

[image: Cover]




[image: ]




Table of Contents

Other Books by Jae

Acknowledgments

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Epilogue

Author’s Note

Other Books from Ylva Publishing

About Jae


 

[image: Ein Bild, das Pfeil enthält.  Automatisch generierte Beschreibung]

Sign up for our newsletter to hear

about new and upcoming releases.

www.ylva-publishing.com


 

Other Books by Jae

Happily Ever After

Standalone Romances:

Chemistry Lessons

Wrong Number, Right Woman

The Roommate Arrangement

Paper Love

Just for Show

Falling Hard

Heart Trouble

Under a Falling Star

Something in the Wine

Shaken to the Core

Fair Oaks Series:

Perfect Rhythm

Not the Marrying Kind

The Hollywood Series:

Departure from the Script

Damage Control

Just Physical

The Hollywood Collection (box set)

Portland Police Bureau Series:

Conflict of Interest

Next of Kin

The Vampire Diet Series:

Good Enough to Eat

The Oregon Series:

Backwards to Oregon

Beyond the Trail

Hidden Truths

The Complete Oregon series (box set)

The Shape-Shifter Series:

Second Nature

Natural Family Disasters

Manhattan Moon

True Nature


 

Acknowledgments

As always, my gratitude and appreciation go to my wonderful team of beta readers: Trish for the overnight beta reading services and the cat pictures; Chris Zett for enthusiastically brainstorming and making sure I got the medical details right; Anne-France for her well-balanced “what I liked / what I noticed / what I hope for” lists; AC for keeping an eye on Portland-related details and for her wonderfully encouraging feedback; Erin for all the helpful comments, especially on the emotional character arcs; Laure for keeping an eye on the little (and sometimes not so little) things; Melanie for being my toughest critic, my biggest fan, and the person who makes sure I eat.

I’d also like to thank Jennifer and Ginger for double-checking the Valentina scenes and Carol for double-checking the hospital scenes (don’t worry, readers, no characters were killed during the making of this novel!).

A big thank-you goes to my editors, Claire and Michelle, who are amazing to work with; to my proofreaders, Maggie and Julie, and to the Ylva Publishing team.

Last but not least, I’m eternally grateful to my readers who keep me motivated to write. I hope you’ll enjoy this book too!


 

Chapter 1

“This is where the magic happens.” Hannah unlocked the door to her apartment and stepped aside to let Dawn enter.

“Your neighbor is staring,” Dawn whispered as she squeezed past her.

Hannah sighed but didn’t even glance back. You’d think by now the stream of visitors would no longer raise any eyebrows. “It’s probably because most of my clients are men, and you are—”

“A woman.” Dawn nodded. “But your neighbors know what you do for a living, right?”

“Of course. I had to notify them of my business to get a home occupation permit when I first started my professional cuddling service.” Hannah barely resisted the urge to shoot her nosy neighbor a saucy wink. Behave. The last thing she needed was to add fuel to the apartment complex rumor mill. She firmly closed the door behind them.

Dawn walked past the kitchenette and looked around.

Hannah paused behind her and wondered what her studio apartment might reveal about her to someone with Dawn’s background. Probably a modest bank account and a blissful ignorance of interior design principles.

Finally, Dawn pointed from the far corner of the room, where Hannah’s bed peeked out from behind a curtain, to the huge chocolate-colored couch. It stood at an angle because Hannah had misjudged its size and hadn’t realized it wouldn’t quite fit the length of the wall until she’d dragged it to its intended place. “Bed or couch?”

Hannah clutched her chest with both hands and let out a scandalized gasp. “I’ll have you know it’s not that kind of service, Dr. Kinsley.”

“What? No, I—” Dawn burst out laughing. Her gray-green eyes lit up with mirth. “My wife will be glad to hear it. But what I actually meant is: Where do you cuddle with your clients? The couch? The bed? Or do you let your clients choose?”

“No,” Hannah said. “The bed isn’t an option. Most people associate it with sex, and I’m trying to teach them that touch can be completely platonic. Sometimes, I make an exception and use the bed if the client is from out of town and has booked a hotel room for our session, but never for new clients.”

A visible shudder went through Dawn. “I don’t think I could do what you do—snuggle complete strangers.”

Hannah couldn’t imagine doing what Dawn did—counseling sexual abuse and rape survivors.

Before she could say so, Dawn added, “But I’m glad you do. I have several patients who would really benefit from a couple of sessions with you. They need a safe space that allows them to experience physical touch as something positive again.”

“Or not,” Hannah said. “If they decide they’re not ready yet, that’s completely fine too. We can spend the session sitting side by side, talking. I want my clients to know they can say no and speak up whenever something makes them uncomfortable.”

“And that’s exactly why I think it would be helpful. When I attended your workshop, I was very impressed with how much your work focuses on consent and communication. It’s a lot more than just spooning for an hour.”

Hannah beamed at her. Finally someone who seemed to understand what her job was really about.

Dawn smiled back. “So, would you be willing to take on my patients if they’re interested? You cuddle with women too, right?”

“Yes, of course. I cuddle with anyone, regardless of gender or sexual orientation. Everyone needs cuddles.” Cuddling with a woman would be a nice change of pace. Hannah flopped onto the couch, leaned her elbow onto the fuzzy thigh of Eddy the Teddy, and gestured at Dawn to make herself comfortable. “Just have your patients check out my profile on the Snuggle Experts website and—”

The doorbell rang.

Hannah glanced at her watch. She was expecting her first client of the day in half an hour, but he was a regular and knew not to arrive early. “Sorry. Be right back.” She jumped up to get rid of whoever it was.

When she opened the door, a letter carrier stood in front of her, mailbag slung over his shoulder. He held out a thick envelope. “I have a certified letter for Hannah Martin.”

Certified mail? That couldn’t be good. She hoped it wasn’t from her landlord. While he had reluctantly agreed to let Hannah run her cuddling business from her apartment, he still wasn’t a fan of her profession. He either assumed it was a cover for sex work or worried a professional cuddler wouldn’t be able to make enough money to cover the rent. Unfortunately, some months, there was more truth to the second assumption than she cared to admit.

“I’m Hannah.” She reached out to take the envelope, but the mailman held on to it.

“You need to sign for it.” He tore a green return-receipt card from the back of the envelope and handed it over, along with a pen.

Hannah scribbled her signature onto the line he indicated, took the envelope, and closed the door with a “thanks.” As she crossed back to the couch, she scanned the envelope to make out the sender.

Phew. The letter wasn’t from her landlord. The logo on the corner of the envelope said Woodruff & Beck, Attorneys at Law.

Wait! Attorneys? That wasn’t any better. She didn’t have any dealings with a law firm. Hell, she had never even gotten a speeding ticket. Was someone suing her or something? Her fingers went cold.

She slumped onto the couch and forced a smile onto her face as she turned back to Dawn. The letter would have to wait. Making connections with a well-established psychotherapist was more important for now. She tried to remember what she’d been saying before they had gotten interrupted but came up empty.

“Is everything all right?” Dawn studied her with a concerned expression. “If something came up, I can—”

“Oh, no. I’m fine.” Hannah slid the letter under one of the mango-colored throw pillows. Out of sight, out of mind. That’s how it usually worked for her. But not this time. Her gaze kept sliding back to the pillow.

“Are you sure?”

“Yeah. It’s just not every day that I get a certified letter from a lawyer.” Hannah chuckled. It sounded as convincing as it felt. “It’s probably nothing.”

“Open it and see what it is,” Dawn said. “I don’t mind.”

Hannah hesitated. Even though they had instantly hit it off, Dawn was still someone she hoped to work with, not a close friend. But in her job as a professional cuddler, she had learned to trust her gut, and now her instincts told her that Dawn really didn’t mind…and that whatever this envelope held was important.

“Or we could cut this short if you’d rather open it by yourself,” Dawn added.

“Nah. Like I said, it’s probably nothing.” Yet as Hannah reached for the envelope and tore it open, her hands shook. She pulled out several sheets of paper and unfolded them. The page on top was a letter printed on expensive stationery.

Hannah scanned it, then read it again more slowly to make sense of the legal jargon.

 

Dear Ms. Martin,

On behalf of Woodruff & Beck LLP, I wish to express my sincerest condolences on the recent passing of Julian P. Lambert. I am writing to inform you that he set up a living trust before his passing, which became irrevocable upon his death. The trust document names you as one of the beneficiaries of the Julian P. Lambert Trust. As the successor trustee, I am tasked with managing all trust assets and distributing them to the beneficiaries, and I will do so as soon as possible.

Enclosed is a copy of the trust document so you can familiarize yourself with the details.

If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to contact me at 503-595-7025.

Sincerely,

Craig Woodruff

 

Hannah stared at the words until they blurred before her eyes. Julian P. Lambert Trust? She didn’t know anyone by that name…did she?

“Bad news?” Dawn asked.

“No.” Well, it was certainly bad news for Julian P. Lambert, whoever he was. “At least I don’t think so.” Hannah shuffled through the rest of the papers—about ten pages of legal gibberish. She scanned them until her own name popped out at her, then backtracked to the beginning of the section.

 

Upon the death of the grantor, unless otherwise specified, all trust assets listed in Schedule A shall be divided in equal parts between the grantor’s daughters, Brooke Geraldine Lambert and Winter Louise Sullivan.

The right, title, and interest in and to the real estate located at 19460 SW East Side Road, Lake Oswego, Oregon, shall be given to Brooke Geraldine Lambert.

The right, title, and interest in and to the real estate located at 1405 SW Park Avenue in Portland, Oregon, shall be given to Hannah Elizabeth Martin and Winter Louise Sullivan in equal parts, provided that they live there, rent-free, for a period of ninety-two consecutive days.

 

Hannah pressed one shoulder against the back of the couch to ground herself. Real estate. She rubbed her eyes. Was this for real? When she finally looked up from the letter, she met Dawn’s questioning gaze. “I think someone I don’t even know left me a house. Well, half a house.” She eyed the document again. “Unless this is a more elaborate version of the Nigerian prince scheme.”

Dawn cocked her head. “Nigerian prince scheme?”

“Yeah, you know. One of those emails that say you’re the closest living relative of a Nigerian prince and will inherit thirty million dollars if only you pay a small transfer fee.”

Dawn chuckled. “Maybe try googling the lawyer.”

Why hadn’t she thought of that? Hannah’s head was still spinning. She pulled out her phone and typed the law firm’s name into the browser. A professional-looking website came up, and the about page said they specialized in estate planning, trusts, and probate law. “Looks legit.”

So that was a dead end. But maybe… She typed in Julian P. Lambert, then scrolled past links to LinkedIn and the Portland Business Journal until she got to an obituary.

 

Julian P. Lambert, age 76, founder of ZLT AgriMarketing, passed away on…

 

The picture on the left finally loaded, and Hannah stopped reading.

Oh my God! That’s Jules! Even with her poor memory for faces, she recognized him immediately. His thick, silver hair was unmistakable. The first time she’d met him, she had assumed it was a wig and only found out otherwise when she’d given him a head massage. She had paused, startled, and that had been the first time his serious face had creased into a grin.

And now he was dead. A heavy feeling settled in the pit of her stomach, and her hand with the phone dropped to the couch. She blinked against the sting in her eyes.

Dawn slid closer and put her own hand on top for a moment. “I’m so sorry. So you knew him after all?”

“Yeah, um…” Hannah dug her teeth into her bottom lip. The code of conduct for professional cuddlers included a confidentiality clause, so she couldn’t tell Dawn how she knew Jules.

“Ah. He was a client. Say no more.” Dawn gave her fingers a soft squeeze, then let go and got up. “I’ll go now so you can process all of this.” With a nod, she indicated the letter and the trust document that had fluttered to the floor.

Hannah picked them up and clamped her fingers around the pages as if that would make it tangible. “Thanks. I admit it threw me for a loop.”

She had known that Jules was sick, of course, since they’d had to schedule their sessions at times that didn’t interfere with his dialysis appointments. He had often looked tired, and every now and then, he had even fallen asleep during a session. But he had always brushed it off, acting as if it were nothing. The spark of determination in his eyes had made her forget he wasn’t perfectly healthy—and she knew that was how he preferred it. Even though he hadn’t scheduled a weekly session in a couple of months, as he usually did, she had assumed he had gotten busy with one of the many projects he was still involved in, despite being retired.

“I had no idea he…” She bit her lip again. “Or that he’d planned to leave me anything. I mean, just like that”—she snapped her fingers—“I own half a house. Does it really work like that? Shouldn’t there be a reading of the will or something?”

Dawn shook her head. “We didn’t have a reading of the will when my dad or my brother died either. That doesn’t happen in real life, only in movies. I guess those dramatic revelations and surprised gasps in mahogany-trimmed lawyers’ offices make for good entertainment.”

“Yeah, I guess.” Hannah’s feet moved as if on autopilot as she accompanied Dawn to the door and gave her a stack of business cards to hand out to her patients. “Thanks so much for coming. Call me once you’ve had a chance to talk to your patients—or if you have any questions.”

Once the door closed behind Dawn, Hannah leaned against it and lifted the documents she still held.

Would Jules’s daughters get similar letters? Had he told them he planned to give his professional cuddler half of the house?

If he hadn’t, surprised gasps might not be just a Hollywood thing after all.


 

Chapter 2

Winter stormed past the reception desk, brushed past two of her half sister’s employees, and flung open Brooke’s office door without bothering to knock. “Did you know about this?”

Brooke looked up, calmly lifted her manicured fingers from the keyboard, and gave a regal wave. “Close the door.”

Winter slammed it shut. The rattle of the overpriced artwork on the walls gave her a certain satisfaction.

Her sister, however, seemed entirely unrattled, her makeup as flawless as ever and not a hair out of place in her stern bun. That glossy chestnut hair never failed to annoy Winter because there wasn’t a single strand of gray in it, unlike her own silver mop, even though Brooke, at forty-one, was five months older than she.

Brooke leveled her with a cool stare. “Know about what?”

“Oh, don’t play innocent with me. Of course you knew.” With several long strides, Winter crossed the spacious corner office and thrust the document in Brooke’s face. “The old fox placed his entire estate into a trust.”

Brooke didn’t even glance at it. “So? That’ll speed things up for us by avoiding probate and all the never-ending court proceedings.”

“It’ll speed things up for you! You’ll get the house in Lake Oswego and half of everything else, no matter what, while my inheritance comes with strings attached.” Of course it did. She should have known. Nothing was ever unconditional with her father. Everything came with a price—at least for her. Brooke, his legitimate golden child, had always gotten whatever she wanted without even having to ask.

Winter’s fingers cramped as she fought the urge to tear this damn document into shreds. When the letter had first arrived, she had come so close to saying to hell with it all, crumpling the pages into a ball, and tossing them away, just as Julian had tossed away her mother. Winter had worked hard to make her own firm successful and didn’t need any of the things listed in the trust document. Not his money, not his stock, not his life insurance policies. She didn’t give a damn about any of it.

The property on SW Park Avenue, however… She’d wanted that ever since she’d first heard it had been put on the market. Its location, in the heart of downtown Portland, put it within easy reach of business owners who were interested in her consulting services, and she’d been charmed by the large bay windows. They allowed more natural light to come in, which would be nice, especially during the gloomy Portland winters. She had planned to keep two of the small units for herself, one as a living space and one as an office to meet clients, while renting out the other apartments, which would have helped pay off the mortgage and provided her with a steady stream of passive income.

But thanks to her snake of a sister, Julian had found out about her plans and had snatched the building out from under her nose. “Just teaching you a valuable lesson,” he had said, his tone all business. “Real estate is as fast-paced as marketing. If you want to make it as a marketing consultant, you can’t afford to snooze, and it’s better you learn it from me than from someone else.”

Now he was dangling the building in front of Winter in one last attempt to control her, even from the grave.

Brooke shrugged. “It’s what Dad wanted, and you’re getting half of everything else without lifting a finger. You haven’t done anything to deserve a dime of his money, so why are you complaining?”

“Deserve?” Winter drew out the word. “Oh, and you think you do just because your mother had a wedding ring on her finger when she gave birth and mine didn’t? I’m his daughter too, and Julian’s money is as much rightfully mine as it is yours!” That was the only reason she wasn’t disclaiming her inheritance: to prove to everyone that she deserved it and was every bit as worthy as his legitimate daughter. Even if she ended up giving most of it to her mother or to charity, she wouldn’t let Brooke have it all.

Brooke scoffed. “How convenient! Suddenly, you remember that you’re his daughter? You didn’t act like it when he got sick. You weren’t there to watch as his heart gave out and—” She cut herself off with a slashing wave of her hand, then pressed her palms to her expensive desk, her back ramrod straight. “So excuse me if I’m not in the mood to listen to your little temper tantrum. I’ve got work to do.” She pulled her keyboard closer and returned her gaze to the screen, dismissing Winter.

Oh no, you don’t! If Brooke thought she could follow the proud Lambert tradition of ignoring her existence, she had another think coming! Winter lowered herself into the visitor’s chair in front of Brooke’s huge desk and stretched out her long legs as if making herself comfortable. She wouldn’t leave this office until she was good and ready. One Lambert forcing her to do his bidding was enough. She narrowed her eyes and studied Brooke’s composed features. “If you think you deserve to get it all because you played nurse to Julian, why the hell are you happily going along with his farce? Don’t tell me you’re fine with half of the Park Avenue property going to a complete stranger.”

“Stranger?” Brooke repeated. “So you don’t know who she is either?”

Winter laughed, the sound bare of any humor. “Me? Why would I know? I have no clue who she is.”

“Me neither.” Brooke leaned back in her designer leather chair with an air of poise and superiority. “The only thing I know is that she won’t get the property.”

“Oh, yes, she will.”

“Says who?”

“Two degrees from fancy schools and you can’t even read?” Winter raised the trust document and smirked at her over the top of the page before reading aloud: “The right, title, and interest in and to the real estate located at 1405 SW Park Avenue in Portland, Oregon, shall be given to Hannah Elizabeth Martin and Winter Louise Sullivan in equal parts.”

“A degree from a state school no one’s ever heard of apparently didn’t help your reading skills either.” Brooke lifted a stack of paperwork, opened a leather folder, and pulled out her own copy of the trust document. “…in equal parts, provided that they live there, rent-free, for a period of ninety-two consecutive days. During this period, neither can spend the night under a different roof. In the event that either beneficiary does not agree to or breaks the terms of this provision, they shall not receive any distribution, and their share of the trust estate shall go to the grantor’s eldest daughter, Brooke Geraldine Lambert.” She lowered the papers and gave Winter a smug look.

Winter coolly stared back. “So that’s why you’re so calm about it. You think I’ll refuse to go along with Julian’s blackmail, you then get my share, buy out this Hannah person—and voilà, you have it all.”

Brooke lazily twirled a silver pen between her fingers. “Sounds like an infallible plan to me.”

If there had ever been a moment when Winter had been tempted to throw the trust document in Brooke’s face and tell her to keep it all, that thought vanished as fast as Julian had from her mother’s life. The leather-and-steel contraption beneath Winter creaked as she leaned forward sharply. “Not as infallible as you think, sis”—she snidely drew out the word—“because I fully intend to comply with the terms of the trust.”

Shit. She hadn’t meant to say that and go along with Julian’s blackmail. But now there was no way back.

If her declaration had surprised Brooke, she didn’t show it. Her poker face was as flawless as her makeup. “Doesn’t matter. Tell me, sis.” She gave the word the same mocking sound. “How long did you cohabitate with your last girlfriend? Oh, wait, that’s right. You don’t do relationships because you barely tolerate people—and vice versa.”

Winter snorted. “Hello, pot calling the kettle black. You’re a headhunter, yet you can’t even find an assistant you can stand working with.”

“Executive search consultant,” Brooke muttered. “And I could find someone; I just don’t want to. It would only slow me down. Most people are idiots.”

A moment of silence settled between them as, after forty-one years of butting heads, they finally found something they could agree on.

“Mystery Woman”—Brooke tapped the section of the trust document that listed the beneficiaries—“probably won’t be an exception.”

“So what?” Winter said. “Just because we have to live under the same roof for three months doesn’t mean we have to become BFFs. It’s a big building after all. We’ll give each other polite nods whenever we step into the elevator at the same time, and that’s it.”

The corners of Brooke’s lips tilted up into a smirk. “Oh yeah. It’s a big building. Thirty-three units—all of them rented out to tenants, and since the rent is pretty affordable for Portland, none of them will move out anytime soon. You’ll have to share Dad’s apartment on the top floor with Mystery Woman.”

Share an apartment? A lump lodged in Winter’s throat, but she refused to swallow it down, not wanting to give Brooke any indication of her unease. She hadn’t lived with anyone since moving out of her mother’s house at eighteen. The thought of sharing her space made tension creep up her back.

Had Julian known and come up with the terms of the trust in the hope that they would make her sweat? Probably. He had always had a talent for sniffing out the competition’s weak spots, and he’d been the same in his private life.

Brooke’s grin broadened. “Not so confident anymore, are you? Knowing you, you won’t last ninety-two hours, much less ninety-two days living with someone. All I have to do is sit back and wait until one of you flees the scene of your misery. Maybe I’ll even get lucky and both of you will leave.”

Winter gritted her teeth. So that was why Brooke was as calm as a Tibetan monk. She assumed getting her hands on at least half the building was a sure thing! No way! She wouldn’t give her that satisfaction. “Keep dreaming. I’ll talk to you in ninety days, when I collect my inheritance.” She rose and stalked to the door.

“Ninety-two,” Brooke called after her. “But my money is on seven.”

“Enjoy your delusions.” Winter marched through the door, head held high. She could do this. Three months was nothing. Just because she had to share the apartment with a stranger didn’t mean she had to hang out with her. They could negotiate a schedule for when each of them got to use the kitchen and didn’t have to see each other except in passing. She would work the entire time anyway, and with any luck, Anna or Hannah—whatever her name was—would be a workaholic loner with a two-mile personal space too.

* * *

Winter’s first job out of college had been as a marketing account associate, working for a boutique marketing agency that specialized in law firms. During those two years, she had learned three things: most lawyer bios read about as interestingly as a lawbook; she wasn’t cut out for being an employee, and it was a good idea to have an attorney on speed dial for every occasion.

Calling her lawyer had probably been the first thing Brooke had done after receiving the letter, and that was part of why she was so annoyingly calm.

As Winter strode through the sleek, modern lobby of Brooke’s office building, she pulled out her phone and scrolled through her contacts. She stepped out onto Market Street with the ringing phone pressed to her ear.

“Gardner & Jablonski. This is Patrick Murphy speaking,” the law firm’s receptionist said. “How may I help you?”

“My name is Winter Sullivan. Is Ms. Gardner in?”

“Yes, she is. One second. I’ll put you through.”

Lively piano music reverberated through the phone. Winter arched her brows. The piece was too upbeat for a firm dealing with wills and testaments. Not on-brand. Good thing she had called. She really needed to give Abby some free marketing advice in exchange for free legal advice—for years that had been the foundation of their friendship, if you could call it that.

“Hello, Winter,” Abby’s voice came through the phone. “How have you been? It’s been a while since I heard from you.”

Winter wasn’t great at keeping in touch. Okay, she was awful at it. “I’m fine. How are you? And how’s…um…” She stopped at a street corner as if that would give her brain a chance to catch up and remember. Damn. Brooke would have known the name of Abby’s fiancée…probably wife by now. Rumor had it that Brooke kept the names of spouses and kids of business associates in her files.

Well, she wasn’t Brooke. She would rather impress her clients with an improved conversion rate than with social niceties. Besides, it wasn’t as if she and Abby were close friends. They had stayed in touch because they were both workaholics and understood each other but called mostly whenever they needed some professional advice.

“Claire,” Abby finally supplied. “As far as I know, she’s doing well. We split up.”

