and—done!” She clicked a few buttons on her MacBook Pro and slammed the lid shut. “Hey, you.”
Samantha straddled Gia in her seat and kissed her. “I know you usually feel a little sexy after you write a sex scene.” 
Gia groaned. “Oh, I wish. But Dan’s here… and the kids…”
“We can lock the door.”
“Mom!” Benjamin called down the hallway. “I need more ranch dressing!”
“See?” Gia said, laughing. “We’re being paged.”
“I’m too hungry for sex anyway,” Samantha replied, climbing off Gia. “But later tonight, just you wait.”
They walked down the hallway hand in hand and got the kids settled. Dan was now snoring loudly on the sofa.
“What do we pay him for, again?” Gia asked with a smile as the two women took their own lunches out on the back patio.
“It’s Friday. I’m going easy on him.” They ate and talked in easy conversation about their work and where they were in their respective novels. 
“I got an email from a reader asking when we were doing another joint novel again,” Samantha said. “I told her later this year, probably.”
“I did have an idea just last night in the shower,” Gia said. “About two women who fall in love with each other, and move in together, and get married on New Year’s Eve, and two years later, accidentally adopt triplets when all they wanted was one child.”
Samantha grinned. “Where on earth do you get your inspiration from?”
Gia shrugged. “You married a creative genius. What can I say?”
Samantha had a funny look on her face. 
“What?”
“Do you ever miss eating ramen out of the pan?”
“And living in a shitty apartment?” Gia laughed. “A little. It’s nostalgia more than anything.”
“I told you that you would miss it one day.”
Gia wrapped an arm around Samantha’s shoulders. “You were right, as usual.”
The sun peeked out from behind the fast-moving clouds and warmed Samantha’s skin. “Summer will be here before we know it.”
“Along with death rays of heat coming from the sky,” Gia added. “I can’t say I’m looking forward to it.”
Samantha set down her fork in her salad bowl. “I was thinking… maybe we take the kids and Dan and Patrick and head up to Canada for a month in July? Beat the heat? Get some place rented around Lake Louise? Paula and Mike can come; we’ll invite Max!”
“Make it two months and you’ve got a deal,” Gia said with a grin. “I know that Paula and Mike are still getting settled on the other side of town, but when she finds out what a Texas summer is really like, she’ll at least want a weekend getaway. And you know Max is always up for a vacation.” Max had visited the women with Allegra, their partner, every single summer and winter since Gia and Samantha’s wedding.
“Mom!” Layla called from inside.
“Yes, dear?” both Samantha and Gia responded.
“We want to go for a walk! Please? Please?”
“Get your shoes on and don’t wake Uncle Dan, okay? Let him sleep.”
“I’ll clear the plates. You help with shoelaces,” Gia said. “Meet you out front.”
It had turned into the perfect day for a walk through their hilly neighborhood. The kids chased each other with sticks up ahead as Gia and Samantha walked hand in hand, discussing their publishing schedules and when they thought the best time was to get away for the summer.
“The construction crew will be done in a month with the addition,” Samantha noted. “We can get the kids settled in their own rooms, and then hit the road two months after that.”
“I like that plan.” Gia stared wistfully at the kids, who had stopped up ahead at their nearest neighbor’s house. Jan, a kindly old woman, was in her front yard trimming trees on a ladder. She climbed down and went inside. Gia knew that she was getting sweets for the kids. “I can’t believe they won’t be sleeping in the same room for the first time ever. Are we doing the right thing, not making them share?”
“I think they’ll live. Layla will really enjoy the quiet.”
“She’s like you,” Gia said. “Not wanting to be a part of the crowd.”
“And you, when you’re working, at least. You need dead silence.”
Jan came bustling out a moment later with a tray full of cookies. The kids saw and sprinted over.
“Say thank you!” Gia shouted after them.
Jan set the tray down on her front table as the kids gathered around. Then she opened the door again, and a black and white puppy darted out. The kids shrieked and chased after it. The puppy stopped and started licking their faces.
“I was hoping to see you ladies today!” Jan said as she walked closer to Gia and Samantha crunching up the gravel driveway. “How have you been? I see all that progress on your house. Oh, it’ll be just beautiful. I’m so glad that y’all decided to expand rather than move.”
“Well, it’s home,” Samantha said. “When did you get the puppy?”
Jan had a guilty look on her face that Samantha didn’t understand. “Well, I was planning on stopping by… I found him a week ago. Put up posters, checked online. No one is missing him. The shelter said they’d take him but couldn’t guarantee that he would find a home. They might have to put him down if he’s not adopted quickly.”
Gia gasped. “Oh, that’s terrible! Are you keeping him?”
As if on cue, Jan’s dogs began barking from the backyard. “I’ve already got four golden retrievers. I can’t handle another dog.”
Samantha was quickly putting the pieces together. “Oh. You want us to adopt him?”
Gia shook her head. “We’ve got Harvey, I’m not sure he likes dogs. And with the house construction, and the three kids, and our trip this summer…”
Samantha glanced at Layla, her shyest girl, who was holding the puppy in her arms. The dog kept squirming with excitement and licking her face. “I don’t know, Gia. It could teach the kids responsibility. We have a fenced backyard. There’s no reason he couldn’t come with us to Canada this summer.”
Gia gaped at her. “You’re not serious.”
“I am. The kids have been begging for a puppy for months now. We talked about doing it at Christmas. What’s a few months early?”
“A few months?” Gia shrieked. “It’s March, Sam, not October. The kids start kindergarten in August. Who’s going to walk him? Potty train him?”
“Oh, he’s already potty trained,” Jan said. “He hasn’t peed in my house once, which is a miracle, because I’m pretty sure it’s covered in dog urine from all of my other babies.”
Samantha smiled softly at Gia and turned her mouth into a pout. “Please, Gia. For the kids.”
Gia groaned and stared at her children, who looked happier than she had ever seen them as the dog yipped and cuddled with them. “He’s not sleeping in our bed.”
“Is that a yes?” Samantha asked, clapping her hands together.
“That’s a yes,” Gia said. Samantha hugged her. “Don’t say I don’t ever compromise on anything.”
Samantha kissed her. “You’re my favorite wife.”
“I’m your only wife.”
“Exactly,” Samantha said. “I love you.”
“I love you, too.”
And they walked, hand in hand, towards their children to tell them the good news. Their family just got a little bit bigger.
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