“Oh. Sorry to hear that.” It really must have been a while since they had talked.

“It’s fine,” Abby said. “What can I do for you?”

“Julian…my father, died and—”

“I’m so sorry.”

Now it was Winter’s turn to say, “It’s fine.” That might not be the socially acceptable way to answer, but her father had been dead to her for a long time. “Anyway, he put his assets in trust and tied part of the inheritance to a ridiculous condition. If I refuse to live for three months with a perfect stranger he chose, the property he knew I wanted will transfer to my half sister. Is there a way to fight this?”

“Hmm.”

Not a sound Winter liked to hear from a lawyer. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“I can recommend a trust lawyer who’s licensed to practice in Oregon, but I wouldn’t hold your breath. A living trust is a lot harder to challenge in court than a will. Your father’s condition might be unusual, but it doesn’t sound contrary to public policy. I doubt any court would overturn it—unless you can prove he lacked the mental capacity to make the trust agreement.”

Winter sighed. Proving that was impossible. Even in his mid-seventies, Julian’s mind had been as sharp as a scalpel. Deep down, she had already known she wouldn’t be able to get out of it that easily. Julian had probably hired the best estate lawyer on the West Coast to make sure the document was airtight.

Great. She was stuck with this Hannah person. For all she knew, she could be a serial killer.

She huffed at herself. Dramatic much?

Okay, maybe not a serial killer, but she might very well be a con artist who had tricked Julian into making her a beneficiary.

“All right. Looks like I’ll have to bite the bullet. Thanks, Abby. Let me know when you’ve got a marketing question and want me to return the favor. Oh, speaking of—you really should change your on-hold music to something less chipper.”

They said goodbye and ended the call.

Winter crossed the street to get to her car. Once she reached it, she climbed behind the wheel but didn’t start the engine.

Let’s find out who Ms. Hannah Martin is.

Winter was fairly sure she had never heard that name in her life. She tapped away at the phone screen with her thumbs.

Hannah Martin Portland got her so many hits that the ninety-two days would be over by the time she’d checked them all. The first page of the search results showed an event planner, a massage therapist, and a Pilates lady, and Winter had no way of knowing which one was the right Hannah Martin.

Maybe the event planner? Julian didn’t seem the type to go for a massage or attend a Pilates class.

But then again, how would she know? His cleaning staff had probably known him better than she did.

Grumbling, she dropped her phone onto the passenger seat. She’d call the trustee first thing tomorrow and set up a meeting with him and Ms. Martin. The sooner they started their ninety-two-day sentence, the sooner this whole farce would be over.


 

Chapter 3

On Saturday morning, Hannah speed-walked through the Cultural District, going as fast as she could without falling into a jog. She didn’t want to arrive all sweaty for her meeting with the lawyer and her co-beneficiary.

Gosh, only she could manage to leave the house fifteen minutes early and still arrive late. She had gotten off the bus at the wrong stop and lost valuable time at every street corner, checking signs to make sure she was heading in the right direction.

Having Valentina on the phone the entire time hadn’t helped. Normally, Hannah loved listening to the almost musical flow when her friend spoke. Every now and then, her very faint Brazilian accent came through, making Hannah smile. But right now, it was more of a distraction.

“What about the fern next to the couch?” Valentina asked. “Do I water that once a week too, or should I come over more often?”

“Uh, I’ll give you a list of instructions later. They probably don’t expect me to move in right away. I have to hang up now. I need my phone to make sure I don’t end up in Goose Hollow.”

Valentina’s warm laughter made the phone vibrate. “Don’t tell me you got lost again!”

“No! I’m not lost.”

“Not lost?” Valentina giggled. “Like that time when you ended up in the kitchen of that Vietnamese restaurant because you took a left instead of a right after using the restroom?”

“I wasn’t lost—just checking to see if they were maintaining food hygiene,” Hannah answered but knew the laughter in her voice gave her away. She had long since learned to have a sense of humor about the disadvantages that came with the unusual way her brain worked—and to embrace the pros. “But honestly, I’m not lost now. I think I’ve been there before. I’m just double-checking.”

At first, Hannah had assumed Jules had gifted her a house. But when she had read the trust document again, the address had seemed familiar, so she had looked it up on Google Maps—and almost fallen off the couch.

Jules had left her half of the building that housed what he’d called his “cuddle pad”!

In the beginning, he had preferred to have their sessions at her apartment, as if wanting to keep them separate from the rest of his life. But the last few times, he had asked her to come to him. He hadn’t given a reason, but now she suspected that his already-precarious health had taken a turn for the worse and he no longer had the strength to trek all the way across town. Why hadn’t he told her?

They had cuddled once a week for nearly two years, and yet he hadn’t trusted her enough to admit how sick he really was. He hadn’t even mentioned that he didn’t just rent the apartment on the top floor; he owned the entire building!

Hurt sliced through her, but she shook it off. As a professional cuddler, she occupied a weird spot in her clients’ lives, not quite a therapist, but also not a friend. While she was a confidante for many of her clients, others—like Jules—preferred to cuddle mostly in silence and share only tiny bits of information about their lives. That didn’t mean Jules hadn’t valued their sessions. He obviously had, or he wouldn’t have left her half a building.

“You think you’ve been there before?” Valentina repeated, bringing Hannah back to the conversation. “Vixi, Hannah, you’ve been in that neighborhood a hundred times!”

“I have?” Hannah glanced around. She only remembered two or three visits to Jules’s cuddle pad. None of the nondescript low-rise buildings on either side looked familiar, and the Starbucks she had just passed could have been anywhere in Portland.

“Okay, maybe not a hundred times, but you’ve been there,” Valentina said. “If you’re heading down Clay, you must have passed the dentist’s office where Luna works, and that doughnut shop where we got those yummy apple cider doughnuts is right where you’re going. Hey, and didn’t one of your clients used to live on that street too?”

Valentina knew because she was a fellow professional cuddler and Hannah’s safety buddy—the person she texted the address to whenever she went to appointments at a client’s home.

“Yeah, but I got off the bus at the right stop those times, so I took a different route.”

“Just keep going until you get to the South Park Blocks, then turn north, and you’re there.”

Hannah shaded her eyes with her free hand and spied the tall oak trees of the park up ahead. “North means I take a right?”

Valentina laughed again. “Yes! I swear, I’ve never met anyone who was so bad at navigating! Is everyone with aphantasia like that?”

“No idea. Maybe some aphantasic people’s brains found a way to make up for not having a mental map. Mine sure hasn’t.” Hannah checked the street sign at the next corner. “Phew! I found it. Thanks. I’ll bring you some apple cider doughnuts as a thank-you for keeping an eye on my apartment.”

“If you find the shop,” Valentina said, the teasing grin evident in her voice.

“Ha ha. Talk to you later, okay?”

“Tchau,” Valentina replied.

They ended the call, and Hannah turned right onto SW Park Street. She looked around, trying to remember the coffee shop on her left as a landmark so she would know how to get back to the bus stop later.

In the park to her right, a group of people sat on blankets, knitting. They didn’t seem to mind that the sunny day the weather report had predicted had given way to gloomy May Gray.

Ooh, nice! Maybe once the weather turned warmer, she could take a blanket to the park to meet a client every now and then.

As she walked along the quiet, tree-lined one-way street, the buildings around her started to look familiar, even though she didn’t have mental images to compare them to.

The charming red brick building to her left was unmistakable. On the upper stories, two bay windows on each level projected outward, flanking a wrought-iron fire escape. Decorative stone scrolls adorned the arch above the wooden double door, and a brass plaque announced that the property was on the National Register of Historic Places.

Hannah paused in the middle of the sidewalk, tilted her head back, and peered up the four stories. She still couldn’t believe that she owned half of this—or that Jules wouldn’t be there to greet her with an almost-shy hug when she entered the apartment.

“Ms. Martin?”

A deep voice startled Hannah out of her thoughts. When she lowered her gaze back to street level, two strangers—a man and a woman—walked toward her.

“Yes. Mr. Woodruff?” It wasn’t hard to guess that he was the lawyer Jules had tasked with managing the trust. In a dark suit, a silk tie, and a black overcoat, he looked like an attorney.

He nodded, switched the file folder he carried to his left hand, and offered her his right. “Glad you could make it. Did you find it all right?”

“Um, yes, thanks.” Hannah shook his hand, then turned her attention to the woman next to him.

The stranger gave her a nod as crisp as her outfit. For a moment, Hannah thought her to be Mr. Woodruff’s colleague because she was dressed in a similar style, all cool, professional colors—dark gray dress pants and a white cashmere turtleneck that hugged her long, lean body. But the black leather jacket reaching down to her slim hips didn’t fit an attorney’s wardrobe, and neither did the pair of sunglasses that hid her eyes despite the overcast sky. Even through the dark lenses, Hannah felt the woman’s gaze cut into her.

After several seconds, she slid the sunglasses up, into her short, stylishly tousled hair that accentuated her high cheekbones and strong jawline. Piercing ice-blue eyes regarded her without blinking.

Hannah froze with her hand half-extended. Those eyes left no doubt about who the woman was. She had Jules’s eyes and, come to think of it, his hair too. It was thick and silver-gray, making her age hard to guess. Other than a diagonal line above the bridge of her nose, as if she’d spent her life squinting at the world, her face was smooth. Not even a hint of laugh lines bracketed her mouth or crinkled the corners of her intense eyes. If Hannah had to guess, she’d say Jules’s daughter was probably about ten years older than she was, maybe around forty.

“Winter Sullivan,” she said, her voice low and slightly raspy.

She didn’t have Jules’s last name. Well, she could be married.

Hannah gave herself a mental kick and raised her hand all the way, offering it to Winter. “Hi. I’m Hannah Martin.”

“Ms. Martin.” Another crisp nod. After a moment’s hesitation, Winter wrapped long fingers around Hannah’s and gave her hand a firm, businesslike shake. Then she let go and slid her hand into her jacket pocket as if wanting to make it impossible for Hannah to hold on for even a second longer than necessary.

“Oh, please, call me Hannah. After all, we’ll be neighbors for the next few months.” Hannah suppressed the nervous giggle that rose up her chest. Jesus, this woman was intense. She sobered. “I’m so sorry about your father.”

Winter’s expression didn’t change. No sign of grief flickered across her fair face as she tilted her head in silent acknowledgment.

How weird. If Jules had been Hannah’s father, she would probably still be holed up at home, crying. But, of course, everyone dealt with grief in their own way, so she really shouldn’t judge.

Mr. Woodruff cleared his throat, interrupting the awkward silence. “More than neighbors, actually.”

Hannah had nearly forgotten he was still there. Now she turned toward him and gave him a questioning look.

He lifted the folder in his hand. “Mr. Lambert left a letter of wishes to let me know how he wanted the trust to be administered. He intended for the two of you to share his apartment on the top floor, if that’s okay. It comes with an office, and I believe the den could easily be converted into a workspace for you, Hannah.”

Had Jules told him what she did for a living? More importantly, did Winter know?

“Wait,” Winter said. “You want us to work from here? I thought I’d work at my place, then come over in the evenings and sleep here.”

“Um, should we go in and talk upstairs?” Mr. Woodruff asked.

Winter didn’t move an inch. “Here’s fine.” She pierced him with an impatient glare and waved at him to explain himself.

“Your father made it very clear in his letter of wishes that he meant for this to be your primary residence, not just a place to sleep for a few hours.” He looked back and forth between them. “Is that going to be a problem?”

“No,” Hannah said immediately. “No problem at all, provided Winter doesn’t mind my having clients over and my clients are comfortable coming to a home I’m sharing with someone.” She didn’t think any of her clients would mind, and for her, having a cuddling area that was a room of its own, not only a sectioned-off part of her bedroom, would be a wonderful luxury.

The lawyer looked at Winter.

“Just peachy,” Winter said through pinched lips. “Shall we?” Without waiting for a reply, she led the way toward the double doors, her stride confident and purposeful, as if she owned the building.

Well, she did…or at least would own half of it soon. Hannah still hadn’t gotten used to the thought that she would own the other half.

Was that why Winter was acting so coolly? Had she expected to inherit the entire building by herself?

Well, there wasn’t much Hannah could do about it, other than giving up her inheritance, and that was something she definitely wouldn’t do. An apartment of her own was a dream come true, and the extra income from the rent the tenants paid meant she could focus on her cuddling business without having to supplement her income by working as a massage therapist.

She and Winter would have to find a way to make the best of it.

Who knew? Often, those clients who came across as standoffish at first later turned out to be the biggest cuddle bugs. Maybe Winter would be the same.

Ahead of her, Winter pushed through the double doors like a battlefield surgeon ready to take off someone’s limb.

Okay, maybe not.

* * *

No problem at all, Winter mentally mimicked Hannah’s cheerful tone as she marched up wide marble steps that led to a second set of double doors inside the building. Hannah Martin was as irritatingly chipper as Abby’s on-hold music. No doubt she was the type who wanted to chat about the weather, the Blazers, or some other inane topic before Winter even had her second cup of coffee in the mornings.

Ugh.

Winter crossed the small, wood-paneled entrance hall beyond the double doors, not glancing back to see if Hannah and the lawyer were keeping up.

The elevator that would take them to the fourth floor was smaller than Winter remembered—so small that, for a moment, she considered taking the stairs.

But Hannah had already stepped in after her, apparently not minding at all. Most people instinctively gave Winter a wide berth, yet when Mr. Woodruff crowded in after them, Hannah shuffled closer until her arm brushed Winter’s. She didn’t even seem to notice as she chattered away with Mr. Woodruff—something about the park across the street.

Winter didn’t listen long enough to find out the details. She moved her arm away by using that hand to press the button for the top floor. Her lungs only seemed to fully inflate again when the door opened and they stepped out.

While she had seen the floor plan and one of the smaller units when she had been in negotiations to buy the building, Winter had never set foot on the top floor or in Julian’s apartment.

Mr. Woodruff took the lead and unlocked a door.

Winter hung back, entered after them, and took her time looking around.

While the other units were small, mainly studios, Julian’s took up most of one side of the top floor.

The T-shaped hall opened up into an open-plan kitchen and a small dining area to the left. The gleaming stainless-steel appliances seemed brand-new, as if they had never been used.

Across from the kitchen, two doors led to the second bedroom and the office. Winter barely glanced at the bedroom—she would only spend time there when she was asleep, so she didn’t care what it looked like—but took in the office more carefully. It was as well-maintained and spotless as the kitchen and already held everything Winter would need—a wooden desk, an office chair, a visitor’s chair, and a floor lamp—but no frills. No personality.

That was a good description of the entire apartment. It had the air of a show house, not a true home. Had Julian ever lived here, or had he bought the building only to annoy her and then never used it?

Hannah paused next to her. Instead of looking around the room, she studied Winter with an attentive gaze that made her squirm and wonder what Hannah read in her expression.

“What?” Winter tried not to sound too gruff but knew she hadn’t quite succeeded.

Hannah gestured toward the window, which showed a view of the church across the street. “If you’d rather use the den as your office because it has a nicer view, I’d be happy to make this my workspace instead. You’d just have to help me to bring over the couch because I need that for my work.”

What the hell did she do for a living? Winter couldn’t think of any profession that would require a couch…unless Hannah was a psychotherapist. “I don’t care,” Winter said, meaning both the view and Hannah’s job. “I stare at my computer screen for most of the day, not out the window.”

Mr. Woodruff stepped between them like a teacher separating two squabbling students. He continued the tour by showing them the bigger bedroom at one end of the hall, then the living room at the other end.

Two bay windows and the high ceiling made the living room appear even more spacious. A white sliding door with inlaid milk glass panels led to the den, which was smaller and dominated by a large couch. Like the living room, it offered a beautiful view of the park across the street.

It was definitely nicer than staring at a church. For a moment, Winter thought about reconsidering Hannah’s offer. She reached out a hand to open the window, then froze. How the hell had Hannah known what view the den offered or that there’d be a sofa before she had even entered the room? She whirled around and pierced Hannah with a probing gaze. “How did you know about the view and the couch?”

Hannah stared back with wide eyes. “What?”

“You’ve been in the apartment before, haven’t you?” Winter ground out through a stiff jaw. “With Julian.”

Hannah studied the hardwood floor. “Um, I can’t really talk about it.”

It wasn’t as if Winter wanted to hear any details anyway. Even without a confession from Hannah, she now knew exactly why the apartment looked like a showpiece. Julian hadn’t lived here. He had merely used this place for the occasional roll in the hay with his mistress!

What the fuck? Her opinion of Julian had never been the best, but this was low, even for him. Why would he force her to live in his little love nest with his latest lover? Had he wanted to humiliate her one last time? Or was making his fling and his illegitimate daughter co-beneficiaries his sick idea of a joke?

Whatever this was, Winter didn’t find it funny in the least. Nausea twisted her gut. Dammit, Julian! Couldn’t he at least have chosen a lover closer to his own age? Hannah was young enough to be his daughter—hell, probably even his granddaughter!

Winter stormed past Hannah. Then another thought hit her, and she slid to a stop in the doorway and whirled around. Shit! Maybe she was Julian’s daughter! For some reason, that thought bothered her even more than assuming Hannah was his mistress. But maybe that had been Julian’s sick rationale: have his two illegitimate daughters inherit the building together.

It would make sense. After all, he hadn’t left any of his mistresses and lovers a dime. Winter’s mother had waited around for Julian her whole life, and yet she wasn’t even a footnote in his will. Clearly, he didn’t think he owed her anything beyond child support, but he had always seemed to feel responsible for Winter, no matter how often she told him she wanted nothing to do with him or his money.

A touch to her arm made Winter flinch.

Hannah stood in front of her and looked up at her with a worried expression. “Winter? Are you all right?”

If she was indeed the old fox’s daughter, she hadn’t inherited his cold, cutthroat nature. Her honey-brown eyes held nothing but warmth, and most of the time, her wide mouth tipped up at the corners, as if she was always ready to smile. Unlike Winter, she didn’t have his height or his prematurely gray hair either. At about five foot four, she wasn’t exactly short but still five inches shorter than Winter. Dark-brown hair framed her round, rosy-cheeked face and tumbled loosely onto her shoulders.

Clearly, she hadn’t grown up with Julian’s strict expectations. No daughter of his had ever been allowed to be anything but the best and look anything but her best. Hannah, however, had obviously dressed for comfort, not to impress anyone. Her blue jeans, soft-looking lavender sweater, and unzipped rain jacket probably cost less than what Julian had spent on a tie. A worn canvas messenger bag was slung across her chest, resting against a well-rounded hip. Its slightly frayed strap ran across generous breasts. Even now with Hannah standing so uncomfortably close, Winter couldn’t make out the scent of perfume or expensive lotions or detect any hint of makeup on her face.

No matter how hard Winter stared, she couldn’t see any family resemblance. But then again, she and Brooke didn’t look a lot alike either.

“Winter?” Hannah asked again, her fingers still lingering on Winter’s wrist.

Winter stuffed her hands into the pockets of her leather jacket, interrupting the contact. “Take the den.”

“Thank you. You could take the bigger bedroom to make up for it.”

“Whatever. I don’t care either way.” Winter strode away under the pretense of checking out the bathroom. All she wanted was to get this over with and retreat so she could process the revelation that she would have to share an apartment with a woman who was either her father’s mistress or her half sister.

Hannah followed. “Wow! Look at that!” She squeezed past Winter, once again demonstrating a lack of any concept of personal space, and knelt to admire the claw-foot tub.

Maybe she wasn’t Julian’s offspring after all. He never would have exclaimed over a bathtub, not even if it were made of gold and contained three naked beauties bathing in donkey milk.

“I know it’s unusual for such a big apartment, but this is the only bathroom,” Mr. Woodruff said. “I’m afraid you’ll have to share it.”

Great. Winter turned toward the lawyer. “So, when does this”—she held herself back from saying farce—“arrangement officially start?”

“The day both of you move in,” Mr. Woodruff said.

“How about tomorrow?”

Hannah started coughing as if she had swallowed and sucked in a breath at the same time. “T-tomorrow?” she gasped out.

Winter shrugged. “No time like the present. If we start tomorrow, the ninety-two days will be up on August 14.”

“Did you just do that in your head?”

“I could, but actually, I checked my calendar this morning. The fourteenth is my birthday, so if we could”—Winter circled her index finger—“wrap this up by then, that would be great.” When she had discovered it, she had wondered for a second if that was the reason Julian had chosen that weird number of days. But that was impossible. He had set up the trust a few weeks before his death and couldn’t have known when they’d move in.

A knowing smile dimpled Hannah’s round cheeks. “Ah.”

“What?”

“You’re a Leo,” Hannah said in a that-explains-it-all tone.

“Oh, Christ on a bicycle,” Winter muttered. “Please tell me you’re not one of those people who believe in all that woo-woo stuff.” If Hannah tried reading her the daily horoscope, she would be out of there.

“No, not really. My best friend is, though. I guess it rubbed off on me.”

Winter suppressed a sigh. “So, tomorrow?”

Finally, Hannah nodded. “All right. I guess I’ll see you tomorrow, then.” With a grin, she added, “Roomie.”

Winter dragged in a long breath. Ninety-two days. Those would be the longest two thousand two hundred and eight hours of her life.


 

Chapter 4

The next morning, a chorus of “wow” echoed through the fourth-floor apartment as Hannah used the key Mr. Woodruff had given her to unlock the front door and her friends trooped in after her.

“Holy smokes!” Tammy clutched the moving box she carried as she looked around.

Max whistled loudly. “Why do I never have clients who leave me a place like this?”

“Probably because straight, rich men don’t want to cuddle with another guy,” Valentina quipped.

Max threw his wiry body into a model-like pose. “Not even one as handsome as me?”

“Shh!” Hannah peeked past the giant beanbag she carried to see if Winter had made it to the apartment before them. She wasn’t ashamed of her job, but overhearing her friends’ banter wasn’t how she wanted Winter to find out Jules had been her cuddling client. It was hard enough to protect his privacy and at the same time avoid lying to anyone.

Luckily, there was no sign of Winter yet.

Hannah directed her friends to the den, where most of the stuff they carried would go.

Tammy set down her box next to the couch and took in the room. “Nice! Now you have your very own cuddle palace. I’m so happy for you!” She wrapped one arm around Hannah and gave her a motherly hug.

“It’s hardly a palace.” Hannah leaned into the embrace, partly to hide her embarrassment.

All of her friends lived in modest apartments and worked two jobs, none of them able to make a living from their cuddling business, especially Max, who was one of the few male professional cuddlers Hannah knew. For a moment, Hannah felt guilty for inheriting half of a building. But at least it would enable her to help out her friends more in the future, paying for drinks or pizza every now and then when they went out.

Valentina set down the box of sheets she carried. “Are you sure you’re okay with using this room? And this couch?” She nodded at the gray sofa.

“Um, yes, of course I’m fine with it. Why wouldn’t I be?” The den was everything she could hope for, and while she loved the color of her chocolate-brown cuddling couch at home, it was starting to get a little lumpy in some places. This one seemed brand-new, as if no one had ever used it except for the couple of cuddle sessions she’d had with Jules.

“Oh, I don’t know.” Valentina shrugged. “I just thought… I know you rarely cuddle on a bed, so this is probably where you cuddled with whatever his name was. Maybe it’ll be a bit awkward.”

The thought hadn’t even occurred to Hannah. Maybe it would be awkward for a second when she invited her first client into this space, but she knew she wouldn’t have a problem refocusing on the here and now. That was the one advantage of having aphantasia: She knew this was the place where she had cuddled with Jules, but it was a fact that didn’t come with a mental replay of how it had felt. There wouldn’t be any flashbacks to how Jules had looked or smelled, and she wouldn’t hear echoes of conversations they’d had.

Speaking of echoes… A key rattled in the lock of the front door, then the sound of purposeful strides drifted over.

Hannah walked over to the living room and craned her neck to catch a glimpse of the entrance area.

Winter stepped into the apartment, a laptop bag slung across her chest. She pushed a cart with enough tech stuff to equip a space station. Hannah made out a high-end computer, two screens almost as big as her TV, a keyboard, and a professional-looking camera, each one in its original box. Either they were brand-new, or Winter was the type to keep the packaging her devices had come in. On top of the pile sat an equally boxed-up silver espresso machine, as if it were the most important piece of technology in Winter’s setup.

Winter looked up, and their gazes met.

“Ah, good, you’re here,” Winter said instead of a hello. “We can officially start Julian’s little arrangement, then.” She let go of the cart’s handle, pushed back the sleeve of her leather jacket, and tapped the tiny screen of her Apple Watch.

Hannah stared. Had Winter just set a timer that would go off the second their ninety-two days were up? She hadn’t even moved in, and already she couldn’t wait to get out of here!

The sliding door glided fully open behind Hannah, and multiple sets of footsteps clickety-clacked across the hardwood floor.

Hannah turned and mouthed, “Behave” at her friends, but, of course, it was already too late.

* * *

A voluptuous brunette with large turquoise earrings appeared behind Hannah and instantly made a beeline for Winter. “Hi! You must be the new roommate!” Without waiting for a response, she leaned forward to greet Winter with a hug or kisses to her cheeks. Possibly both.

What the hell? Winter didn’t move to accommodate her, keeping the cart between them.

“Ooh, I love your hair!” The stranger beamed at Winter’s silver-gray hair as if it were a fashion accessory. “What products do you use to get it to look like this?”

“Shampoo,” Winter answered.

When the woman reached out, about to touch a strand of Winter’s hair, Hannah rushed over and joined them. She wrapped one arm around the woman in a half-embrace and tugged her back a few inches. “You have to excuse my friend here.” She bumped her with one hip. “Valentina is a hairstylist.”

“Not just any hairstylist.” Valentina tossed her hair back over her shoulder. “A really fabulous one.”

Two more people stepped out of the living room. One was a stocky woman in her late fifties. Her buzz cut made Winter think she might be a fellow lesbian, but her cherry-red lipstick threw off her gaydar. Not that lesbians couldn’t wear lipstick, of course.

The only man in the group, a guy in his mid-thirties, wore a T-shirt that said, No, I won’t fix your computer, making Winter wonder if he was in IT. Blond stubble dusted his dimpled chin, and his very white teeth flashed as he shot her a friendly grin. “Hey, I’m Max.”

Neither of them seemed to understand the concept of personal space. They crowded around Winter and her cart in a half-circle. At least those two didn’t try to hug her but left it at friendly waves.

“And I’m Tammy,” buzz-cut woman said. “But you can call me Mama Bear. Everyone else does.”

Winter couldn’t imagine a reality in which she would do that.

“Probably because I’m the oldest,” Tammy added, “and also because it’s my favorite position.”

Ew, ever heard of TMI? Winter didn’t need to know any details about this stranger’s sex life. She fought the urge to clamp her hands over her ears. “Winter.” She gestured at the computer equipment as if it were buckets of ice cream about to melt. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to get this put away.”

They looked at Hannah as if to ask, What’s up with her? before stepping out of the way.

Winter didn’t care. She was here to fulfill the terms of the trust, not to make friends with Hannah’s besties or whoever they were.

Before Winter could push the cart past her, Hannah asked, “No one else coming over to help?”

“No.” Winter didn’t feel the need to add an explanation.

“Oh, we could help.” Hannah gestured at her companions. “There’s four of us. We’ll be done in no time, right?”

“Yeah, no problem,” Hannah’s guy friend—or maybe boyfriend—said. “Just point me in the right direction. Do you have more stuff downstairs?”

“Thanks, but I’ve got it. I just need to bring my suitcase and my office chair up, and that’s it.” It wasn’t as if she wanted to make herself at home here, at least not before Hannah had moved out and she could have the apartment to herself. Quickly, Winter pushed the cart down the hall toward what would be her office.

As it turned out, Hannah’s idea of what she would need to survive the next three months was very different from Winter’s. While Winter pushed her ergonomic office chair down the hall, then set up the espresso machine in the kitchen, she caught glimpses of all the stuff Hannah and her helpers carried into the apartment.

They piled up empty moving boxes and wrapping material in the hall as they unwrapped what looked like half the contents of an interior design catalog: a watercolor painting of an ocean sunset, two lava lamps, and more colorful throw pillows than any person could ever need.

Max groaned as he lugged a box toward Hannah’s bedroom. “What’s in here?”

Hannah bounced down the hall with a giant teddy bear in her arms and a happy grin on her face, clearly as excited about moving in as a puppy with a new chew toy.

Didn’t she mind at all that Julian had thought he could pull the strings on her life and control her like a puppet?

Hannah checked the label on the moving box. “Romance novels.”

Winter eyed the giant box. How long did Hannah intend to stay if she thought she needed to bring her entire collection of books? She knew this living situation would last for only three months, right? After that, Winter would use the money Julian had left her to buy Hannah out.

She would need to talk to her tonight to make sure Hannah didn’t harbor any unrealistic expectations. Come August 14, only one of them could stay in this apartment, and Winter fully intended for it to be her.


 

Chapter 5

The sun was already setting by the time Hannah saw her friends off with hugs and the leftover slices of the pizza they had ordered.

The common areas of the apartment still looked as bare as a field in winter, but a small rug, colorful pillows, plants, and lava lamps had turned her bedroom and the den into spaces that invited you to relax.

Tomorrow, she would have to put a fresh sheet onto her cuddle couch and get a few more knickknacks to make the hall seem more welcoming. For today, however, she would be done as soon as she unpacked this box of dishes.

Hannah hadn’t been sure what to bring. She hadn’t wanted to take for granted that she would get to use Jules’s dishes, pots, and other utensils…if they were even still in the apartment. Maybe a family member had inherited them, or they had been given to Goodwill.

But when she opened the built-in cabinet in the small dining area, pausing to admire the leaded glass with its amber panes that formed roses, she discovered two teacups, two coffee mugs, and two glasses.

As she’d found out, Jules had been a wealthy man. It wasn’t as if he couldn’t afford a full set of dishes, even the fanciest china. Maybe it was his upbringing. Every now and then, when he had booked a two-hour session instead of a shorter one, he had relaxed more fully toward the end of their time and had started to talk.

He had once told her about growing up on a farm, making do with what they had and learning how to repair stuff instead of throwing it away. Perhaps he had bought only what he needed.

Clearly, he hadn’t had a lot of visitors. Maybe she had even been the only guest he had ever had. The thought made her sad.

A lot of her clients were like that: They lived alone, isolated from people, starved for human touch and affection. Many were recently separated, widowed, or, like Jules, divorced. Some had never had a partner and hadn’t been hugged in years—if at all.

It broke Hannah’s heart every time she heard a story like that. She could only hope she was able to give her clients some of what they were missing and maybe even help them to establish connections and build healthier relationships outside of their sessions.

She slid her own mugs and glasses next to Jules’s, then closed the cabinet.

“Do you have a minute to talk strategy?”

Winter’s low voice behind her made Hannah jump.

Pulse pounding, she put down the now-empty box and turned.

Winter leaned against the kitchen counter. She had taken off her leather jacket but was still wearing a pair of new-looking black jeans and a button-down shirt in the same silvery color as her hair.

With a wry smile, Hannah glanced down at her own outfit—yoga pants and a faded T-shirt. Not astonishing, considering that eighty percent of her wardrobe, including her work outfits, consisted of loungewear. “Strategy?” she repeated, not sure what Winter meant.

“For the ninety-two days and what happens afterward.”

“Oh, sure. Let’s talk.” Hannah pointed in the direction of the mugs she had just put away. “Do you want some tea?”

“No, thanks,” Winter said in a let’s-get-this-over-with tone. She sat at the small, round table and gave Hannah an expectant look.

Apparently, Winter not wanting to have any tea meant Hannah wasn’t supposed to make herself a cup either. She sighed and was about to pull out the second chair to sit but then paused. Was this really how she wanted their ninety-two days to go—with Winter calling the shots and her going along with whatever she wanted? When she was with cuddling clients, she had to pay attention to their needs and make them her whole focus. Once she stopped working, she tried to make sure she got what she needed too, and right now, that was a cup of tea after a long day.

It would only take a minute, and they could talk while she made it.

“Be right there.” She put a cup of water into the microwave. “Why do you think Jules chose ninety-two days?” she asked over the low hum. “Why not make it an even ninety or one hundred? Did the number ninety-two have any special meaning to him?”

“No idea. Maybe he just wanted to mess with our heads.”

Hannah turned and frowned at her. “Why would he want to do that?”

“Because he could,” Winter said. “Julian never needed a reason to do stuff like that.”

Did Winter really see him—her own father—like that? Hannah couldn’t reconcile it with the man she had known. “That wouldn’t be like Jules at all. He was never anything but kind to me.”

Winter snorted. “Kind? Julian?”

“Yeah! I mean, he gave me half of this building.”

The muscles in Winter’s jaw bunched. “Don’t remind me.” Before she could add anything, the ping of the microwave interrupted her.

Hannah took out the mug of boiling water. With a glance at Winter, who was waiting none too patiently, she decided on a loose-leaf tea, just to see if the grim expression on Winter’s face would soften when she saw her infuser. She spooned cinnamon rooibos into the tail of her squirrel-shaped infuser, closed it, and placed it in a second mug before pouring the boiling water over it.

When she took a seat at the table and set down the mug, Winter’s gaze slid to the squirrel perched on the rim of the cup, its tail hanging into the hot water. The diagonal line above the bridge of her nose deepened as she squinted at it. “It looks like it’s taking a dump in your mug.”

Good thing Hannah hadn’t taken a sip yet, or she would have spat tea across the table. “What? No, it doesn’t.” She protectively cupped her hands around the mug and studied Winter with a slow shake of her head. Was she always like this—never having anything nice to say about anyone or anything?

“Anyway,” Winter said, “why do you keep calling him Jules?”

“Because he told me to.”

“Weird. No one ever called him that.”

“Really?” Like all of her clients, Jules had provided her with a copy of his ID before their first session, but as soon as he’d greeted her, he had told her to call him Jules, and Hannah had honored that wish. By the time the letter from the lawyer had arrived, she had completely forgotten his full name.

“Yeah. He was never anything but Julian or Mr. Lambert.”

“Even to you?” Hannah asked. “I noticed you never call him ‘Dad’ or ‘my father’ when you talk about him. Why’s that?”

“Because that’s not who he was to me.”

“He wasn’t your father? But I thought—”

Winter’s ice-blue eyes grew even frostier. “He was little more than a sperm donor.”

“He wasn’t involved in your life at all?” Hannah could barely imagine growing up like that. Her own father had been there for every skinned knee, every broken heart, and every major accomplishment of her life.

“Oh, he was overly involved. Wanted to control everything, preferably from a safe distance.” Winter tapped her hands together as if closing a book. “But that’s not what I wanted to talk about. I wanted to have a conversation about what will happen once the ninety-two days are up.”

“From what Mr. Woodruff said, the trust is dissolved once we meet the condition, the deed to the property will be transferred to us, and we’ll officially own it.”

“Yeah, about that…” Winter leaned her forearms on the table and touched her fingertips together. “I hear co-owning rental property can be a pain in the ass. Neither of us will be able to raise the rent, do any kind of maintenance, or make any other decisions without the other’s permission.”

“Oh, I don’t mind. I’m sure we can—” Hannah paused and studied Winter’s cool expression. Clearly, she did mind. “What are you saying?”

“Things would be less complicated if I bought your half of the building. You could invest the money in other real estate and have full say over it.”

So Winter wanted her out. It shouldn’t have come as a surprise since she had been less than warm and welcoming from the moment they had met. Still, Hannah hadn’t been prepared for such a blatant offer, especially not on day one of their cohabitation. She rose and carried her mug to the sink to remove the infuser and give herself some time to think about her response.

“I haven’t seen a list of assets and their worth from Mr. Woodruff yet,” Winter continued. “But when I was interested in buying this property last year, it went for seven figures.”

Hannah put the mug down and clutched the counter with both hands. “S-seven figures!”

“Mid-seven figures,” Winter added calmly, as if that wasn’t remarkable at all. “The building is old but very well-maintained and in a prime location.”

A buzzing sound reverberated through Hannah’s ears. That meant if Winter paid her half of it, she would be a millionaire. Well, at least before taxes. In any case, it was more money than she had ever dreamed of having—and more than she had assumed Winter had too. Aside from her high-tech equipment and the brand-new-looking SUV parked across the street, nothing about Winter indicated that she was rich. “So you would have been able to buy a multi-million-dollar building just like that? Wow.”

Winter shrugged coolly. “Yes, with a mortgage, of course. I’m nowhere near as rich as Julian was, but I’ve had a lot of success in my line of work and have invested wisely. So don’t worry, I’ll pay you half of what it’s worth, even if I can’t pay it all in one go.”

The offer should have made her happy, and yet the thought didn’t sit quite right with her. If Jules had wanted her to have a lot of cash, he would have gifted her the money. Instead, he had given her ownership of half the building, and Hannah couldn’t help thinking there was something behind it—one last wish that Jules had been reluctant to voice in a more direct way. That would have been so like him. In the beginning, he had often tried to arrange both their limbs the way he wanted instead of asking for a certain cuddle position.

She dropped the infuser into the sink and turned to face Winter. “No.”

“No?” Winter blinked at her as if she had answered in a foreign language. Clearly, she wasn’t used to hearing that word.

The look on her face was so puzzled, Hannah’s lips twitched as she struggled not to laugh.

“You want more than half of what it’s worth?” Winter asked.

“No,” Hannah said again. “I don’t want your money.”

“How about I throw in—”

“Stop! You can’t just throw more money at me and expect me to give in.” Hannah knew people tended to think she was a pushover because she was friendly and approachable, but if she had learned one thing in her five years as a professional cuddler, it was to set firm boundaries—and then stick to them. “I’m not going to sell my half of the property, not to you or to anyone else. Jules wanted us to share the building, so that’s what we’ll do.”

Winter’s eyebrows drew together. Her piercing stare searched Hannah’s face as if looking for a hidden agenda.

“I’m sorry, Winter, but it was his last wish, and I intend to honor it.” Hannah kept her voice calm. She didn’t want to turn this into a ninety-two-day-long battle of wills. “Maybe one of us could take the first two floors and the other the upper two or something. I’m sure we’ll figure something out. There’s plenty of time to talk and find a good solution.” She waited a beat, but when Winter just scowled at her, she grabbed her mug from the counter. “Good night, Winter. See you tomorrow.”

Winter’s stare drilled into her back, making the skin between her shoulder blades burn, until Hannah’s bedroom door clicked shut behind her.


 

Chapter 6

Winter found a parking spot across the street from her apartment building. It was the first thing that had gone right all day.

She loved her job as a digital marketing consultant—loved analyzing the data, identifying what was and wasn’t working, and then finding the most promising strategies to improve the company’s results. She also loved the variety and getting to wear a lot of different hats that came with being a one-woman team and doing everything herself.

What she didn’t always love were her clients. Most of them were startup founders, creative thinkers who were happy to focus on their products and let Winter do her job.

But the new client she had signed last fall had driven her up the wall pretty much from the outset. She had worked her ass off to improve the search engine optimization of his website, and after a couple of months, they had begun to see results. That was when he had ordered her to stop all paid ads, apparently thinking they didn’t need them anymore now that they had free organic traffic. Winter had told him that wasn’t a good idea, but he wouldn’t listen.

Today, he had called her into his office and fired her because his sales had dropped—as she had predicted they would—claiming that it was because her SEO work hadn’t delivered favorable results.

Well, good riddance to him! It wasn’t as if she needed him. She had graduated college right before WordPress and the big social media platforms had launched, and she had jumped all over it, getting her foot in the door early on. After years of working twelve-hour days and seven-day weeks, she was now in a place where she could pick and choose her clients and no longer had to take on anything and everything that came her way.

Still, being fired by a clueless jackass irked her, adding to her frustration over Hannah’s refusal to sell her part of the property.

Why wouldn’t she at least consider it? She hadn’t even seemed tempted when Winter had offered to pay more. In her experience, anyone could be bought. Julian had taught her that early on, not only by saying so but also through his actions. When Winter had been a kid, he had bribed her classmates into keeping him informed about every little detail of her life. She had learned quickly that true friendship was an illusion. For the right price, anyone would betray her—even Brooke had.

But Hannah… If she was a gold digger who had manipulated Julian into gifting her a multi-million-dollar property, wouldn’t she have gladly accepted Winter’s offer? What else could be her agenda? Surely, it wasn’t really about honoring Julian’s wishes, was it?

Winter couldn’t figure her out, and as much as Hannah’s refusal to sell frustrated her, a glimmer of admiration grew in her chest, refusing to be squashed. The way Hannah had told her no and walked out… It had been infuriating…and also kind of hot.

Are you out of your fucking mind? While, deep down, she couldn’t see them being related, she still hadn’t been able to rule it out. Even if it turned out Hannah wasn’t her half sister, she wasn’t her type—not that Winter had one since she avoided relationships. But if she did, it definitely wouldn’t be a touchy-feely, overly chipper woman at least ten years her junior.

Winter snatched her laptop bag from the passenger seat, climbed out of her car, and slammed the driver’s side door shut. She stomped up the stairs without bothering to wait for the elevator. As she headed down the fourth-floor hallway, she searched for the still-unfamiliar key on her key chain—then slid to a sudden stop in front of her apartment.

Obviously, Hannah had found it necessary to decorate the perfectly fine entrance to their temporary home.

Two plants with heart-shaped leaves and salmon-colored blooms now flanked the front door. But that wasn’t all. They also had a new doormat. Purple cursive letters spelled out the words All are welcome on a background dotted with hearts. Not discreet little hearts either, but big red and pink ones. Even the exclamation mark after Welcome had a heart instead of a dot.

No. Just…no. She was a professional, dealing with numbers and results. Little pink hearts weren’t on-brand. Besides, she didn’t want everyone and their dog trooping in and out of her home whenever they wanted.

In the three days they had lived together so far, the doorbell had already been rung several times a day, announcing the arrival of one of Hannah’s clients or friends—Winter still wasn’t sure which since she hadn’t managed to figure out what the hell Hannah did for a living. Whoever those people were, they usually arrived whenever Winter was trying to focus on one of the more complicated aspects of her work.

So no, she absolutely did not want all to be welcome in their apartment.

She picked up the offending doormat, looked around for a place to deposit it, and then tossed it behind the large potted plant farther down the hallway. A quick search on her phone, a few taps, and a new doormat was on its way, to be delivered tomorrow.

* * *

Hannah wrapped her left arm around the bag of groceries and trapped her cell phone between her ear and shoulder so she could unlock the door to the building with her right hand.

It was a precarious balancing act that nearly failed when Valentina asked, “How do you like the new apartment? And how are things with the hot roommate?”

Hannah saved her phone from crashing to the ground, pushed the door open with her hip, and stepped into the building. “I love the apartment, but the roommate is more icy than hot.”

“She can be both, you know? That icy facade is what makes her so hot. Just imagine being the one who gets to melt that ice.” Valentina made the appreciative sound in the back of her throat that she normally reserved for her mother’s feijoada.

“The only ice I’m interested in melting is the salted caramel brownie ice cream in my freezer, preferably in my mouth when I’m devouring it. Besides, I’ve got no imagination, remember?”

“Oh, from what Max says, you’ve got plenty of imagination, even if it’s not the visual kind.”

“Liar,” Hannah said. “Max didn’t tell you anything.” Even though her ex was friends with Valentina too, he wasn’t the kind to kiss and tell.

“All right. So? Hot roommate? Come on, give me the dirt!”

“There is no dirt. The most I’ve seen of her since moving in was when she tried to talk me into selling. But I hear plenty of her. Boy, she’s loud!”

Valentina sucked in a breath. “You mean you can hear her having sex?”

“No! Has anyone ever told you you’ve got a one-track mind? Um, come to think of it, don’t answer that.” Hannah stepped into the elevator. If she lost the connection, maybe that would give Valentina a chance to cool off. “I’m talking about her keyboard. It’s so loud, I can hear it through the door. Rat-a-tat-tat!”

“Oh,” Valentina said, sounding disappointed. “Is she a writer or something?”

“No, she’s in marketing.” She had googled her and had found her website, which offered Winter’s services as a digital marketing consultant.

Had Winter done the same? Well, if she had googled Hannah, the only thing she would have found was her massage therapy practice. Snuggle Experts, the company she freelanced for, only used the cuddlers’ first names on their website.

“Hey, that’s great,” Valentina said. “You could ask her for some marketing tips. Maybe she could build you a website so you could leave Snuggle Experts and go out on your own, like you keep talking about.”

“Have you seen the way she dresses and all the expensive tech stuff she owns? I can’t afford her rates, and I’m not asking her to work for free.”

“You could trade her some cuddle sessions.”

A loud snort escaped Hannah. “I’m sure that offer would go over well.” The elevator door slid open on the fourth floor, and Hannah stepped out. Halfway down the hallway, she caught sight of her doormat…or rather, the place where her doormat had been.

Yesterday, the doormat had mysteriously disappeared, and Hannah had finally found it hidden behind a potted plant. She had put it back where it belonged, but now it was gone again.

In its place was a new one. Instead of the warm colors Hannah had chosen for her welcome mat, this one was a dark gray with white letters. It wasn’t hard to guess who had bought it.

When she walked toward the door, she could make out the words written on it. You read my doormat. That’s enough social interaction for one day.

Hannah paused in front of it, not knowing whether to laugh or tear her hair out. While some of her clients could probably empathize with Winter’s hermit tendencies, it wouldn’t make them feel welcome and accepted.

“Hannah?” Valentina sounded as if she had repeated her name several times already.

“Sorry, I have to go. There’s a doormat war going on.”

“Um, what?”

“I’ll explain later. First, I have a battle to win.”

* * *

Winter’s sneakers squeaked on the floor as she stepped out of the elevator. She pulled her AirPods from her ears with one hand while tugging on her sweat-soaked running shirt with the other.

Several steps from her front door, she paused abruptly.

Earlier today, she had replaced the pink hearts welcome mat, but now it was back.

Winter groaned. “Oh, for Christ’s sake!” Apparently, Hannah wasn’t getting the message. No more hiding the damn thing. She would toss it out for good.

She bent to pick it up.

Unexpected resistance made her lose her balance. She stumbled back. “What the fuck?”

Hannah had taped it to the floor!

Winter let out a string of expletives. She would kill Julian if he weren’t already dead. Maybe Brooke had been right. It was only day four of their weird little arrangement, and Winter already wanted to run from the building, screaming. But, of course, she wouldn’t give Brooke the satisfaction of seeing her fail.

She grabbed the doormat with both hands and gave it a sharp tug. Just as the double-sided tape came loose with a satisfying rasp, the door swung open.

The evidence of her doormat theft clenched in her fists, Winter looked up and came face-to-face with Hannah. Well, more like face-to-breasts, since she was still bent over.

Winter swallowed, wrenched her gaze away, and quickly straightened.

For a few moments, they stood only inches apart and stared at each other across the doorway.

Hannah put her hands on her wide hips and glanced from Winter to the doormat and back. “You know, if you didn’t like my doormat, you could have just told me so.”

“I don’t like your doormat.” Winter leveled her with a cool stare.

Hannah didn’t flinch or look away. “I’m not too fond of yours either, so that makes us even.”

“Come on,” Winter said. “Mine is funny. Admit it.”

Hannah’s lips twitched up into a hint of a smile. “Maybe. But that’s not the point. Seriously, Winter. I have clients. You have clients. Don’t you want them to feel welcome?”

Winter shrugged. “Most of them will never come here.”

“Well, mine do, and I don’t want them to feel as if I can’t wait for them to leave again.”

Winter folded her arms across her damp shirt. “And if mine ever come here, I don’t want them to feel as if they stepped into a hearts-and-flowers hippie enclave.”

The standoff continued for several seconds.

The sweat was starting to dry on Winter’s skin, making her itch, but she refused to be the one to give in. “See? This is exactly why I wanted to buy you out. How do you think we’ll agree on what’s best for the entire building when we can’t even decide on a doormat?”

A flush entered Hannah’s cheeks, and her honey-brown eyes blazed. “Is that why you’re conducting doormat robbery? If you think you can bully me into selling—”

“I’m not trying to bully you into anything!” Intimidating people into doing what he wanted had been Julian’s style. It wasn’t hers…was it? “I just don’t want…that.” Winter shook the doormat she still held, making it flop against her leg.

“What? People thinking they’re welcome here? Dear God, we can’t have that!”

Now they both had their arms crossed, neither budging an inch.

Approaching steps interrupted their stare-off.

Winter glanced over her shoulder.

A slim blonde walked toward them, a smile on her face and a plate of cupcakes in her hands. Her smooth stride faltered when she took in the mere inches between them, then her grin broadened.

Scowling, Winter took a step back. Only now did she realize she and Hannah were practically nose to nose…or, to be more accurate, nose to chin. She pretended there was nothing unusual about holding a doormat and tapped her fingers on it as she waited for the stranger to continue past them.

Instead, the woman headed straight for them. “Hi. I’m Heather Burkhart from apartment twelve. I haven’t had a chance to say hi yet, so I thought I would finally welcome you to the building.” She extended the plate. “Chocolate chip cupcakes with cookie dough frosting.”

“Oh yum! I can already tell you’ll be my favorite neighbor!” Hannah chuckled warmly. “These look amazing. Thanks so much for going to all this trouble.”

Heather wiped a dusting of flour from her hoodie. “No trouble at all. After all, it’s not every day that two fellow lesbians move in.”

Hannah lifted her finger in the air like a student wanting to add to the discussion. “Actually, I’m—”

“Oh, sorry,” Heather said before Hannah could continue. “I should have said sapphic. Just because two women are a couple doesn’t necessarily mean they’re both lesbians.”

The doormat slid from Winter’s grasp and flopped to the floor. What the ever-loving hell? She thought they were a couple?

Hannah’s smile barely wavered. It didn’t seem to bother her to be mistaken for a woman who loved women…or for Winter’s partner. If she really was Julian’s offspring, she clearly didn’t know.

The more Winter thought about it, the more she started to doubt that Hannah was her half sister. Julian had never denied having fathered her, so why would he hide it from Hannah if she was his daughter? More likely, Hannah had been his lover.

“Oh, we’re not a couple,” Hannah said. “We just live together because… It’s complicated.”

“Ah.” Heather gave a knowing nod.

Great. Now she probably thought they were having an affair or a roommates-with-benefits arrangement.

“Well, it was great to meet you anyway. I’ll let you get back to whatever you were doing.” With a wink and a friendly wave, Heather turned and walked down the hallway.

“Thanks,” Hannah called after her. “I’ll bring your plate downstairs tomorrow.”

“Not necessary,” Heather answered. “Just bring it to the welcome party the other tenants and I are planning for you.”

Welcome party? Winter groaned. Kill me now. She glared at Hannah. “See? That’s what happens if you have a doormat like this!” She gave the damned thing a kick, but because of the double-sided tape on the bottom, it barely moved.

Hannah laughed at her. “Cupcakes and a welcome party. Oh, the horrors.” She picked up a cupcake and took a hearty bite. Little moans drifted back to Winter as Hannah walked into the apartment.

Did she have to sound so…enthusiastic? Winter hurled a glare after her. “What are we going to do about the doormat?”

Hannah paused and turned. Her tongue flicked out and swiped a smudge of frosting off a full bottom lip.

Winter mentally chastised herself for even noticing. Until she had definitive proof that they weren’t related, she shouldn’t notice the fullness of Hannah’s lips.

“Okay,” Hannah said. “If you don’t like my doormat, get something else. Just not one that’ll make visitors feel as if they’re perceived as a hostile army trying to invade our castle.” Without waiting for a reply, she took another hearty bite and disappeared down the hall.

“Hey!” Winter called after her. “Half of those cupcakes are mine!”

“I thought you hated cupcakes?” Hannah’s voice drifted around the corner.

“No, just parties.”

“Well, then you’d better hurry before they’re gone.”

Winter took a step inside the apartment, then remembered the discarded doormat. Sighing, she stomped back, removed the tape, and let the mat flop down in front of the door. Just for now.

* * *

Hannah’s sessions with Benny always followed the same routine. They spent twenty minutes in each of his favorite cuddling positions, starting with Stargazing, then progressing to spooning, and ending with the Koala in a Tree. The familiar structure of their sessions helped him relax, and Hannah didn’t mind at all. In fact, it was nice to cuddle with a client who knew exactly what he wanted, and she was grateful that Benny had agreed to keep seeing her and dealt so well with the change of location.

When his time was up, she left the room and waited in the hall so he could change from his comfy cuddle outfit to his street clothes.

“Would you like one more hug before you go?” she asked when he joined her. She always asked, never expecting him to read the subtle hints of her body language or, worse, hugging him out of the blue.

He nodded and moved in immediately.

Hannah wrapped her arms around him with firm, steady pressure. She carefully kept her hands flat on his back instead of adding a light caress.

Over her five years as a professional cuddler, she’d had several clients on the autism spectrum. All were as different as her neurotypical clients, and so were their needs. For Benny, a touch that was too gentle felt almost as if he were getting burned, while a firm one felt grounding.

He murmured a quiet, “Hmm, nice,” and gave one final squeeze before letting go. “Same time next week?”

“Yes, of course.” She always reserved the four o’clock slot on Thursdays for Benny, knowing he liked routine.

“Great. Thanks. See you then.”

She opened the door for him, and he stepped toward it—then paused.

“Hey! How did that…? It was a different one when I got here.” He pointed at the doormat.

Hannah craned her neck so she could see it.

Once again, her cheerful and welcoming doormat was gone. In its place was a simple brown mat with black letters that said: Welcome-ish. Depends on who you are.

A chuckle tried to bubble up Hannah’s chest. That was so typical Winter! “Um, don’t take it personally. My roommate is the my-home-is-my-castle type.”

“I totally get it.” Benny laughed. “I need one like that.”

Maybe she should gift him the first one Winter had bought, which was now hidden under the sink.

Benny headed out, and she picked up the welcome mat before closing the door behind him.

She tiptoed down the hall and paused in front of Winter’s office, which she had nicknamed the ISS—International Space Station—because of all the high-end tech stuff it housed.

For once, the rat-a-tat-tat of Winter’s keyboard didn’t drift through the door. Was Winter even home, or had she fled the scene after once again replacing Hannah’s doormat?

Hannah leaned forward and pressed her ear to the door. She couldn’t hear any voices, so Winter didn’t seem to be on a Zoom call or on the phone with a client. Should she knock? Or wait until Winter stepped out for some cof—

The door swung open.

Caught in the act, Hannah pitched forward.

A warm chest and strong arms broke her fall before she could have a painful encounter with the floor—Winter’s chest and arms. Of course, she hadn’t expected anyone else’s body parts. She just hadn’t expected them to be so nice and comfy when Winter was usually so cool and unyielding.

The pleasant feeling lasted only a second or two, then Winter cleared her throat and shoved her back, holding her at arm’s length with both hands on Hannah’s shoulders. Her glacier-blue eyes narrowed as she squinted at her. “What on earth are you doing?”

“Um…” Dazed, Hannah held up the doormat as if that explained everything. “We really have to stop meeting like this.”

Winter ignored the doormat. Her gaze roved over Hannah’s body instead. “Are those…fluffy pajamas? Didn’t you just have a meeting with a client?”

Hannah had forgotten that she was still wearing her light pink fleece pajamas. She couldn’t very well tell Winter that they were her work clothes or that she’d put them on because Benny enjoyed the way the fabric felt. It irked her that she couldn’t just blurt it out. She was proud of what she did for a living. But Winter was clever. If Hannah told her she was a professional cuddler, she would put two and two together and figure out Jules had been her client.

Hannah wasn’t ready for that—not only because she wanted to protect Jules’s privacy but also because she had a feeling all hell would break loose. “He already left,” she said, hoping Winter would assume she had changed into her pajamas afterward. She lifted the doormat higher and hid behind it as if it were a shield. “Welcome-ish? That’s the best you could do?”

“It was either that or one that said, Unless you’re Amazon, pizza, or Ryan Reynolds, go away. And I much prefer Blake Lively to Reynolds, so…” Winter gestured at the doormat Hannah held.

“Oh, I don’t know, I kinda like bo—” Abruptly, Hannah snapped her mouth shut. Her brain had needed a few seconds to catch up with what Winter had just said. She hadn’t thought anything of it at first, because most of her friends constantly commented on the hotness of people of all genders.

For some reason—probably because professional cuddlers needed to be open to snuggling with anyone—her chosen profession seemed to attract plenty of bi and pansexual people, like Max and her, and people who, like Valentina, refused to “do labels” and loved whoever they wanted. Tammy, who jokingly referred to herself as the “token straight person” in their friend group, was the only exception.

Of course, Winter might be talking about who was the better actor, but something in her tone told Hannah she didn’t just admire Blake for her acting chops. Had Winter tried to say that she found Blake hotter than her husband—and women more attractive in general?

Come to think of it… When Heather had called them “fellow lesbians” yesterday, Winter hadn’t protested. She had only dropped the doormat when Heather had assumed they were a couple.

Thanks a lot for that ego boost, Ms. Sullivan.

“So,” Hannah said slowly, “you’re…?”

“A lesbian? Yeah.” Winter straightened in the doorway. Her shoulders slanted forward as if bracing herself for a negative reaction.

Hannah put on the most serious face she could muster. “No, I meant, are you a Gossip Girl fan?”

For a second, Winter’s aloof expression wavered as she blinked at her.

Hannah burst out laughing, then couldn’t stop. She bent over and clutched her sides. “Oh my God,” she wheezed out, “you should see your face!”

Winter glowered at her, which only made Hannah laugh harder.

Finally, she managed to rein herself in. “Sorry. I couldn’t help myself. I grew up in a family where teasing was our love language. Um, not that I love…um…I mean…”

Somehow, Winter managed to convey that she was rolling her eyes without actually doing so. “Oh, please! Stop scrutinizing every word you say to me just because you now know I’m gay. You’re not. You’re as straight as a board. I get it.”

“Um, actually…” Should she tell her? Yes, she decided. It was bad enough that she couldn’t tell Winter about her job, so why would she keep her sexual orientation a secret too? “I’m not.”

“That’s what I just said.”

“No, I mean, I’m not straight. I’m pan.”

“Pan?” Winter drew out the word.

Hannah nodded. “It means I’m attracted to people of all genders. Kindness and a great sense of humor do it for me, not the body parts attached to them. Although, of course, an attractive body doesn’t hurt.” Her gaze strayed to the undone top button of Winter’s white button-down, which offered a peek at smooth skin.

No, no, no. Just because she was attracted to people of all genders didn’t mean she was attracted to all people—and certainly not to this one. She’s icy, not hot, remember? All it would get you is frostbite. Hannah quickly looked back up to Winter’s face.

“Thanks.” Winter’s aloof mask and her sarcastic tone returned. “I know what pansexual means. I just didn’t expect you…” She waved her hand. “Forget it. We were talking about the doormat.”

Hannah looked down at the mat that hung forgotten in her grasp. “Right. I appreciate the humor, Winter, really, but I’d prefer a welcome mat, not a welcome-ish mat.”

“So this still isn’t touchy-feely enough for you?” Winter asked.

“Well, it’s not going to make my clients feel all warm and fuzzy inside, that’s for sure. How about we come up with a compromise?”

Winter eyed her skeptically. “Putting a little heart sticker above the i in welcome-ish?”

“Um, I don’t think that would make much of a difference.” Maybe they needed to get back to the basics. “Can I have your phone for a second?”

The line above the bridge of Winter’s nose deepened as if Hannah had asked for her firstborn. “Why?”

“Because these”—Hannah patted her pajamas—“don’t have pockets, so I don’t have mine, and I know yours is never far from you.”

Winter reached back into her office with one long arm and snatched up her phone. She hesitated, then unlocked it and handed it over.

“Thanks.” Hannah cradled it carefully, aware that she didn’t have the money to replace the expensive device should she accidentally drop and break it. She tapped the browser icon. “What’s your favorite color?”

“Black.”

“No one’s favorite color is black.”

“Mine is.”

Hannah sent her a doubtful look. “Is it even a color?”

Winter shrugged. “Technically, it’s a shade, but it’s considered a color when it comes to doormat negotiations.”

Her poker face didn’t waver, her expression as serious as Jules’s had been most of the time, but a playful glint seemed to light her eyes from within.

So her reluctant roommate wasn’t always such an aloof grump. She could actually be kinda cute. Who would have thought?

“Okay,” Hannah said, “then what’s your second-favorite color?”

Winter opened her mouth to answer.

“Other than gray,” Hannah quickly added.

Winter snapped her mouth shut, then seemed to think about it for a moment. “Blue.”

Hannah did a quick search, scrolled through a dozen images of doormats, then finally tapped on one and held it out to Winter.

It was a plain midnight-blue welcome mat, without any hilarious phrases, heartfelt greetings, or decorative elements on it.

“I know it’s kind of…”

“Adequate,” Winter finished just as Hannah said, “Boring.” She took the phone from Hannah’s grasp, and her thumbs flew over the screen in rapid succession. Finally, she looked up with a triumphant gleam in her eyes. “Bought.”

And just like that, the Great Doormat War had been ended. While it wasn’t the unconditional surrender Hannah had hoped for, she could live with a draw for the sake of a peaceful cohabitation.

Winter pocketed her phone and pushed past her as if on an urgent mission.

“Where are you going?” Hannah asked.

“Getting my other doormat from where you hid it under the sink,” Winter answered over her shoulder. “I’m putting it in front of my office door.”

Oh no. If her clients glanced to the left while heading to her cuddling studio in the den, they would still glimpse the doormat that proclaimed reading it was enough social interaction for the day.

“Great idea.” Hannah forced a cheerful tone.

Winter paused in front of the sink and gave her a wary look. “You don’t really think that, do you?”

“Yes, of course I do. It would be a pity letting the other doormats go to waste. In fact…” Hannah ambled toward the front door. “I assume you’ve hidden my all-are-welcome one with the pink hearts behind the potted plant again? I’ll put it right before the sliding door to the den. You don’t mind having it in the living room, do you?”

A low growl came from the kitchen.

“What did you say? Sorry, I didn’t catch that.” Hannah walked back down the hall and stuck her head around the corner to the kitchen to give Winter a questioning look.

“I said forget about the damn doormats.” Winter banged shut the cabinet under the sink. “Who the hell has doormats inside their apartment anyway?”

“Right,” Hannah said with a faux earnest nod. “That would be total overkill.”

Winter strode to her office. In passing, she shot Hannah a frosty glare that said she knew exactly what Hannah was doing.

Hannah struggled not to let a grin show. Had she won the Great Doormat War after all?

“Finally we’re in agreement.” Winter paused in the doorway to her office and turned back toward Hannah. “I’m sure you’ll also agree that since we’re replacing the welcome mat, we should also replace the greenery in front of the apartment door. Those exotic…whatever they are”—she waved her hand in the direction of the entrance and the flamingo plants on the other side of the door—“don’t fit our new classically plain doormat.”

“Um, I guess.”

“Great. I thought you’d see it my way. That’s why I also ordered two bunny ears when I got the blue doormat.”

“Bunny ears?” Hannah had no idea what kind of plant that was, but it didn’t sound like the kind Winter would like…if she even liked any type of plant.

“Don’t worry,” Winter said. “They’re low maintenance. I only had time for a quick look at the website, but it said they’re ideal for cactus newbies.” She stepped back, and the door clicked shut between them.

Cactus? She was joking….right?

Damn. Hannah stared at the closed office door. She should have known Winter wouldn’t just back down and admit defeat.

Then the humor of the situation overcame her, and she burst out laughing. She went to the kitchen and placed the welcome-ish mat next to its companion under the sink. One thing was sure: the next eighty-seven days would not be boring.


 

Chapter 7

When Winter’s stomach growled for the third time, she paused in her typing and glanced at her watch, then did a double take.

She had worked through lunch, and now it was five thirty on a Friday, when most other people had already left work.

Another half hour and she would be done with the competitor analysis for an e-scooter company. Then she would get herself a burger from one of the food carts on Pioneer Square and explore the neighborhood. Today was day six of her temporary living arrangement, and she still hadn’t found the time to see if there was a good spot to take her camera for some nighttime photography.

When she stepped out of her office to get another coffee, the dryer beeped across the hall, signaling that its cycle was complete.

Winter groaned. Of course it was beeping. It was always beeping.

For some reason, Hannah seemed to be washing sheets every single day. Once they were folded, she took them to her den, where she’d set up her office. What the hell was she doing in there?

Now that Winter knew what Hannah looked like, she had googled her again and had found a website with an outdated design that made her groan. The long-winded text on the homepage had revealed that Hannah was a licensed massage therapist practicing Swedish massage, deep tissue massage, hot stones, and cupping, whatever that was.

Winter could easily imagine her as a massage therapist, Hannah’s hands—small and soft yet strong—kneading tense muscles and gliding across bare skin…

Ugh. Stop it! Winter drove the disturbing image from her mind with a firm shake of her head. At this point, she was almost certain Hannah wasn’t her half sister, but she hadn’t found a way to prove it once and for all, so she had no business daydreaming about her hands.

She didn’t think massage was what Hannah was doing in the den anyway. Otherwise, she and her friends would have lugged a massage table or a special chair into the apartment on moving day. Besides, Hannah had mentioned she needed the couch for her work.

Hannah’s profession was as tough to figure out as the woman herself, and that was frustratingly unsettling to Winter. She liked putting people in categories—enemy or ally, useless or helpful, failure or success—yet Hannah didn’t neatly fit into any boxes.

Since they had moved into the apartment, she continued to surprise Winter. First, she had refused to sell her half of the building, then she hadn’t given in when it came to their doormat negotiations. She clearly had much more backbone than Winter had given her credit for.

Then Hannah had come out to her as pansexual. That revelation had thrown her for a loop, even though it really shouldn’t matter to her at all.

So what? Eighty-six days, then she could hire a property manager and have them deal with Hannah and the tenants, while she put as many stay out doormats in front of her apartment as she wanted.

She stabbed at the power button of her espresso machine and tapped the filter holder against her thigh while she waited for the machine to heat up.

“Can we do two hours next time?” a deep voice drifted down the hall from the living room.

“Of course,” Hannah answered, her tone warm. “Did you have anything in particular in mind?”

They moved down the hall toward the front door as they talked, and Winter stayed where she was, leaning against the counter so they wouldn’t see her. She wasn’t eavesdropping—just being a good roommate by not interrupting while Hannah was with a client. If she accidentally overheard something that helped her finally figure out what Hannah did for a living, that would be a nice bonus of being polite, right?

“Not sure yet,” the man answered. “I’d love to take my time, maybe try out some new positions.”

Winter almost dropped the filter holder. What the…? New positions?

“Sure, we can do that.” Hannah sounded as cheerful as if they were talking about trying new ice cream flavors.

Winter’s head spun. So…did that mean Hannah was a sex worker? That would explain the need for fresh sheets several times a day, and it would confirm that Julian wasn’t her father after all. Maybe he’d been her client. The thought made Winter’s stomach twist.

She must have missed their goodbyes because the door clicked shut behind the client, and Hannah’s footsteps came down the hall.

Shit. If she went to her room instead of the den, she would see her.

“Oh, hi.” Hannah gave her a friendly smile. Her dark-brown hair was tousled as if she had indeed spent the past hour tossing her head back on a pillow—or with the client’s eager fingers tangled in her locks. She glanced at where she’d said goodbye to him, then back at Winter, and a blush spread across her cheeks.

They stared at each other, neither saying anything beyond Hannah’s “hi.”

Winter squinted at Hannah’s still flushed face…her makeup-free face. Wasn’t that rather unusual for a sex worker? Not that Winter was an expert or anything. Her gaze roved down Hannah’s body. Her generous hips were hidden by a pair of gray sweatpants that did nothing to emphasize their pleasant curve, and a white T-shirt with a teddy bear and the words bear hug on the front wasn’t exactly sexy lingerie either.

A sex worker would dress more seductively, wouldn’t she? Unless, of course, all her clients had the same weird fetish for cotton fleece and teddy bears, which was highly unlikely.

No, despite how the client’s request for “new positions” might have sounded, Hannah’s job had to be something else. Maybe she taught some strange new form of yoga that used sheets instead of mats? Winter decided to find out once and for all. She pointed the portafilter she still held at Hannah. Maybe bribing her with a good shot of espresso would make her talk. “Want one?”

Hannah’s dark lashes fluttered. “A bear hug? Um, sure, why not?” She stepped toward Winter and spread her arms wide.

“What?” Winter backed away—or tried to—but the counter was directly behind her, so she had nowhere to go. “No! I was talking about coffee.”

“Oh. I thought you were pointing at…” Hannah patted her full breasts.

It took Winter a few seconds to realize Hannah was talking about the teddy bear on her T-shirt, not her breasts. God, this living arrangement Julian had forced them into was really messing with her. She couldn’t think straight. Literally. Winter grimaced and cleared her throat. “So, is that a no to coffee?”

“Yeah. If I have any now, it’ll keep me up all night. I guess it’s a no to the hug too, right?” Hannah’s grin was teasing, but Winter couldn’t figure out if she was gently making fun of her…or herself and her assumption that Winter wanted a hug.

Winter couldn’t remember the last time someone had dared to poke fun at her. The most surprising thing was that Hannah’s teasing didn’t anger her—probably because it stunned her too much every time it happened. She gave a decisive nod. “Never been a fan.”

Hannah looked at her as if she’d just said she didn’t like cheesecake. She opened her mouth, no doubt to ask a personal question, but Winter had no intention of talking about herself.

Her mission was to find out about Hannah’s mysterious job. Maybe that would help her find out what the connection between Hannah and Julian was. “So you never use a little caffeine boost to work all night?”

“I couldn’t, even if I wanted.”

“Why’s that?”

“The home occupation permit doesn’t allow me to have clients over after nine o’clock.”

So Hannah couldn’t work without a client being there. Her job consisted of whatever she did with them in the den, without any need for research, paperwork, or prep—just a lot of sheets.

That clue didn’t get her any closer to the answer. Winter was tired of this guessing game that took up too much of her time and attention. She would simply ask. That’s what people did, right? Asking the “what do you do” question was part of the boring small talk Winter usually detested.

“So,” she said as casually as possible, “what is it you do for a living?”

The flush on Hannah’s cheeks had faded, but now it was back in full force, and she tugged on her T-shirt as if she was starting to sweat. “Um…” She cracked a half-hearted smile. “You know what? Maybe I’ll have a coffee after all, if the offer is still open. You obviously take your coffee pretty seriously, so I bet it’s good.”

Winter pierced her with an I-know-what-you’re-doing stare. If she was grinding beans and running the noisy espresso machine, she couldn’t ask questions that Hannah didn’t want to answer. “That might not be a good idea after all. This machine”—she gave it a pat—“makes real coffee, not that coffee-flavored water I’ve seen you drink. I wouldn’t want to keep you up all night. You can have a cup tomorrow. Now stop stalling and answer the question.”

“Winter, I…”

The ringing of a phone interrupted her mid-sentence. It was coming from Hannah’s bedroom.

“Oh, that’s mine. I really should get that. Sorry.” Hannah dashed toward it and pulled the door closed behind herself with such haste that the wood vibrated for several seconds.

Winter stared after her and pressed one fist onto her hip. If Hannah Martin thought she could evade her question that easily, she clearly hadn’t lived with her long enough. All that stammering and blushing only made her more determined to find out.

Forcefully, she clicked the portafilter into place to grind some coffee. The only thing she wanted more than some answers right now was a double espresso, but tomorrow, she would find out what Hannah was hiding.

* * *

Hannah flopped onto her bed with the cell pressed to her ear and groaned, half into her pillow, half into the phone. Why, oh why hadn’t she made a plan and thought about what she would say if…or more like when…Winter asked about her job? Maybe she should have prepared a believable answer, come up with a cover story. But what could she have said? Other than trying to be vague or evade the question, her only option was to answer with a joke like “I could tell you, but then I’d have to kill you.”

Any other answer would have been a complete lie, and that was where she drew the line.

At least her mother’s well-timed phone call had bought her some time to think of a way going forward. “Thanks, Mom. You just saved my butt.”

“What’s wrong?” Her mother’s panic-filled voice came through the phone. “Oh my God! Did something happen with one of your clients?”

“Mom! Stop it!” Hannah jabbed at the mattress with the side of her fist. “Nothing happened. The worst thing that ever happened to me as a cuddler was my arm falling asleep. You just got me out of a conversation I didn’t want to have; that’s all. It has nothing to do with a client. I don’t know why we keep having this conversation.”

Her mother sighed. “Because I worry.”

“Still? I thought you got over that.”

“Get over worrying about my daughter?” Her mother made a sound that was somewhere between a laugh and a huff. “Sorry to inform you, but that’s never going to happen.”

“Okay, but can you at least stop acting like my clients are sex offenders out to hurt me?” Hannah rolled over in bed. “They’re good people, and seeing them open up and get more confident after a few cuddle sessions really makes me happy—much happier than being a massage therapist ever did.”

Her mother audibly inhaled and exhaled. “And that makes me happy. I’ll try to do better, okay? I don’t want you to think I’m not proud of what you do. I am. I just…”

“Worry,” Hannah finished for her.

“Yes. Well, at least you’ll have a roommate for a while. You said she works from home too, right? So at least she’s there to keep an eye on your clients. Not that they need it,” her mom added quickly. “Just in case.”

“I can take care of myself, Mom. Besides, Winter doesn’t even know what I do for a living.”

“You haven’t told her?” her mother asked. “Why? Do you think she would judge you?” Despite her own concerns, her mom’s tone indicated that she was going into protective mama bear mode.

A grin tugged on Hannah’s lips. She didn’t need visual imagination to laugh at the thought of her friendly, five-foot-two mother taking on her intimidating, bristly roommate.

“It’s not that.” Well, that wasn’t quite true. She had a feeling Winter would judge her. She had backed away from Hannah’s open arms as if presented with a basket of rattlesnakes, and since she had declared herself not a fan of hugs, she probably wasn’t fond of cuddling either.

“What is it, then?”

“Well, if I tell Winter I’m a professional cuddler, she might immediately assume that’s how I knew her father. I would basically have to admit he was my client, and that goes against our code of conduct. Before our first session, I signed a contract that said I would respect client confidentiality at all times.”

“Does it also say how to handle inheriting a building from a client and having to live with his daughter?”

A tired chuckle escaped Hannah. “Nope. Somehow, they failed to put in a clause for that.”

“Your client…the one who left you half the building…he must have known you would have to tell the people closest to you who he was. It’s not like you could just make up a rich, elderly aunt and say you inherited the property from her.” Her mom laughed. “Everyone in the family knows the only thing your aunt would leave you is her rheumatic dachshund.”

“I don’t think he would have cared about you knowing, especially since I haven’t told you his name.” Once, a nosy neighbor had stared at them as she had opened the door for Jules. He had seemed unbothered by what strangers might think. “But his daughter knowing…that might be different.”

“If he wanted to keep it from her, wouldn’t he have made sure you two never met? Surely he expected the topic of how you knew him to come up sooner rather than later if you spent any time together.” Her mother paused as if giving her a chance to come to the same conclusion. “And yet he put a condition on the inheritance that forces you to live together for three months.”

So far, Hannah had been so busy dealing with the unexpected inheritance and the new living situation that she hadn’t stopped to think about what Jules had assumed would happen, but her mother was right. If Jules had wanted to keep their cuddle sessions from his daughter, why would he have forced them to share an apartment? He must have known Winter would ask about her job or how she’d known him at some point.

In fact, it was strange that Winter hadn’t asked so far. Even today, she had asked about her profession rather than her relationship with Jules. Maybe Winter assumed she already knew the answer to the second question, and Hannah had a feeling she wouldn’t like whatever conclusion Winter had come to.

“Sweetie?” her mother asked. “Are you still there?”

“Yeah. Sorry, Mom. I was thinking about what you said. You’re right. I’ll tell her tomorrow. Not about her father being a client,” Hannah added quickly. “Just about me being a professional cuddler. If she puts two and two together and figures it out, so be it.”

She had told Winter she wouldn’t sell her half of the building, and she stood by that decision. That meant she and Winter would have to get along for much longer than ninety-two days, and Hannah refused to duck her head for years to come, evading questions about a job she was proud of.

“Good,” her mother said. “You shouldn’t have to hide who you are. By the way, your roommate would be fine if she found out you’re pansexual, right?”

“Oh, she knows, and she’s fine with it.”

Her mom drew in a breath. “You haven’t told her what you do for a living, but your sexual orientation somehow came up in conversation? Wow.” She laughed. “You two must have had some interesting chats over breakfast.”

“We don’t have breakfast together, and we don’t talk. Not really. Winter is…” Hannah paused, not finding a word or phrase that would do her intense roommate justice. “She’s not the chatty kind.”

“How did she find out you’re pansexual, then?”

“Oh, it came up when we were talking about doormats, Blake Lively, and love languages, as one does.”

“How on earth are those three things connected, and what do they have to do with your sexual orientation?”

Hannah slid her free arm behind her head and grinned up at the ceiling. “Long story that ended with our household owning a total of four welcome mats.”

“Four?” her mother echoed. “Why would you need that many?”

“Like I said, it’s a long story. But let’s just say while Winter and I don’t have the same taste in doormats, we do share an appreciation of women.”

Her mother seemed to process that for a moment. “Ah. You mean she’s pansexual too?”

“She’s a lesbian, actually.”

“You haven’t told me much about her. Is she about your age?” Her mother sounded like innocence personified, but Hannah saw right through her.

“Mom!”

“What? I’m just asking how old your roommate is.”

“Yeah, right. Like you were just inviting the only other queer woman in town over for dinner the last time I came home.” Of course, Hannah knew she didn’t really have reason to complain. Her family had taken her coming-out at sixteen in stride and had never been anything but supportive. Not all of her friends had been as lucky. “Nice try. And just for your information, Winter is about ten years older than me.” At least according to her calculation based on Winter’s LinkedIn profile.

Her mother made a sound like a deflating tire. “Your dad is ten years older than me too. Never bothered either of us.”

“Mom! Stop trying to set us up! Winter is not my type.” Nope. High cheekbones and long legs had never done anything for her, and she barely noticed those intense blue eyes. Besides, she usually went for warm, approachable people, not someone with walls as high as the Empire State Building.

“If you say so, dear. I have to go now. Your dad is going fly-fishing tomorrow morning, and he can’t find his waders. But please let me know how your talk with the roommate went.”

“Will do,” Hannah said. “And thanks for your advice about telling her.”

“Anytime. Love you. Bye.”

Her mom was gone, probably looking for the missing waders, before Hannah could say it back.

She dropped the phone onto the bed and then spent some time trying to come up with ideas on how she could tell Winter about her profession.

As much as Winter seemed to dislike Jules, she clearly resembled him in some things, at least in her tendency to be a results-oriented workaholic. The best approach might be to give her a little speech and list all the health benefits cuddling had. When presented with that kind of evidence, even a touch-avoidant person like Winter would understand how important her job was, right?


 

Chapter 8

Like every Saturday, the next day was a normal workday for Winter. Sometime around noon, she got up from her office chair with a groan and massaged her right forearm. Damn, she was out of shape…or at least her hand was. Maybe it was a good thing she didn’t have a girlfriend.

She went into the kitchen and turned on the espresso machine, then wandered through the apartment to give the device a chance to heat up and her mouse arm some time to recover.

Wow. When had all this stuff gotten here? During the week, Hannah must have brought over more of her things. A blanket was draped over the end of the couch, and a stack of books sat on the side table.

Winter gave in to her curiosity and glanced at the one on top. It seemed to be a romance novel. Not surprising. Those sappy kissing books were a perfect fit for a touchy-feely person like Hannah. She squinted at the cover, trying to figure out whether this one was a sapphic romance or a hetero love story.

A blonde woman—obviously some sort of celebrity—had her head turned to the right, revealing her beautiful profile. Only thin, crossed straps at the back held up her blue dress, which revealed a glimpse of smooth skin and slim shoulders. Flashlights from several paparazzi surrounded her, yet she wasn’t smiling for the cameras.

So was this the type of woman Hannah went for? Someone feminine and elegant?

Not that she cared. She whirled around and turned her back to the book.

Hannah’s knickknacks filled the other side of the room too. A stuffed bunny, its fur displaying all colors of the rainbow, resided on the bookshelf, surrounded by framed pictures. More photos filled the shelves above and below.

Was Hannah a fellow amateur photographer? Winter stepped closer and studied the photo to the right of the bunny. No, clearly, Hannah hadn’t put any thought into the composition. The light was coming from the wrong angle, creating shadows on her objects’ faces.

Still, it was easy to guess that the picture showed Hannah’s family. The woman to the right was probably her sister. She looked like a slightly older and slimmer version of Hannah. The guy on the left—most likely her brother—showed off the same dimples as Hannah as he flashed a grin. A triangular tuft of facial hair grew beneath his bottom lip. He and his sister flanked an older couple…probably Hannah’s parents.

Winter picked up the frame to study their faces. Maybe a close perusal would help her confirm once and for all that Hannah couldn’t be Julian’s daughter.

Hannah’s mother didn’t look anything like Winter’s own. At sixty-five, Winter’s mother prided herself on still fitting into dresses she had worn in her twenties, and she was always up-to-date on the newest hairstyles. Hannah’s mom clearly had different priorities. She beamed into the camera in capris and a T-shirt, not caring that the breeze was whipping her salt-and-pepper hair in every direction. She had Hannah’s wide mouth and genuine smile, the same generous hips and slightly rounded belly too.

No, this woman really didn’t seem like Julian’s type at all. Not that he’d had much of a type, other than young, female, and easily impressed by money.

Next, Winter took in Hannah’s dad. She searched his features for any resemblance to Hannah that would make it as obvious as a DNA test that he—not Julian—was her father. But unlike her mother, he didn’t look like Hannah at all. His face was long and tan where Hannah’s was round and rosy, and his eyes… She lifted the picture frame to make out their color.

The door to the den slid open.

Shit! Winter had thought Hannah had gone out because everything was so quiet in the apartment. Quickly, she put the photo back on the shelf.

But Hannah’s gaze had immediately zeroed in on her. She stood in the doorway, each hand grasping one half of the door, as if she needed the support.

For a moment, neither moved. They stared at each other from across the room, and it occurred to Winter that they seemed to spend a lot of time doing that.

Then the slight crease on Hannah’s forehead smoothed out, and a smile lit her brown eyes. “My family.” She pointed at the picture Winter had just put down. “Not the best picture of them, but it helps me remember what my brother, Wesley, looked like with that silly soul patch that he had a couple of years ago, so that I never forget to tease him about it.” She tapped the spot beneath her lower lip.

Helped her remember? Winter puzzled over the strange way Hannah had phrased that. She didn’t have a memory problem, did she? Why else would she forget what her brother had looked like with the soul patch?

Before she could make sense of it, Hannah crossed the room toward her. “Let me see if I can find a better one.”

As usual, she stood a tad too close for Winter’s comfort as she pulled out her phone and scrolled through what felt like hundreds of photos.

For someone who was so bad at taking pictures, she sure had a lot of them!

Before Winter knew what was happening, she was in the middle of being shown the digital version of the family photo album—Hannah and her sister on some kind of boat, her brother without the soul patch, her father holding up a huge fish, a selfie of Hannah and her parents with their cheeks pressed against each other.

Hannah flicked through picture upon picture of birthdays with homemade cakes, Christmas celebrations full of heartfelt gifts, large family gatherings, and hugs—always hugs.

It was like seeing scenes of a French movie without subtitles. Winter didn’t understand most of what she saw. She couldn’t relate to it. Her father’s side of the family had never wanted anything to do with her because her mother was “the other woman.” She hadn’t been close to the maternal side either. Her grandmother had been a very religious woman who had never forgiven her daughter for having an affair with a married man or let Winter forget that she was the result of that affair.

Finally, Hannah paused. “Sorry. I went a bit overboard.” She pocketed the phone and sent an apologetic glance at Winter, then tilted her head. “You okay?”

“Yeah, of course.” Why wouldn’t she be?

“Oh my God! I’m such an ass! Your father recently died, and here I am, showing you happy family photos! Oh, Winter, I’m so sorry.” She put her hand, warm and soft, on Winter’s forearm and stroked the inside with her thumb.

A shiver raced up Winter’s arm. She scowled at Hannah’s hand, pulled her arm away, and rubbed the spot to wipe away the damn tingling. It wasn’t the good kind of tingling, she told herself. “No need to be sorry. Family photos don’t bother me.”

Hannah stuffed her hands into the pockets of her jeans as if she needed to resist the urge to touch her again. The way Hannah looked at her—so full of compassion—was the reason Winter had stopped telling anyone her father had died. People expected her to grieve for something she’d never had.

“Are you sure?” Hannah asked. “If you ever need someone to talk to, I’m—”

“No,” Winter said harshly. The only family she wanted to talk about was Hannah’s.

Hannah bit her lip and lowered her gaze.

Great. Now she felt as if she’d kicked a puppy. “Um, thanks, though.” She struggled to make her voice less rough. Why did she even bother? “So…nice family.” She nodded toward the photos on the bookshelf.

A smile curled up the edges of Hannah’s mouth. “Thanks. They’re pretty great. Maybe you’ll meet them someday.”

Ugh, no thanks. Not having to meet anyone’s family was one of the many benefits of being single. “You don’t look much like your dad. You’re not adopted, are you?” Diplomacy wasn’t her forte, but she tried to tread carefully and make it sound like a joke, in case the guy in the photo was indeed Hannah’s biological father.

Hannah laughed. “Ha, no. I’ve got his awesome photography skills.” She pointed at another photo on the bookshelf, where she had accidentally cut off half of her sister’s head. “But everyone tells me I look like my mom’s side of the family.” She eyed Winter with curiosity. “Why the sudden interest in my folks? Not that I mind. I could talk about them all day, but you never seemed interested in my background before.”

Winter decided to come right out and say it. She finally needed to know for sure. “Guess I’m just thinking about fathers and wondering if Julian could be yours.”

“What? No!” Hannah reared back as if Winter had tasered her. “Why would you think that?”

“Oh, come on! He left you half of a multi-million-dollar property, and he certainly didn’t do it out of the goodness of his heart because he didn’t have one.”

Hannah’s dark locks flew around her face as she fiercely shook her head. “That’s not true, Winter. He—”

“Cut the bullshit and finally tell me what’s your connection to Julian! Sex?”

Hannah took another step back as if distancing herself from Winter’s words and crashed into the bookshelf. “No, no, you’ve got it all wrong.”

This time, it was Winter who didn’t back away to give her space. “I don’t think so. It’s either one or the other. So, which is it?”

“Neither!”

“Tell me!” Winter towered over her. She was sick of all the lies and half-truths in her family. She wanted to know—now. “Which one? Lover or—?”

“Stop it! Stop talking about him like that! He wasn’t my lover.”

“What, then?”

“He was my cuddle client, okay?”

Blood roared through Winter’s ears, making it hard to hear, and that was why she had misunderstood what Hannah had just said. At least that was the only explanation she could come up with. “Your…what?”

Hannah slumped against the bookshelf like a marionette whose strings had been cut. She covered her face with both hands and peeked out at Winter from between her fingers. “Oh shit.”

* * *

Crap, crap, crap. So much for the well-prepared little speech she had wanted to give Winter. Hannah’s cheeks burned beneath her palms. Slowly, she pulled them away and straightened. While she hadn’t meant to blurt it out like that, she wouldn’t let Winter intimidate her or duck her head in shame. “I’m a professional cuddler.”

The diagonal line above the bridge of Winter’s nose dug itself deeper into her skin. She tapped her ear as if unsure she could trust her hearing. “Did you just say…cuddler? C-U-D-D-L-E-R?”

Hannah held her gaze as she nodded.

“So you…?” Winter waved her hand as if she couldn’t even imagine what a professional cuddler might be doing.

“I provide snuggles for people whose touch needs aren’t being met in their personal lives.” There was so much more to professional cuddling, but Hannah was trying not to overwhelm Winter with too much information.

The line between Winter’s brows didn’t smooth out. “You mean…like…like a massage with a happy ending?”

Hannah sighed. It wasn’t the first time she had encountered that assumption, and she tried not to let it bother her. There was nothing wrong with sex work; it just wasn’t what she was doing. Did Winter even realize how much it revealed about her that she immediately associated cuddling with sex, as if it were merely foreplay and couldn’t exist outside of that context? “No. The only happy ending I provide is an oxytocin rush,” she answered as patiently as she could. “It’s all completely platonic. Clothes stay on at all times, and there’s no kissing or touching in the bikini areas.”

“Huh. I’ve never heard of something like that. Do people really pay for that?”

Her judgmental tone grated on Hannah’s nerves. “Why wouldn’t they?” Maybe now was the time to use the carefully curated list she had put together to convince Winter how great her chosen profession was. “Cuddling has a lot of health benefits. It lowers your stress levels and your blood pressure and even boosts your immune system. Plus it makes you feel safe and cared for.”

“Yeah, yeah.” Winter waved her hand. “But if your customers think they can’t live without all that, why don’t they get a girlfriend or a boyfriend or ask a friend for a hug?”

“Because it’s not that easy for everyone. Some of my clients just went through a divorce or a painful breakup, so they aren’t ready for a new relationship yet. Others struggle with low self-esteem or are working through trauma, or they don’t know how to ask the people in their lives for what they need.”

“Yeah, but…paying a stranger for cuddles?”

“Why not? People pay for someone to cook them a meal, babysit their kids, cut their hair, or give them a massage.” Hannah looked at her in a silent challenge. “Would you judge them for any of that?”

“Oh, come on. That’s hardly the same.”

“Isn’t it? It’s all part of making sure your physical and emotional needs are being met.”

“But paying for spooning or whatever it is you do… That’s just—”

Hannah held up her hand to cut her off. She didn’t want to hear whatever word Winter had been about to say. “You know, I’ve come to realize that people who scoff at professional cuddling are often the ones who have never really experienced the power of touch.”

One corner of Winter’s mouth tipped up into a slow, sensual grin. “Oh, I’ve got plenty of experience with touch, believe me.”

Her low, raspy voice sent goose bumps across Hannah’s skin. She gave her a stern look, although, truth be told, she was more annoyed with her traitorous body than with Winter’s response. Winter turning this into a joke about sex had been predictable; her own reaction to that smoky tone…wasn’t. She kept eye contact as she said, “Touch is so much more than just giving someone an orgasm, you know?”

Winter’s cool gaze wavered, and for a moment, Hannah thought she would glance away, but then her eyebrows pinched together, and her stare went from smoldering sensuality to piercing ice. “You seriously want me to believe that Julian paid you, a perfect stranger, to…to…snuggle him?” An incredulous laugh burst out of her at the last two words. “No one who knew him would believe that for a second.”

“Maybe that’s why he came to me. Maybe he didn’t want to be the man you knew, at least for a little while, and I provided that escape because I was a perfect stranger.” She wasn’t breaking confidentiality. Jules had never talked about why he had come to her instead of cuddling with someone in his life, but she had drawn her own conclusions, and they were confirmed with everything she’d learned about him from Winter…and with everything she learned about Winter. She had a feeling these two were more alike than Winter wanted to admit.

Winter snorted. “Bullshit. Why would he want to escape the life he created? His company, his family, his flings… Everything was exactly the way he wanted it, with him controlling every little thing. He didn’t want to change that, and he certainly didn’t want a snuggle. He was about as cuddly as a freezer and had the tenderness of a jackhammer.”

“People change, Winter.”

“In my experience, they don’t.” Winter’s tone was hard and unyielding.

“But maybe he wanted to. Have you ever considered that he might—”

“Have you considered that maybe he was just playing games with you, trying to see what he could get you to do for money? He still is!” Winter swept her arm across the room in a gesture that indicated the entire building.

Hannah opened her mouth to defend Jules, but Winter lifted both hands, palms out, to cut her off again.

“Don’t bother. He wasn’t the good guy you’re making him out to be. If you want to believe it just because he paid you to spoon him, be my guest, but you’ll never convince me.” Winter turned on her heel and stormed off before Hannah could say another word. At the door, she whirled back around. “We’ll talk about this cuddling thing later because I’m really not sure I want that to be going on in my apartment.”

“That’s not your decision to make!” Heat bubbled up inside of Hannah until she thought steam must be coming out of her ears. “And it’s not your apartment; it’s ours!”

But Winter had already disappeared down the hall. Her office door banged shut behind her.

Hannah inflated her burning cheeks, then blew out a breath with a sputtering sound. “That went well.”


 

Chapter 9

On Sunday morning, Winter went on a run to stretch her legs and check on her apartment. While she ran, she tried to process what she had found out about Hannah’s job and her relationship with Julian, but all that got her was a stitch in her side because she had sped up without noticing.

Even once she was on her way back, she still couldn’t make sense of it all. She hadn’t even known professional cuddling was a thing. Of course, she had googled it as soon as she had closed her office door behind her after their argument yesterday. A quick search had resulted in several thousand hits, among them YouTube videos with sensational titles such as I cuddle strangers for a living.

She had skimmed through a few but still was no closer to understanding the concept. People even went to cuddle parties and piled on top of one another like a litter of puppies! To Winter, the thought of combining cuddling and parties—two things she couldn’t stand—was like doing your taxes while being at the dentist. Why someone would want to pay to snuggle with a stranger…and not just anyone, but detached, controlling Julian! She couldn’t wrap her head around it.

Whenever she tried, images of him being cradled in Hannah’s warm embrace flashed through her. She shook her head to get rid of that mental image and nearly stumbled. Ugh. That felt so wrong.

But at least she now knew Hannah wasn’t Julian’s daughter. That was the only good news in this entire confusing situation. Now she no longer needed to feel like a creep who had ogled her half sister. Hannah also couldn’t sue for a bigger part of the inheritance. Not that Winter seriously thought she would do that, but who knew? People did the most out-of-character things when money was involved.

If that wasn’t an option, why was she still thinking about it? Hannah wasn’t Julian’s daughter. Case closed. It shouldn’t matter if she was the old fox’s lover or someone he had paid for cuddling.

Winter picked up her pace again, even though her lungs and leg muscles burned. As she ran up Columbia Street, their apartment building came into view. She slowed and took notice of her surroundings for the first time since she had set out.

As the end of May approached, spring had hit its stride, and the City of Roses was earning its nickname. Roses bloomed everywhere, and Portlanders were out and about, enjoying the sunshine. People strolled through the park to her left or sat on benches. A couple had even spread a blanket on the sun-dappled grass and lounged under the overarching limb of an old oak tree.

Winter turned her head away, not one for watching lovestruck couples, but then did a double take.

The woman was Hannah! She was curled up on her side, with her head pillowed on the man’s shoulder, one arm slung across his belly, and her dark hair tumbling onto his chest.

Her companion, a guy in his fifties, was lying on his back, with his shoes off and his feet flat on the blanket. His calves and thighs formed two sides of a triangle under which Hannah had slid her drawn-up knees.

Winter stopped at the corner to let a car pass and stared back over her shoulder.

Hannah’s laughter rang through the park. Was this guy her boyfriend, and she was honestly enjoying herself? More likely, given their age difference, he was a client, maybe even someone she had never met before today. Sure, it seemed innocent enough—no wandering hands or anything like that—but the thought of cuddling up to a stranger made the hair on the back of Winter’s neck stand on end.

And Hannah was doing it in public, out in the open, for everyone to see, just across the street from where they lived! What if one of their tenants saw her with this man, then saw her again with another guy…or a woman…a few days later? Whatever conclusion they drew, she was certain it wouldn’t be the impression Winter wanted them to form about the co-owner of the building. It wasn’t professional and would likely cloud their opinion of her too.

This cuddling thing needed to stop.

As if sensing her presence, Hannah lifted her head off the man’s shoulder and looked in her direction.

Their gazes met—Hannah’s open and vulnerable, probably from creating a welcoming atmosphere for her client; Winter’s guarded and sharp.

Hannah flinched, but she didn’t avert her eyes.

For a moment, Winter felt weirdly vulnerable too, as if she had walked in on Hannah having sex. Oh, nonsense. If anyone should feel awkward, it’s her.

This was a public space, after all. Not the place where Winter wanted to have this standoff, especially not with Hannah’s client right there. She would wait for Hannah to return home before she confronted her. Abruptly, she turned and jogged across the street.

* * *

A weird tingle ran down Hannah’s back, and it had nothing to do with the light breeze stirring the leaves on the tree above them—or with Matthew.

She was seeing him for the first time today.

“Just curious to try it,” he had said when she had asked him what had made him reach out to a professional cuddler during their screening phone call. His casualness had felt forced, and she’d sensed that there was more he wasn’t saying.

That had put her on her guard, so she had suggested a public space for their first session, and he had readily agreed.

As it turned out, he was a sweet guy, trying hard to be charming and make her laugh.

It had taken him most of their session before he had relaxed and realized that he didn’t need to impress her or pretend he was doing this as a fun one-time thing, not something that he deeply craved. She had a feeling he was working up the courage to ask for what he really wanted. Her money was on getting to be the little spoon.

Many of her male clients eventually asked for it, and most loved it once they got over the notion that men were supposed to be the big spoon. How sad that society taught men they had to be the protectors and were rarely allowed to enjoy the safe feeling of being held.

It was always a wonderful moment when a client trusted her enough to make himself vulnerable by asking. But for Matthew, that wouldn’t be today.

And not while someone was watching them. Watching her.

When that feeling didn’t go away, she lifted her head and looked around.

A woman in a pair of black running pants and a gray T-shirt stood on the corner of the street, her body facing Hannah’s apartment building, but her head turned back to stare at her. It was Winter.

Usually, Hannah was bad with faces. When she saw a person she didn’t know very well in a different setting or wearing a different style of clothes, she often didn’t recognize them or was never quite sure if it was them or someone who looked similar. More than once, she had walked past a neighbor when she’d run into them across town.

But now there wasn’t a doubt in her mind. She would recognize Winter anywhere, not just because her silver hair or her piercing blue eyes made her stand out. Her energy was unmistakable.

So was the way she glared at Hannah. They hadn’t talked since their argument yesterday, and now their gazes crashed into each other like the swords of two battling knights.

The alarm on Hannah’s phone went off, its birdsong tones signaling that the session would soon come to a close. She looked away from Winter, reached over, and shut it off. “We have fifteen more minutes before our session is over.” She kept her voice gentle and calming despite the tension that had crept into her body at seeing Winter. “Is there anything else you’d like to try?”

“Can we go back to that position where you gave me a head rub?” Matthew asked.

Hannah smiled. “Of course. It’s called Lap of Luxury, by the way.” She sat up and slid back until she rested against the tree trunk, then helped him settle on his side, with his head on her lap. Once he shut his eyes, she allowed herself to peek at the street corner.

Winter was gone.

* * *

When Hannah unlocked the door, the apartment was quiet.

Phew. She hadn’t looked forward to yet another confrontation. After focusing intently on her client’s needs for the past hour, all she wanted was a bubble bath, some ice cream, and a good book—not necessarily in that order.

She made a beeline for the freezer to get the chocolate almond ice cream she had bought for emergencies.

Instead of her ice cream, she encountered something entirely different in the kitchen.

Winter leaned against the counter, her long, lean body arched back and her neck exposed as she tilted her head to drink from a water bottle. She was barefoot and freshly showered, with a white button-down shirt clinging to her still-damp skin and the first few buttons left casually open. Her hair, wet and combed back, emphasized her striking cheekbones and her piercing blue eyes.

Hannah swallowed. Water. She really needed some water too because her mouth was as dry as a bowl of flour. Oh, come on. She had cuddled with plenty of beautiful women and good-looking men and had never struggled to keep things platonic, so surely the sight of her roommate doing something as mundane as drinking water shouldn’t affect her.

Winter lowered the water bottle. Her gaze zeroed in on Hannah.

“Um, hi.” Hannah searched for something to say. “Good run?”

“We need to talk,” Winter said instead of an answer.

“Wow.” Hannah chuckled nervously. “Have you heard of small talk to ease into a difficult conversation?”

Winter shrugged. “Heard of it. But why waste my time?”

She hadn’t denied that they were about to have a difficult conversation. Sighing, Hannah entered the dining area, pulled out a chair from beneath the small table, and dropped onto it. “Okay. Then how about that coffee you promised me a few days ago?” Anything to give this a chance of turning into a calm chat instead of the same kind of confrontation they’d had yesterday.

“All right.” Instead of pressing a few buttons, as Hannah had expected, Winter started a complex ritual that included weighing the grounds on a digital scale, tamping them down until they were perfectly level, and running hot water into the mug to preheat it.

It seemed to take forever until the espresso flowed into the cup.

Hannah’s tension rose with every step. Maybe there was something to be said for jumping right in after all. She hoped that the obviously familiar ritual had at least relaxed Winter.

Finally, Winter poured the steamed milk into the double shot of espresso—not bothering with any fancy foam flowers or hearts—and slid the mug onto the table.

“Thank you.” Hannah clutched the mug with both hands.

Winter sat across from her. “I think you should take a break from cuddling while you live here,” she said before Hannah even had a chance to try the latte.

Hannah shoved the mug to the middle of the table. “It’s my job, Winter. I can’t just take a break from it for three months—unless I want to take a break from eating and paying the bills too.”

“I’ll pay you whatever you’d make—”

Heat shot up Hannah’s neck. “No, you won’t! It’s not only about money. I love my job, and I won’t abandon my clients at the drop of a hat just because you don’t like it.”

Winter folded her arms across her chest. “This isn’t only about me. What about our tenants? If they see you cuddling in the park with a different person every other day, they’ll jump to all kinds of conclusions.”

“No, they won’t.”

Winter gave her an incredulous shake of her head. “Are you really that naive? They’ll think you’re—”

“They know I’m a professional cuddler.”

“You told them?” Winter’s usually deep voice came out high-pitched and sharp. “Please tell me you didn’t hand out flyers! Unless you let me buy your half of the building, you’ll be their future landlady, for Christ’s sake! You can’t cuddle with them!”

“I won’t,” Hannah said. “Not that it’s up to you to decide who I can and cannot cuddle with.” She didn’t need Winter to point out that mixing these two roles wasn’t a good idea.

“Then why did you feel the need to tell them?” Winter asked.

“It’s one of the conditions of getting a home occupation permit.” Strictly speaking, she should have told Winter too, but she had chickened out—because she’d had a feeling Winter would react exactly the way she was acting now.

“And?” Winter waved at her to go on. “Don’t tell me they were all fine with it.”

“I got a raised eyebrow or two, but most thought it’s really cool. Mrs. Kline even joked she might come to one of the cuddle parties that I host every couple of months—although I’m not sure if it really was a joke,” Hannah answered. “You’re the only one who seems to have a major problem with it.”

“Yeah, because I’m the only one who has to share an apartment with you! I have some serious concerns about all these strangers coming into my home.”

“Our home,” Hannah said. “And if they were massage clients, would you have these concerns too?”

“It’s a moot point. They are not. It just weirds me out knowing you’re over there”—Winter stabbed her finger in the direction of the den—“doing whatever it is you’re doing with them.”

Beneath the table, Hannah curled her fingers into the fabric of her yoga pants. “You saw what I was doing in the park. Did that look unsafe or shady in any way?”

“Maybe not if he was your boyfriend. But he’s a stranger paying you, for fuck’s sake!” Winter’s elbows came down hard on the table, making the mug rattle. She leaned forward and leveled Hannah with a challenging stare. “And speaking of your boyfriend… How does he feel about you cuddling with all these strangers?”

All Hannah could do was stare with her mouth agape. “Seriously? You’re aware that this is the twenty-first century, aren’t you? Women are allowed to choose their own job, without needing permission from their significant other—not that I have one at the moment.”

“So the guy who helped you move in…?”

“Max? He’s my friend. Well, he’s my ex too, but even when we were together, he didn’t get a say. Not that he would have objected. He’s a professional cuddler himself. But even if he weren’t, it wouldn’t have mattered because it’s my choice. Mine!” Hannah tapped her chest with her fist. “Or would you let your girlfriend tell you that you can’t work in marketing?”

“Of course not. But that’s different.”

Hannah had known she would say that. “Oh? How so?”

“Because setting up Google AdWords campaigns for my clients doesn’t require me to—”

“To care about people?” Hannah shot back. “To form a connection with a fellow human being?”

The temperature in the dining area seemed to skyrocket as they glared at each other from across the table.

If Hannah had thought her words would hit Winter and make her think, she had been wrong. Winter continued to regard her with a stony expression that didn’t give away any emotion beyond annoyance. “Lie on top of my clients.” Winter’s frosty tone dropped the temperature to a subzero level. “My job doesn’t require any kind of body contact or physical intimacy.”

“I get that’s the kind of job you prefer and how you probably live your personal life too, but not everyone is like that. Most people need more than great marketing services. They need touch and human connection, even if it’s only for an hour. If you don’t want to cuddle…fine. But you can’t make that decision for me or for my clients.”

“Oh, yes, I can,” Winter replied. “At least when you’re cuddling in my apartment.”

“It’s our apartment; how often do I have to point that out? Besides, I was cuddling in the park, and you didn’t like that either.” Okay, this conversation was going nowhere. Hannah drew in a long breath, trying to calm down, but it wasn’t helping. Winter pressed all of her buttons, making her want to tear her own hair out in frustration…or to throttle Winter. “I get that you resent having strangers in your space and that you think your father devised this situation just to torture you, but you know what? All the things you keep accusing Jules of…basically him being a cold, controlling asshole… Well, think about what you are doing right now, trying to forbid me from doing my job. If that’s really how Jules was, maybe the apple didn’t fall far from the tree.”

With a gentleness that required all her self-control, she slid the chair back and got up. Ignoring Winter’s fiery gaze that seemed to sear into her back, she strode to her room and closed the door behind herself.

Crap. This was becoming a habit.

* * *

Sometime later, a familiar ringtone startled Hannah from her stewing.

Oh no! Valentina! She had messed up—big time! Heart pounding wildly, she wrenched the door open and rushed toward the ringing, which came from the dining area.

Her phone was where she’d left it—in her messenger bag, hanging from the back of the chair. She dove her hand into the bag, fumbled around until she found the phone, and swiped her finger across the screen just before the call could go to voice mail. “God, Valentina, I’m so, so sorry!”

“Are you okay?” Her friend sounded frantic.

“Yeah, I’m fine. I made it home safe and sound; I just forgot to text you.” She dropped onto the chair and slumped against its back. This situation with Winter was really throwing her off-balance. In her five years as a professional cuddler, she had never forgotten to check in with her safety buddy after a session.

“Jesus Cristo, Hannah! I nearly called the police when I didn’t hear from you!” Valentina exhaled shakily.

“I’m sorry,” Hannah said again. “I didn’t mean to worry you. I can’t believe I forgot to call or text.”

“You owe me a drink. Or ice cream.” Valentina’s old couch creaked as she dropped down on it.

“How about both? I could use a girls’ night out.”

“Tough session?” Valentina asked.

“No, it’s not that. The new client was great. He might even become a regular.”

Valentina made an oh-I-get-it-now sound. “Having trouble with the hot roommate? You’re not still arguing about the doormat, are you?”

“I wish.” That had been kind of fun in a strange way. Butting heads over something that was as important to her as her cuddling services, however, wasn’t. Hannah peered around.

Winter was gone. Not even the rapid-fire clickety-clack of her keyboard drifted through her office door. Only the untouched coffee mug that still sat in the middle of the table proved that their conversation had taken place.

Hannah lowered her voice anyway as she said, “Yesterday, I blurted out I’m a professional cuddler, and now she thinks she can tell me to stop seeing clients until the ninety-two days are up.”

A loud gasp reverberated through the phone. “I assume you ripped her a new one?”

“Kind of. I get that she’s concerned about having strangers in the apartment and me sharing something so intimate with them. Most people can’t imagine doing that. But she didn’t even give me a chance to explain my screening process or how professional cuddling really works.” Hannah reached for the abandoned latte and took a big sip.

It was still warm, and the velvety milk foam had only disintegrated a little. Oh yum. She swallowed and took a second sip. Winter might be the most frustrating roommate ever, but she made the best latte Hannah had tasted in years.

“Maybe you should invite her to a session so she can see for herself,” Valentina said.

Hannah put the mug down. “No. Winter leaks disapproval from every single pore. No client would be able to relax with her in the room.”

“Um, I didn’t mean inviting her to watch. I meant inviting her to be cuddled.”

“Oh.” Having Winter as a cuddle client… Hannah couldn’t imagine it, and for once, it had nothing to do with her aphantasia. “I think she’d rather move out and give up the inheritance than cuddle up to me.”

“Aww, you’re not that bad.” Valentina laughed. “But, of course, you can’t keep up with my superior cuddling skills.”

“Ha ha. If you think your skills are so superior, maybe you should be the one to introduce Winter to professional cuddling.”

A tapping sound reverberated through the phone as if Valentina was drumming her nails against it while she thought about Hannah’s suggestion. “Hmm, I don’t know. Would I really want to sign a contract that promises to keep things strictly platonic while having your hot ice queen of a roommate pressed against me?”

The doorbell saved Hannah from having to answer, which was a good thing because she had no idea what to say to that.

She held her breath and listened, but everything was quiet behind Winter’s office door. Either she had gone out, or she assumed it was another one of Hannah’s clients and was hiding out in her office or in the bedroom.

But Hannah knew it couldn’t be a cuddle client. While she had made an exception for Matthew because he was traveling for work during the week, she didn’t usually meet with clients on a Sunday.

The doorbell rang again—this time not once, but twice, followed by a sharp rap on the door. Clearly, their visitor was the impatient kind. One of her neighbors must have let them in.

“I have to go,” Hannah said into the phone. “Someone’s at the door. Sorry again for scaring you. Call me about doing something next weekend, okay?”

As soon as Valentina had said “tchau” and ended the call, Hannah put the phone on the table and went to the door. She opened it a few inches but left the security chain in place.

A stranger stood in front of her, the pointed toes of her expensive-looking pumps gracing the plain blue welcome mat. She peered at the greenery to the left and right of the door, then looked up and arched her perfectly shaped eyebrows. “Nice plants.”

Hannah wasn’t sure whether she meant the flamingo plants or the cacti—she and Winter had ended up compromising by using both. “Um, thanks.”

Something about the woman was familiar, but Hannah couldn’t place her. Had they met, and she had forgotten all about it? It wouldn’t be the first time that happened, yet something about the stranger made her think she would remember her.

The woman’s smooth skin was as perfect as her pencil skirt, silk blouse, and designer label blazer, all of which had probably been custom-made for her slim figure. Her chestnut-brown hair, tied back from her fair-skinned face, shone as if she’d just stepped out of a shampoo commercial.

The stranger let her gaze rove over Hannah in return, and she knew what she must look like in comparison, with her cuddling-tousled hair and yoga pants that had bunched up around the ankles and were a bit too snug around her sturdy thighs.

But the woman’s face gave nothing away as she leisurely trailed her gaze back up to Hannah’s eyes. “I’m Brooke Lambert. Is my sister here?”

Oh! Ooh! She was Winter’s sister! Other than their stature, amazing cheekbones, and the fact that neither seemed to understand the concept of dressing down on the weekend, the two didn’t appear to have much in common, not even their last name. Well, they both had an air of authority, which made Hannah slide back the security chain and let her in. “Hi. I’m Hannah. Hannah Martin. So nice to meet you. I’m not sure Winter is home. Let me check.”

Hannah walked down the hall. When she reached Winter’s office door, she glanced back.

Brooke had followed her. She paused behind Hannah and looked around as if she were a soldier on a fact-gathering mission in enemy territory. At the sight of Winter’s espresso machine, she let out a tsk of disapproval. “So,” she drawled, “how is life with my dear sister?”

What was she supposed to answer? She couldn’t quite figure Brooke out and had no idea what kind of relationship she had with her sister. No way did she want to get Winter in trouble by saying the wrong thing.

Brooke laughed throatily. “It’s going that well, huh?” She leaned close—so close that Hannah caught a whiff of her no doubt expensive perfume. “Maybe my father has you living with the wrong sister.”

Hannah noticed two things: First, Brooke had said “my father,” not “Julian,” making her wonder if she had been closer with Jules than Winter. And second, was she flirting?

Winter’s office door swung open, saving Hannah from having to answer. “Half sister.”

Oh! That explained the different last names. Brooke had Jules’s last name, but for some reason, Winter didn’t. Hannah wondered about the story behind that, especially since they were about the same age, yet had different mothers.

Winter ignored Hannah and glared at Brooke from under lowered brows. “What are you doing here?”

And Hannah had thought her family gatherings were interesting! She half-turned so she could glance back and forth between them.

Since Brooke was as tall as her sister—at least in her semi-high heels, they stood nearly nose to nose…or they would have if Hannah hadn’t been in the way. They both directed their intense stares at her.

“I’ll…um…” Hannah pointed vaguely down the hall, then slipped out from between them and hurried to her bedroom. When she reached it, she peered back.

Winter waved her half sister into the office with an imperious sweep of her hand.

Hannah stared after them. What wouldn’t she give to be a fly on the wall for the conversation about to happen next door!

* * *

Brooke looked around the office like a judge on an interior design show. Her perusal was short because Winter didn’t like distractions around her workspace, so there wasn’t much to see, other than two screens and her MacBook Pro on a laptop stand. Brooke smirked at the bare walls. “I like what you’ve done with the place.”

“Cut the bullshit, Brooke. You’re not here to see my office or to flirt with my roommate, are you?” The walls were thin, and Brooke hadn’t bothered lowering her voice, as if she knew it would annoy Winter if she tried out her boring lines on Hannah. Not that she cared who flirted with her temporary roommate or whom Hannah flirted with.

“Can’t I just be checking on my baby sister?”

“Stop calling me that. What do you want?”

Uninvited, Brooke made herself comfortable on the visitor’s chair, forcing Winter to round the desk and sit too, unless she wanted to awkwardly hover behind her.

“I was in the office, catching up on a few things, when I noticed the seven days I predicted you would last were up yesterday,” Brooke said. “So I thought I would see if you’re ready to throw in the towel.”

Truth be told, after her fight with Hannah earlier, Winter had come close to calling the lawyer and telling him she was moving out, even if it meant relinquishing her rights to the damn building. No matter how much she liked this apartment, was it really worth being miserable for three months? But two things had stopped her: Mr. Woodruff wasn’t likely to be in his office on a Sunday. More importantly, she didn’t want to give Brooke the satisfaction of having been right and inheriting her half.

“…or if you managed to make Ms. Martin run away screaming,” Brooke finished.

“I wish,” Winter muttered. Hannah wouldn’t give up and flee; she knew that about her already. “She’s not the screaming kind.”

Brooke let out a wolf whistle. “Ooh! So if you know such intimate things about your roommate, does that mean you two got…close?” She slid her fingers together in a gesture probably supposed to indicate two people having sex.

Too bad Winter didn’t keep any clutter on her desk. Having a paperweight to throw would have been nice right about now. “No. But I could, for about eighty bucks an hour.”

Brooke’s air of superiority wavered for a moment as she blinked rapidly. “What? No way! You mean, she’s…?”

“No!” Shit. Winter hadn’t meant to say that out loud. She raked her fingers through her hair. “She cuddles.”

“How nice for you. I didn’t take you for the snuggly type, though.”

“Not with me. She’s a professional cuddler.”

A few tiny lines formed on Brooke’s otherwise smooth brow. “You mean…like a massage with a happy ending?”

Had it sounded like such an asshole thing to say when she had asked the same? Winter growled. “Nothing like that. It’s all completely platonic.”

“Huh. Can she really make a living doing that?”

Winter shrugged. “Looks like it. Especially now that Julian tipped her with half of a multi-million-dollar building.”

“Wait.” Brooke put both hands on the desk, making Winter frown at the offending appendages. “You want me to believe our father paid a stranger to cuddle him and liked it so much, he basically put her in his will?”

Winter leaned back in her office chair and didn’t even try to hide her grin. It was nice to see Brooke thrown off-balance for a change. “Yep. According to Hannah, that’s the connection. She was his cuddle buddy.”

Brooke was silent for a while, as if she needed to digest the news. “Could she be lying?”

Tension crept back into Winter’s body. She firmly shook her head. “Why would she be lying? Even if she had a reason, Hannah is pretty smart. Don’t you think she would make up something more believable?”

“I don’t know. But I have a hard time imagining our father… What are they even doing during those sessions? Does she hug her clients for an hour?”

“No idea. It’s not like I booked a session. I’d rather drive toothpicks under my fingernails than cuddle with someone I barely know.”

A glint entered Brooke’s eyes. “Hmm. Maybe one of us should. Book a session, I mean. To see if her story checks out.”

Winter sent her a piercing glare over the top of her computer screen. “You’re not doing that.” Just because she could have happily murdered Hannah with her bare hands earlier didn’t mean she wanted Brooke playing with her. Despite her unexpected backbone, Hannah was a gentle soul. She wasn’t used to the Lambert games of manipulation.

Brooke examined her manicured fingernails. “Oh, I don’t know. I’ve been pretty tense lately.” She rolled her shoulders, then her neck. “Must be all the overtime I’ve been working. A nice little cuddle session sounds like a relaxing treat.”

Winter leaned across the desk. “I swear to God, if you so much as—”

“All right.” Brooke lifted both hands. “I won’t. You can do it.”

“What? No, I—”

“Ah, I see. You’re scared.”

Winter snorted. “Of what? Spooning?”

“Intimacy,” Brooke answered.

Winter gritted her teeth so hard that her jaw muscles hurt. “Last time I looked, you had an MBA, not a degree in psychology. I’m not scared of anything.”

“Well, then, what’s the problem?”

Winter coolly held her gaze. “Who says there’s a problem?”

“If there’s no problem, book a session. I dare you.” Brooke drew out the last three words.

They had never led to anything good, not when Brooke said them to her or vice versa. Julian had always pitted them against each other, probably believing a bit of healthy competition would spur them to work harder and achieve more in life. Instead, it had made both of them unable to back down from a challenge the other issued, even if it would have been the more reasonable thing to do.

Brooke had a scar on her knee from when they had tried to see who could skate down a hill faster, and Winter still couldn’t stand sushi after she had eaten a golf ball–sized piece of wasabi on a dare from Brooke as a kid. As adults, they had almost single-handedly helped an LGBT organization meet its fundraising goal because they had tried to outbid each other at an auction.

But not this time. This time, she would beat Brooke at her own game. “Oh, I will.”

Brooke got up and sauntered to the door. “Great.”

“I’ll book a cuddle session with Hannah,” Winter added as Brooke reached for the door handle, “if you hire an assistant.”

It had been a decade-long battle between Brooke and Julian and the one thing Brooke had never given in on. She had always insisted that she didn’t want or need a PA, VA, EA, or any other damn admin ending in an A.

Brooke turned as if in slow motion.

Ha! Winter flashed her a triumphant grin. Now she had her exactly where she wanted her—about to give up.

“Deal,” Brooke said calmly.

“I thought you would see it my w—” Then her brain caught up with what Brooke had just said. “What?”

“You’ll book a cuddle session; I’ll hire an assistant.”

“You…hiring an assistant? I’ll believe that when I see it!”

Brooke gave her a haughty look. “Oh, you will—as soon as you report back to say you’ve gone through with your part of the deal.” Without so much as a goodbye, Brooke walked out.

The sharp clicks of her heels echoed back to Winter, mingling with the sudden roar in her ears. Her head dropped back against the leather of her office chair. What the fuck just happened?


 

Chapter 10

Figures! Hannah rarely did outcalls. The majority of her sessions took place in her apartment, but today, she had gone to a client’s house. Of course, that had to be the day a power outage interrupted her ride on the MAX line. She had gotten home half an hour later than expected.

With a fleeting “hi,” she rushed past Winter, who was in the open kitchen, tossing a salad, and pulled off her jacket on the way to the bathroom. A glance at her watch confirmed that she should have enough time for a super quick shower. She always took one before a client arrived, making sure she smelled nice without having to put on perfume.

The doorbell rang just as she was toweling off.

It couldn’t already be Summer, the first of Dawn’s patients she had agreed to see, could it? She still had fifteen minutes before their session, and the Snuggle Experts website advised first-timers not to arrive early because their cuddler might still be with another client.

Footsteps headed down the hall. Was Winter expecting a client too?

While Hannah hastily struggled into her bra and panties, she strained to hear what was going on outside.

Voices drifted through the bathroom door. Winter’s low, slightly husky tone was unmistakable. If the other person answered, she couldn’t make out the voice, because it was too soft.

Crap, was it Summer after all? When they had chatted on Skype a few days ago, she had talked so quietly that Hannah had turned the volume all the way up to hear her.

Hannah practically jumped into her pair of lounge pants and yanked the T-shirt down over her head. Even though she had gotten out of the shower only a moment ago, sweat broke out along her back at the thought of leaving her client alone with Winter for even a minute. Would Winter use the opportunity to scare off one of her clients? God, she would murder her if she was a cold, unwelcoming ass to Summer. Please, please, please. Not with this client. Summer had mustered all her courage to come here and get physically close to another person for the first time after being raped. If Winter sent her one of her icy glares, she might never return.

Hannah wrenched the door open and rushed down the hall with bare feet. At the last second, she slowed so she wouldn’t be the one to scare Summer.

She needn’t have worried. The hall was empty anyway.

Hannah bunched her hands into fists. Had Winter’s prickly demeanor made Summer retreat?

Then soft laughter drifted over from the living room.

Was that…? That couldn’t be. Winter didn’t laugh like that…did she? And Summer was probably too tense, even if she was still here.

Carefully, Hannah walked closer and peeked into the living room.

The first thing she saw was Winter—perched on one corner of the couch, her back ramrod straight.

Summer sat on the other end of the sofa, both hands wrapped so firmly around a glass of water that her fingers were turning white.

Just as Hannah wanted to rush in and rescue her from Winter, Summer let go of the glass with one hand, pressed her palm to her mouth, and burst out laughing. “Really?”

Winter nodded. Her expression was serious, but her eyes twinkled. For once, her light-blue irises didn’t look so frosty. Then she glanced up and saw Hannah, and her gaze became guarded once again. “There she is now,” she said to Summer.

Hannah marveled at how gentle her voice sounded—far gentler than she had ever heard it before. She couldn’t help staring at Winter. This nice side of her was new and intriguing. Hey, she’s not the client here! Focus on Summer! With some effort, she turned away from Winter. “Hi, Summer. Nice to meet you in person.” Normally, she offered clients a hug, but she had a feeling it would be better to start slow, so she held out her hand instead.

Quickly, Summer put the still-full water glass on the coffee table and got up. She wiped her hand on her jeans before she shook Hannah’s. “Hi. I’m so sorry I’m early. I know the instructions in the email I got said not to show up before my scheduled time, but I was too nervous to wait outside.”

“That’s okay. I’m really glad you came.”

They nodded at each other.

Hannah gestured at the backpack Summer had slung over one shoulder. “I see you brought comfy clothes to change into. Our cuddle haven is right here.” She pushed the sliding door open so Summer could see the den. “Why don’t you get changed? Take your time, and feel free to look around to get comfortable with the space. Just let me know when you’re ready for me to come in.”

Once Summer had stepped inside and pulled the door closed behind her, Hannah turned toward Winter, who jumped up from the couch.

“I’ll, um, give you some privacy.” Winter walked past the sliding door without peering at it, even though Hannah had a bamboo screen in one corner, so she wouldn’t have been able to catch even a glimpse of Summer’s shadow through the milk glass while she changed.

Who would have thought her my-way-or-the-highway roommate could be so considerate? Certainly not Hannah! She gently touched Winter’s arm as she walked past her. “Thank you,” she said, meaning much more than just Winter giving them space.

Winter glanced at the hand on her arm, then gave her a stern nod and strode out.

Hannah stared after her. Mind on your client! she finally told herself. She could try to figure out Winter Sullivan later—although she had a feeling that would take much longer than the remaining eighty-four days.

* * *

Even though Winter had been craving another coffee for the past half hour, she stayed in her office until she was sure Hannah’s client was gone.

As she preheated the portafilter by running hot water through it, Hannah trudged over and made a beeline for the fridge.

Whatever had happened in the den, it had left Hannah looking pale and exhausted, as if the session had sucked all of the energy out of her.

Winter hesitated. She regarded the last of her expensive organic Black Cat Espresso beans. Finally, she gave herself a mental kick. “Want one? A coffee,” she quickly added so Hannah couldn’t mistake it for an offer of a hug again.

“No, thanks. I need something stronger.”

Stronger? Winter arched her eyebrows. She hadn’t even known Hannah kept hard liquor in the fridge.

Instead, Hannah pulled a tub of coffee ice cream from the freezer and set it onto the table.

Ah. That was something stronger in Hannah’s book? Winter smirked. What did Hannah do when she went on a bender—add whipped cream and sprinkles?

Hannah’s arm brushed Winter’s hip as she pulled open the drawer next to her and took out a spoon.

Winter’s skin heated even through the fabric of her pants. She inched to the side, away from the casual touch, and pushed in the portafilter.

The machine started grinding just as Hannah said something. Instead of shouting to make herself heard, Hannah sank onto a chair and waited. When the noise finally stopped, she repeated, “Thank you.”

Winter paused with the tamper in hand and glanced over. “What for?”

“For not scaring Summer off. For asking her in and offering her a glass of water and…well, being nice to her.”

Was that really how Hannah saw her? As a person who needed to be thanked for not kicking someone who was obviously already down?

So what if that was what Hannah thought? She didn’t care. Shouldn’t care. Winter rammed the tamper onto the coffee grounds, then plonked the portafilter down on the counter. Dammit, she did care. She whirled around to glare at her. “Of course I was nice! Summer was so nervous, she was shaking. Did you really expect me to be an ass to her? I’m not Julian, okay?”

Hannah lowered her spoonful of ice cream. “No, I… That’s not… I didn’t think that, but…” She drew in an audible breath, then blew it back out. “Okay, maybe I did. You didn’t exactly give me a reason to think you would be welcoming to any of my cuddle clients. You made it pretty clear you don’t want them in the apartment.”

“I don’t,” Winter said. After a beat, she added, “But Summer…” The young woman’s pale face flashed before her mind’s eye. She had seemed so fragile, as if the wrong word or move would make her shatter. The kind of gentle TLC Hannah offered might be exactly what Summer needed. “I don’t know her story, but she seemed to need you.”

“They all do, Winter. Not everyone needs me for the same reason, but I’d like to think I’m making a difference for all of my clients.” Hannah looked into her eyes, and a strange mix of softness and steel mingled in her expression.

“Your ice cream is melting,” Winter said so she wouldn’t be the one to avert her gaze first.

A hint of a smile dimpled Hannah’s cheeks, as if she knew exactly what Winter was doing, but she did direct her attention to the carton. She swirled the spoon through the ice cream, then shoveled a big chunk into her mouth straight from the tub. Her lips closed around the spoon with a soft sigh, and her eyes drifted shut. Slowly, eyes still closed, she slid out the spoon. A wayward dot of ice cream remained behind on her bottom lip, and she swept her tongue over it, licking it off.

Heat rose up under the collar of Winter’s shirt. Jesus. Maybe they needed a list of things Hannah wasn’t allowed to do while they had to share an apartment. She was still struggling with the decision of whether cuddling with strangers should be on that list; however, eating ice cream so seductively made the top three.

Well, at least now she knew she wasn’t ogling her half sister. But Hannah was still off-limits, no matter how damn sexy she looked eating ice cream. For sure she was the type who preferred for her love life to include all the Cs: cuddles, conversations, closeness, commitment, caring. The only Cs Winter wanted from her relationships, if you could call them that, were coitus, climaxes, control, casual company, and convenience.

Hannah glanced up from her treat. “Want some?” She pushed the tub of ice cream to the middle of the table, closer to Winter.

“No, thanks.” Winter whirled back around, locked the portafilter into place, and stabbed the button for a double espresso. “What happened to her?” she asked while her back was turned. Damn. She hadn’t meant to ask that, even though she, admittedly, was curious. But now that she had blurted it out, she might as well go with it and find out. “To Summer. Why was she so scared?”

“I’m sorry, Winter, but I can’t tell you that. She’s a client and deserves to have her privacy protected.”

That wasn’t a satisfactory answer, even if Winter respected her for protecting Summer. “I just don’t get it. Why would she book a cuddle session when it’s not something she wants to do?”

Hannah tilted her head. “What makes you think she didn’t want it?”

“Come on! The idea clearly scared the hell out of her!”

“I’m not talking about Summer specifically here, but…haven’t you ever wanted something even though it scared you half to death?”

Winter turned, lifted the mug off the scale, and swirled around the crema while she thought about it. She had wanted plenty of things in her life—getting a marketing degree, paying for college without accepting a cent of Julian’s money, establishing herself as the go-to consultant for tech startups in the Northwest. None of it had scared her. She had set her goals, then taken action to achieve them. It was as simple as that. “No.”

“Too bad,” Hannah said. “The things that scare us most are often the things we most need. Maybe you haven’t—”

“What about you?” Winter asked to stop her from digging deeper into her personal life. “Have you ever wanted something that scared you to death?”

Hannah laughed. “All the time. Deciding to let most of my massage therapy clients go so I could be a professional cuddler scared the heck out of me. But it was important to me, so I did it anyway.” She slid another spoonful of ice cream into her mouth and held Winter’s gaze while she swallowed. “I won’t let you scare me into giving it up either. I’d love to have your approval, but I don’t need your permission to keep seeing my clients.”

They were at a crossroads. Winter could refuse to give her approval and make things as difficult as possible for Hannah. But what would that achieve, other than making clients like Summer uncomfortable? She wasn’t a monster. Maybe there really were people who could benefit from the cuddling services Hannah offered.

She shrugged and downed the double espresso like a shot of tequila. “Do whatever you want. I have more important things to do than keep having fruitless discussions with you.”

A slow smile spread over Hannah’s face. “Does that mean I have your approval?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“Your non-disapproval, then?” Hannah’s smile broadened into a grin.

Winter fought to keep her own lips from curving up into an answering smile. “Whatever.” She turned away and started cleaning the portafilter to signal the end of the conversation.

Hannah kept sitting at the table, the silence between them interrupted only by her occasional appreciative hums and moans as she devoured her ice cream.

Finally, Winter placed her mug in the dishwasher and turned to head back to her office.

“Winter, wait.” Hannah placed the lid back on the container. “There’s one last thing I’d like to know.”

Winter stiffened but waved at her to go on.

“What did you say to Summer earlier to make her laugh?”

Summer had introduced herself and then commented on the fact that they both had season-inspired first names, so Winter had told her the story of how she had gotten her name. No way would she tell Hannah, though. It would instantly trigger more questions about her family history. “Sorry. Can’t tell you,” Winter said with a serious expression. “The privacy of cuddle clients has to be protected and all that.”

“But…but…she’s not your client!”

Winter marched to her office and, when Hannah could no longer see her face, finally allowed herself to smile.


 

Chapter 11

Winter’s phone rang for the third time in the past hour. She saved the e-campaign she was working on and glanced at the caller ID.

It was Brooke.

No surprise there. She had called and emailed Winter at least a dozen times since the damn dare four days ago.

Winter swiped her finger across the screen with a motion as if she were slitting Brooke’s throat. “Jesus, Brooke. Would you stop calling me? I’m working!”

“I wouldn’t have to keep calling if you had just forwarded me the confirmation email.”

“What confirmation email?”

“The one confirming you’ve booked a cuddle session,” Brooke said. “Or are you backing out of the dare and admitting defeat?”

The dare was the most absurd thing since the invention of toilet golf and inflatable dartboards. But backing down wasn’t an option. “I’m not admitting anything. How about you? You haven’t emailed me your new assistant’s résumé either. Admit it—you’re calling because you hope I’m wussing out so you don’t have to go through with it.”

“Ha! Projecting much?”

“Me?” Winter forced out a sarcastic laugh. Truth be told, she had secretly hoped Brooke would back out so she didn’t have to book a cuddle session, but she would never admit that. “Nah, just trying to be considerate. After all, my part of the dare will be done within sixty minutes, while you might be stuck with your new assistant for years.”

Brooke was silent for a while.

Had she dropped her phone or frozen in horror at the thought of having to work with an assistant for that long? Winter grinned into the phone.

“Not necessarily,” Brooke finally said. “The one and only assistant I ever had quit on the second day. If I’m lu… I mean, unfortunately, I can’t rule out that something like that might happen again.”

“Oh, no. If I have to make it through the entire cuddle session, you have to work with that poor soul for at least…let’s say…ninety-two days.”

“Ninety-two days?” Brooke sounded as if she had just received a lifelong prison sentence. “How does that compare to a mere hour of cuddling?”

“Scared you won’t make it that long?” Winter asked.

“Of course not,” Brooke answered haughtily.

“Then what’s the problem? If I can live with Hannah for ninety-two days, you can work with an assistant for that long. At least you won’t have to share a bathroom with them.”

Brooke’s long exhalation filtered through the phone. “All right,” she finally said. “I’ll do it. I’ll hire someone as soon as you’ve booked your session.”

“Why do I have to go first?”

“Because finding an assistant who’s halfway competent takes time,” Brooke said in a patronizing tone as if explaining the obvious to a three-year-old. “You already know the cuddler you want to book, so go ahead and do it.”

“How do I know you’ll hold up your end of the deal and not just conveniently forget about hiring an assistant?” Once, in a weak moment, she had trusted Brooke…and had been badly burned.

“Oh, come on,” Brooke said. “When have you ever known me to go back on my word?”

Winter snorted. “When you promised you wouldn’t tell Julian about the apartment building I was interested in.”

“I didn’t!” Brooke lost her cool and was shouting now. “How often do I have to tell you it wasn’t me?”

“Right,” Winter drawled. “It must have been me, then, because the two of us were the only ones who knew I wanted to buy the building, other than my real estate agent, who didn’t even know Julian.”

“Fine, then don’t believe me. I don’t care. Now quit stalling and book that cuddle session, or I will.” Brooke ended the call without a goodbye.

Shit. Knowing Brooke, she would book a session, just to mess with her. The thought of her half sister cuddling up to Hannah, wrapping an arm around her, and putting her head on Hannah’s full breasts made Winter’s insides churn.

It wasn’t jealousy or anything like that. Knowing Hannah had cuddled with Julian was already weird enough. Besides, Brooke was a chip off the old block, and Winter didn’t want to subject Hannah to cuddling with such an inconsiderate asshole, even if it meant booking a session herself.

On Monday, when Summer had shown up at their door, the young woman had held out Hannah’s business card like an admission ticket, and Winter had caught a glimpse of the URL.

Now she typed it into her browser.

The Snuggle Experts website came up, and Winter clicked on the find a professional cuddler tab, then chose her city from a drop-down menu.

Apparently, Portland had six professional cuddlers. Each one was listed with a short intro and a photo. Winter recognized three of Hannah’s friends who had helped her move in. So they were all professional cuddlers? That explained why they were all so damn touchy-feely.

At the bottom of the page, Hannah smiled at her from the screen. The person who had taken the picture must have been related to her because they had the same horrible photography skills. Someone should really tell the Martins that fluorescent light from above wasn’t flattering. Still, Hannah’s smile was warm and her posture open and welcoming.

Winter clicked a link to view her profile. The heading said Hannah, certified cuddler, without mentioning her last name. As she scrolled down the blocks of text, she couldn’t help taking out a mental red pen and critiquing what was wrong with the page from a marketing point of view. It had too much information, which could be overwhelming to potential clients and made the call to action harder to find.

You’re stalling. She’s not your client; you’ll be hers.

Her chest tightened at the thought. Was she really doing this? Booking a cuddler…and not just any cuddler. She would be snuggling up to Hannah. For a moment, she considered going back to the main page and choosing another cuddle pro. Cuddling with a complete stranger seemed to be easier because it was anonymous. Whatever happened during that hour, she wouldn’t have to see the person ever again. No expectations, no complications. Kind of like a one-night stand, only without the sex.

Hmm. Was that why Hannah’s clients paid to snuggle her rather than asking someone they knew to cuddle them?

Unfortunately, hiring someone else wasn’t an option for her. Brooke expected her to book a session with Hannah and would probably make her go through the entire ordeal a second time if she found out Winter had cuddled with someone else.

Sighing, she scrolled down until she found the request a cuddle session link.

A form popped up. The first few fields were easy to fill out—her name, email, and the session length she wanted. Winter quickly chose the minimum, sixty minutes.

The next question made her bark out a humorless laugh. Where would you like the cuddle session to take place? Would you like your cuddler to come to your home or prefer to snuggle at the cuddler’s location?

The your-place-or-mine question wasn’t necessary in this case. She typed in Her place. No way would she invite Hannah into her bedroom. The den would have to do.

She scrolled down to the next question. What is it you’re looking for from this experience?

Winter drummed her fingers on the side of the keyboard. What could she write, other than Getting it over with so I don’t look like a chickenshit in front of my half sister? Should she type in a few of the keywords from Hannah’s profile, such as experiencing nourishing touch? But the company would probably email Hannah the information from the form, and she would instantly know it was complete bullshit.

Finally, she typed, Experiencing a professional cuddle session and left it at that.

The last field of the form was a checkbox, where she was supposed to confirm she had read the code of conduct.

There was a code of conduct for cuddling? Winter clicked on the link and scanned a page full of rules that basically said:

No pursuing sexual arousal.

No touching in bathing suit areas.

No touching without asking for consent first.

No undressing or reaching under clothes.

No kissing.

No showing up without attending to personal hygiene.

No alcohol or drugs.

Winter nodded at each one. Check, check, check, check, check, and check. Just the last one was a bummer. She could have used a stiff drink or two beforehand to make it through the session.

She clicked the checkbox to confirm she had read the rules, then chose cash as a payment option. With the cursor hovering over the send form button, she hesitated. Come on. You’ve held a woman before. Granted, not for an hour and never someone like Hannah, but how hard could it be? It was just spooning, and she was the client, so she would have full control.

One final deep breath and she gave the left mouse button a firm tap.

A window popped up. It said: Thank you for completing your cuddle request form. Your professional cuddler will contact you to schedule a short complimentary phone or video conversation to make sure you are a good fit for each other.

Oh. There would be a pre-cuddle call? Was it meant to screen clients to make sure no creeps showed up on the cuddler’s doorstep?

Well, since she and Hannah already knew each other, they could skip that part of the process and go right to the cuddle session.

Winter slapped her forehead. Kill me now.

* * *

Hannah chuckled to herself as she slid a pair of black jeans up her legs and over her hips. After wearing mostly yoga pants and pajamas all week, putting on real pants felt like dressing up for a special occasion, even though she was only going to the pub with her friends.

She hadn’t brought over all of her clothes yet, but at least that also meant it didn’t take her forever to pick what she would be wearing. A white shirt was definitely out since it would take her all of ten seconds to get stains from the bar food on it. Something green peeked out from a stack of T-shirts—perfect for an evening in an Irish pub. She pulled out the boatneck top with three-quarter sleeves and slipped it over her head.

Once she was dressed, she still had fifteen minutes to kill until Valentina, Tammy, and Max would pick her up, so she perched on her bed and checked the in-box on her phone.

She had three new emails, one of them from her mom. The subject line said Video of the day. It was guaranteed to contain a link to a video of a rooster crowing until he passed out or something like that. Her mother always shared her hilarious little finds with Hannah and her siblings. She would watch it later.

For now, the other two emails had caught her attention. They were from Snuggle Experts, sending her the information from two potential new clients who had filled out the form on the company’s website.

Finally! These were the first new clients she had gotten all week. Professional cuddling was still a relatively young industry, so it wasn’t easy to make a living from it, especially since Snuggle Experts got a cut from every session.

She opened the first email and scrolled down to read the answer to the form’s last question, which revealed whether her services were really what the client was looking for. Ugh. That didn’t sound promising. He had answered the question about his expectations by asking if she could wear a bikini for their session.

Yeah, no. Requests like that were usually a red flag indicating that the client was hoping for something sexual and wouldn’t be happy with her strictly platonic service.

She would answer him tomorrow, making it clear what she was and wasn’t offering, and that would probably be the end of it.

Sighing, she opened the second email and again jumped right down to the last question.

Experiencing a professional cuddle session, the client had answered.

Okay, that told her a whole lot of nothing. She scrolled up to the person’s name. Maybe she would recognize it from one of the cuddle parties she had hosted.

Winter Sullivan? What the fuck?

That couldn’t be a coincidence. Could there be more than one Winter Sullivan in the Portland area? Surely not.

Her body heated to a boil. Fingers clenched around the phone, she jumped up and marched down the hall to Winter’s office. A rapid tap with her fist, then she entered without waiting for a “come in,” not caring if Winter was on a call.

She wasn’t. The office was empty.

Hannah whirled around and stomped to Winter’s bedroom, the only other place Winter could be if she was home. She repeated the sharp rap on the door, then threw it open.

Aha! There she was!

And she was naked. Okay, half-naked.

A pair of black slacks sat low on Winter’s slim hips. The thin, black leather belt threaded through its loops dangled open, and she wasn’t wearing a shirt—or a bra. Her fair skin glowed under the bedroom lights. Hannah’s gaze trailed up Winter’s flat belly until it reached the towel hanging around her bare shoulders, catching drops of water dripping down from her wet hair. It was a fairly small towel; its ends barely covered Winter’s nipples, exposing the lower curve of her small breasts.

A new wave of heat swept through Hannah’s body, and this time, it had nothing to do with anger. For a moment, she even forgot what she’d been angry about.

Then Winter crossed her arms over her bare breasts—more in an indignant pose than trying to cover herself—and glared at her. “Seen enough, or would you like to take a picture?”

“W-what? No, I-I…” Crap, she was staring! Belatedly, Hannah whirled around and covered her eyes with her forearm. Her cheeks burned.

The sound of bare feet on the hardwood floor drifted across the room, heading toward the dresser, which was right next to the door, where Hannah stood frozen. A drawer slammed shut. With a plop, something—probably the towel—landed on the floor.

Hannah swallowed. Was her inability to form mental images a blessing or a curse right now?

“Why the hell did you burst into my room as if the building is on fire?” Winter’s frosty voice came from only a few feet away.

“Um, I was…” What had she been doing? Oh, yeah. The email. Hannah risked a peek over her shoulder to see if Winter was now fully dressed. She wanted to discuss this face-to-face.

Winter had put on a white T-shirt and stood with her hands on her hips, which stretched the cotton over her breasts.

Hannah gritted her teeth. She would not, under any circumstances, let the fact that Winter wasn’t wearing a bra distract her from this conversation! She whirled around to fully face her. “You booked a cuddle session.”

“Yes, I did.” Winter’s voice was cool and impassive. She wasn’t even trying to deny or explain it!

“If this is supposed to be a prank, I don’t find it funny at all. My job is not a joke!” With every word, her self-righteous anger grew until it had replaced that awestruck feeling.

“Does this look like I’m laughing?” Winter pointed at her unsmiling face, her lips compressed into a tight line.

“Then what the hell are you doing?”

Winter shifted her weight on her bare feet. “Can’t I just book a session to see for myself what exactly it is you’re doing?”

“You don’t see me going to your website to book a marketing consultation with you!”

“Maybe you should,” Winter muttered.

A bright-red ball of anger simmered inside of her. “Whoa! What’s that supposed to mean?”

Winter sighed. “Look. I’m not trying to prank you or poke fun at your job. I’m merely trying to book a cuddle session, same as all of your clients.”

“Yeah, but my other clients didn’t give me shit about what I do for a living! You seriously want me to believe that you’d like to cuddle with me after all that?”

The white cotton stretched again as Winter shrugged. “You were the one who said people change.”

“And you were the one who insisted they don’t.”

They stared at each other in a silent standoff, and Hannah wondered how much of the remaining seventy-nine days they would spend doing that. It might add up to a couple of hours by the time they had fulfilled the conditions of the trust.

The doorbell made Hannah jump. She tore her gaze away from Winter’s frosty blue eyes. It was probably her friends, coming to pick her up. “I have to go. But don’t think we are finished with this discussion!” She strode out without giving Winter a chance to have the last word.

* * *

As it turned out, a pint of Guinness had a soothing effect on Hannah. She took another sip, then dipped a piece of her beer-battered fish into the tartar sauce and popped it into her mouth. While she chewed the crispy morsel, she went back over the conversation with Winter for the fifteenth time.

She now believed Winter had told her the truth when she’d insisted it wasn’t a prank. Her usually ultra-serious roommate wasn’t the type for silly jokes like that. But if it wasn’t a prank, why had Winter booked a session? Had something changed for Winter, as she had indicated? After giving Hannah her approval or at least her non-disapproval, had she reverted back to being skeptical about professional cuddling and wanted to check it out herself to make sure nothing shady was going on in the den?

Hannah’s stomach churned, and she wasn’t sure if it was the fish and chips or that she felt bad for questioning Winter’s motivation. Maybe she was doing Winter an injustice, and her temporary roommate really was ready to experience the power of platonic touch.

Valentina slid closer to her in the booth and bumped her with an elbow. “Hey, what’s up with you?”

“Nothing,” Hannah said because she didn’t want to spoil the relaxed atmosphere. “I’m fine.”

“No, you’re not. You’ve been so distracted all evening that you didn’t even notice the wannabe Irish waitress is wearing a kilt.”

The waitress was wearing a kilt? Hannah looked around but couldn’t spot her. “Aren’t kilts a Scottish thing?”

“Never mind the kilt.” Valentina stole a fry from Hannah’s plate and waved it around impatiently. “Tell me what’s going on with you.”

Max and Tammy leaned forward on the other side of the table so they wouldn’t miss anything over the background noise of music, conversations, and a soccer game on TV.

Hannah took her time wiping her hands on a paper napkin, one finger at a time. “Winter wants to cuddle with me.” Her heart thumped against her ribs. Somehow, that sounded different…more intimate than how she had phrased it so far. “I mean, she booked a session through the website.”

“Winter?” Max spluttered beer down his chin. “You mean Queen Frostbite, sovereign ruler of prickly plants and abrasive doormats?”

Hannah didn’t laugh. The momentary impulse to defend Winter surprised her, but she smothered it. “The one and only.”

“I thought she wasn’t a fan of professional cuddling?” Tammy asked. “Last thing I heard, she all but banned you from working as a cuddler while you’re sharing an apartment.”

“She changed her mind when she met one of my clients.”

“Then what’s the problem?” Valentina asked. “If she has a more positive attitude toward cuddling and is even willing to try it, that’s great, right? That’s exactly what we were talking about a while ago. Why are you so upset about it?”

The faux leather of the booth squeaked as Hannah squirmed. “I’m not upset. I just—”

“Ooh! I get it now.” Valentina elbowed her teasingly. “You don’t want to sign the contract that says you’ll have to keep your hands off that hot roomie of yours!”

“No! That’s not it. Not at all.” So what if the sight of Winter’s half-naked body had momentarily derailed her train of thought? That didn’t mean she wanted to touch that smooth skin or kiss that flat belly. Absolutely not.

“What is it, then?” Tammy nudged her plate of Scotch eggs across the table as if to bribe her into talking.

Hannah picked up one half of an egg and dipped it into the Guinness mustard, then took a bite. The crispy deep-fried bread crumbs provided an interesting contrast to the sausage meat and hard-boiled egg that formed the inner layers. She chewed slowly while she thought about how to explain. “Winter never left any doubt that she would rather stick her hand down the garbage disposal than cuddle. I can’t help wondering what’s behind that sudden change of heart.”

Tammy pulled the plate back to her side of the table. “Have you asked her?”

“Yeah. She said she wants to see for herself what exactly it is I’m doing in the den.”

Valentina swallowed her last forkful of bangers and mash. “And maybe that’s really all she wants. Why not take her at face value until proven otherwise? It’s what you do for your other clients.”

Unease still clung to Hannah like a burr she couldn’t shake. Winter and she had finally achieved a fragile peace. Cuddling with her could endanger that. But Valentina was right. Maybe she should give Winter the benefit of the doubt. If all went well, Winter’s hesitant non-disapproval might turn into enthusiastic approval for the services she offered.

She also couldn’t help thinking that Winter had to be starved for touch. As far as Hannah knew, Brooke had been Winter’s only visitor since they had moved into the apartment two weeks ago, and from what she had seen of their interaction, she doubted Winter had gotten even the world’s shortest hug from her half sister.

Maybe it would turn out she resembled her father in this regard too and would learn to enjoy cuddling.

Right. And maybe I’ll win the lottery.

But then again, she kind of had won the lottery when she had inherited half of a multi-million-dollar building, hadn’t she?

She nodded at her friends, who were all watching her expectantly. “You’re right. I’ll let her book a session.”

Valentina raised her arms over her head in a one-person wave, which Max and Tammy immediately picked up. “Maravilha! Let’s celebrate with a round of Irish Mules!”

“You just want to watch someone from the bar staff climb up that library-style ladder to reach the whiskey on the top shelf—especially if they are wearing a kilt.” Tammy pointed to the mirrored shelf behind the bar, stocked with bottles of liquor from the floor to the high ceiling. “Sorry to disappoint you, but I don’t think they use the top-shelf stuff for the Irish Mules.”

Valentina flashed an unrepentant grin. “Well, a girl can dream. I’ve always wanted to know what’s worn under a kilt.”

Hannah did her best to laugh along with her friends, but her thoughts were already back at the apartment. Holy hell. She would be cuddling with Winter!

* * *

For once, Winter had gone to bed early, but sleep had stubbornly refused to come. She had tossed and turned for an hour while bits of her earlier conversation with Hannah flashed through her mind…if you could even call it a conversation.

It had been more like a shouting match, interspersed with lots of glaring and staring.

Her skin still tingled any time she thought about the way Hannah’s gaze had slid up her bare belly and lingered on her breasts before she had whirled around with flushed cheeks. She hadn’t just imagined that, had she?

That train of thought wasn’t conducive to sleep. Now she was wide-awake, even though it was nearly midnight. Grumbling, she tossed off the covers and climbed out of bed. Maybe a glass of water would help. She padded across the hall to the kitchen. By now, she was familiar with the layout of the apartment, so she didn’t bother to turn on the light, knowing it would wake her up even further.

The faint glow of a streetlamp outside was enough for her to open the cabinet, find a glass, and fill it from the tap. She took her time as she leaned against the counter and sipped cold water.

Just as she put her empty glass into the dishwasher and was about to head back to bed, a key jangled in the lock, and the front door opened. Footsteps came down the hall, but no light flared on—after their earlier fight, Hannah probably wanted to escape to her room without running into Winter or disturbing her sleep. Hannah’s shadowy form rounded the corner and headed toward her bedroom, which faced the open kitchen.

Should she let Hannah sneak into her room without saying anything? Winter considered it for a moment, but if Hannah looked to the left and made her out in the nearly dark kitchen, she would give her a heart attack. The light switch was several steps away, so Winter loudly cleared her throat. “Hey.”

Something—maybe Hannah’s messenger bag—crashed to the floor. “Winter! You scared the crap out of me!” She blew out a shaky breath and took a moment to pick up her bag and compose herself before she came closer. “What on earth are you doing lurking in the dark?”

“Just getting a glass of water,” Winter said.

She expected the light to flare on any moment, but Hannah hesitated with her hand over the light switch and then peered at Winter as if trying to make out the details of her form in the faint light of the streetlamp outside.

“Are you trying to find out if I’m fully dressed before you turn on the light?” Winter couldn’t keep the amusement from her tone. Hannah might be frustrating in so many ways, but she was also pretty damn cute.

“No, of course not,” Hannah said a little too fast. Then she added, “Are you?”

Winter walked over and reached out to flip the light switch. Her hand brushed Hannah’s. She quickly pulled back but could still feel that accidental touch long after it ended.

When the light flared on, they stood only inches apart.

As soon as her eyes had adjusted to the brightness, Winter’s gaze roamed over Hannah. She hadn’t paid much attention to what she was wearing during their earlier confrontation, but now she couldn’t help noticing how different Hannah looked compared to her usual loungewear style. For once, Winter was the one in pajama bottoms and a casual T-shirt, while Hannah was wearing a pair of black jeans that clung to her curves and a top with shoulder buttons that drew Winter’s attention.

It’s just jeans. Christ. Get yourself together.

“What?” Hannah glanced down at her top. “Did I manage to get tartar sauce all over myself?”

“You’re fine,” Winter said gruffly. “I’m just not used to seeing you in anything other than your cuddle outfits.”

“Ah.” Hannah trailed her hands down the denim covering her thighs. It was a self-conscious gesture, but somehow, it was much too sexy for Winter’s liking.

Silence stretched between them for a few heartbeats.

“Um, listen,” Hannah finally said. “I’ve been thinking. Do you still want to cuddle with me?”

The glass of water suddenly sat like a bucket of motor oil in Winter’s stomach. Truthfully, if she had met her in a bar, she wouldn’t have minded exploring that lush body for an hour, but that wasn’t what Hannah was offering. The only part of her body Hannah would make wet were her palms—they were damp right now, just at the thought of letting Hannah spoon her.

Nonsense. She curled her fingers into loose fists. She wasn’t scared of a little cuddling, merely…uneasy. No way would she let Brooke—or Hannah, for that matter—know, though. It might not be the most relaxing experience for her, but she would make it through that sixty-minute session. “Yeah, sure,” she said as casually as possible.

Hannah studied her. “Are you sure?”

“Why wouldn’t I be?”

Wordlessly, Hannah pointed at Winter’s hands, which still formed fists.

Damn. Winter stretched out her fingers and glowered at her. “I’m just warming them up. They got cold. Holding the water glass. And yes, I’m sure.”

“If you would rather cuddle with someone else, I can recommend—”

“I’m sure.” Winter struggled not to raise her voice. How often did she have to say it? “I want to cuddle with you, not Valentina or Tammy or Max.”

Hannah cocked her head. “You remember my friends’ names?”

Winter shrugged, again trying for casual. She didn’t want Hannah to think she had made an effort to remember their names. “I’m good with names. It helps when you’re in marketing. So, when will we do it?” Shit. That sounded all wrong when talking about a platonic service, didn’t it?

A short laugh burst out of Hannah.

Winter squinted at her. Was she just imagining it, or did the thought of cuddling with her make Hannah nervous too? Nah. That couldn’t be. After all, Hannah made a living cuddling and was used to snuggling up to all kinds of people. This was no big deal for her.

Hannah wrapped her hands around the strap of her messenger bag as if she needed something to hold on to. “I usually schedule a fifteen-minute phone or video call with new clients before the first session to go over the rules and talk about what they are looking for. We could sit down together tomorrow after work and—”

“That won’t be necessary,” Winter said. “I’ve read the code of conduct on the website, and I don’t have any specific requests or expectations, so there’s really nothing to talk about.”

“Oh, there’s actually a lot to—”

“Just give me a time for the cuddle session.” Winter stopped herself from adding and let’s get this over with at the last second.

Hannah hesitated for an uncomfortably long time. Finally, she pulled her phone from the messenger bag and flicked through her calendar app. “How about tomorrow? I’m free any time after four.”

Tomorrow. Even though Winter had downed a glass of water only a minute ago, her throat felt dry. But at least that meant it would be over and done with this weekend. “Four o’clock sounds fine.” She squared her shoulders, nodded at Hannah, and walked past her toward her room. Halfway there, she remembered that Brooke was waiting for a written confirmation and whirled back around. “Oh, can you email me a confirmation? I prefer to have things in writing.”

“Sure. No problem.”

Winter stepped into her bedroom, closed the door, and dropped down heavily onto her bed. T-minus sixteen hours until she would cuddle up to Hannah. Oh shit.


 

Chapter 12

The Internet had taught Winter so many things, but when she googled How to prepare for a cuddle session, it totally failed her. Other than the obvious—like practicing good personal hygiene—she hadn’t found much that applied to her situation. Apparently, there weren’t many people who paid their roommates for cuddles, so no one had ever blogged about it.

After half an hour of fruitless searching, she gave up. Preparation wasn’t necessary anyway, she told herself. Snuggling was just lying there for an hour, trying to keep your cuddle buddy’s hair out of your face and your limbs from falling asleep, right?

The day seemed to drag on forever, but finally, it was three thirty. Winter pulled a set of clean clothes from her closet. The Snuggle Experts website had suggested sweatpants or pajamas as a cuddle outfit, but Winter wasn’t ready to let her guard down and dress so casually around Hannah. Of course, Hannah had seen her in her pajamas last night, but that had been a chat in the kitchen, with plenty of space between them. For their cuddle session, she preferred to keep things businesslike, so her most comfortable pair of navy-blue slacks and a gray polo shirt would have to do.

She grabbed underwear and socks too, then headed to the bathroom to take a shower.

Three steps down the hall, she nearly collided with Hannah, who had left her room with a bundle of clothes.

Hannah stumbled, and Winter grabbed her elbow to keep her upright, then quickly let go once Hannah had regained her balance.

“Oh, did you want to take a shower too?” Hannah pointed at the clothes in Winter’s hands.

“Nah, I make it a habit to take my laundry for a lap around the apartment every day.” Winter bit her lip, but it was too late to take back her sarcastic reply.

Hannah studied her with a knowing look. “You’re not nervous, are you?”

“No, of course not.” Winter attempted to cross her arms over her chest, then realized she didn’t have her hands free. “Why would I be?”

“Just asking. Because I would understand if you were. Most of my clients are nervous when they arrive for their first cuddle session.”

Winter firmly shook her head. “Not me.”

“Right. Cool as a cucumber.” Hannah smiled. The glint in her eyes was gentle and amused, but not mocking. “All right. I’ll go take a shower. Enjoy your walk.”

Winter stared after her. What walk? Then she glanced at the clothes in her hands and remembered her caustic comment. “Very funny,” she called after her.

Hannah waved with her own bundle.

Winter’s gaze fell on the article of clothing on top. Was that…a pair of panties? She groaned and tried to chase the image of Hannah in her underwear—only her underwear—from her mind. She was about to press her body against Hannah’s, and that mental image wouldn’t help to keep things platonic. This would be the most awkward sixty minutes in the history of unwitting roommates.

* * *

Was Hannah just imagining it, or was Winter taking the longest shower in the history of indoor plumbing?

She walked around the den while she waited and rearranged a couple of the colorful throw pillows.

Earlier, she had already put a fresh sheet on the couch and banned Eddy the Teddy to the giant beanbag in the corner to give them even more cuddle space. The blinds were down to shut them off from the world and give Winter complete privacy. Her two lava lamps bathed the room in a soft, orange glow, casting shadows on the watercolor seascape on the wall.

Her books and flashcards with cuddle positions sat on the small table next to the couch, along with her phone and Bluetooth speaker, should Winter want to listen to some soothing music while they snuggled. She had printed out the client agreement so they could go over it and sign it.

Everything was ready. She could do this in her sleep. So why did she feel as jittery as she had right before her very first cuddle session? If she didn’t calm down, she would need another shower. She pulled the front of her T-shirt up over her nose and took a sniff to check her deodorant.

Of course, that was when a short knock sounded on the half-open sliding door.

Winter stood in the doorway.

Hastily, Hannah tugged her shirt back down and smiled as if she hadn’t just been caught sniffing herself. Her cheeks felt overly warm. She hoped she wasn’t blushing to the roots of her hair. Since she’d been busy with her own clothes, it took a moment for her to register what Winter was wearing: slacks and a long-sleeved polo shirt.

Oh, no, no, no. While she looked great in that outfit, it wasn’t proper cuddle attire. The polo’s buttons would dig into Hannah’s cheek if she put her head on Winter’s chest, and the pants would be too restricting. Hannah pointed at them. “These clothes need to go.”

Winter paused in the doorway. “Excuse me?”

If Hannah hadn’t been blushing before, she knew she was now as red as a pomegranate. “Um, I meant, you really should change into something more comfortable.”

A wrinkle formed on Winter’s brow. She tugged on one pant leg. “I’m perfectly comfortable in this.”

“No, trust me, you won’t be once we get started. Go and change into something more comfortable—maybe your running pants. Oh, and you definitely want to wear a top with short sleeves. Cuddling can get quite hot…uh, warm.”

Winter hesitated for several moments, brows pinched low over her silvery-blue eyes. “All right. Since you already saw me half-naked, it doesn’t matter what I’m wearing anyway.” She turned and crossed the living room with long strides.

Hannah rubbed her cheeks. Thanks a lot, Winter. References to her seeing Winter half-naked weren’t helping her to stay cool. She sat on the couch, closed her eyes, and tried to meditate, but it was as frustrating as her first attempts years ago, when she still thought she had to conjure up calming images, as her mentor had tried to teach her.

When footsteps approached, she quickly opened her eyes.

Winter was back, now wearing her black running pants and a gray V-neck T-shirt. Both looked as great on her as the slacks and polo had.

Hannah tore her gaze away. “Come on in. Would you like something to drink before we start?” Crap. She had switched to autopilot. She always offered her clients a glass of water or some tea, but, of course, Winter hadn’t traveled across town to get here, so she wasn’t in need of a refreshment.

One corner of Winter’s mouth twitched up into a half-smile. “A beer.”

Hannah smiled back. It was good to know she wasn’t the only one who was nervous. “Sorry. That’ll have to wait until afterward. The contract says no alcohol.” She pointed at the cuddle agreement on the table. “Speaking of contract, I’d like to start by going over it again and then signing it together to make sure we’re—”

Winter crossed the room, picked up a ballpoint pen from the table, scanned the document, and signed it.

Hannah stared. This cuddle session wasn’t like any she had ever led before. She should have expected it because Winter was unlike anyone she had ever met. “I really think we should talk about the rules and expec—”

“I have near-photographic memory. I know the rules. Let’s get started.” Winter looked at the couch as if it were a dentist’s chair. “What do I do?”

All right. If this was how Winter needed to do this to be comfortable, she would go along with it, even if she didn’t like it. “Why don’t we take a seat, and you tell me more about how you like to experience touch?” She took a seat in the middle of the couch and gave the spot next to her an inviting pat.

Winter approached cautiously and sat with two feet of space between them. She quirked her brows at Hannah. “If I tell you I like oral, that’s probably not the information you’re after, is it?”

Having aphantasia had never been more of a blessing than right now. If images of Winter naked, with her head thrown back, had flashed through her mind, she wouldn’t have been able to keep a calm, professional demeanor. Her laughter came out a tad too high-pitched. Why was she this nervous? Winter wasn’t the first client who made a comment like that. “No, it’s not. What kind of platonic touch do you like?”

Winter shrugged. “You’re the cuddle pro. Just do whatever you think is best.”

Hannah firmly shook her head. “That’s not how professional cuddling works. I won’t touch you in any way without asking first, making sure it’s something you want. If you already know you don’t enjoy a certain kind of touch or don’t want certain parts of your body to be touched, I’ll respect that at all times. For example, some people prefer a very light caress, while others like a firm, grounding touch. How about you?”

“Hmm.” Winter ran her hand through the short hair at the back of her head. She looked as if she were trying to figure out a complicated mathematical problem.

Clearly, no one had ever asked her how she liked to be touched. It was interesting that Winter had no problems talking about her sexual preferences but didn’t know what she enjoyed when it came to receiving affection and tenderness. Had she never cuddled with anyone? Hannah’s chest squeezed. She fought the impulse to pull her into a warm hug.

Finally, Winter said, “I don’t think I have a preference.”

“All right. Why don’t we leaf through The Cuddle Sutra to see if there’s anything you might want to try?”

“Cuddle Sutra?” Winter echoed. “You’re kidding, right?”

Hannah grinned. “No.” She held up the little book. “It has illustrations of some fun cuddle poses. Take a look.”

Winter took the book from Hannah and held it with only the tips of her fingers, as if trying to limit any contact. “An unabashed celebration of the ultimate intimacy,” she read from the cover. “I thought sex was the ultimate intimacy?”

“Well, it’s not the Intimacy Olympics. I think they are both very intimate in different ways—or at least they can be, depending on who you’re with.”

Winter looked up from the cover and directly at Hannah. For once, she appeared more curious than guarded. “When you’re with your clients, do you feel like you’re intimate with them?”

Hannah fidgeted with the pillow next to her. “To a certain degree.”

“Meaning no,” Winter said.

“That’s not what I said. It’s just a different kind of intimacy than the one you might be thinking of. What I have with my clients is more of a nurturing relationship—like a mother and her child. Not like the mutual intimacy I would be sharing with a partner.”

“Hmm. But do you—?”

“Winter,” Hannah said. “I’m really happy to talk about my job all day, but don’t you want to experience it rather than only talk about it? Then you can tell me how intimate you think professional cuddling is.”

“Right.” Winter lowered her gaze to The Cuddle Sutra again and flipped through its pages. Every now and then, she paused and regarded an illustration for longer than the others or shook her head at some of the positions’ names. Finally, she tapped one of the pages. “How is that supposed to not get sexual?”

Hannah leaned across the space between them to take a closer look. In the illustration, the two cartoonish characters were lying on their sides, their faces mere inches apart, legs intertwined, and arms tightly wrapped around each other. “Ah, Splish Splash. Can’t say that it’s part of my standard repertoire, but if you are in the right mindset, it’s not sexual at all. Would you like to try that one?”

“No.” Winter hurriedly turned the page. “That, um, doesn’t exactly seem like a beginner’s pose.”

“It’s not.”

“What do you usually start with?” Winter asked.

Hannah didn’t have a standard starting position. She always tried to get a feel for the client and adjusted the poses she suggested accordingly. “It varies. Some clients want to jump straight to spooning, even though that’s really not a beginner’s pose either. Recently, I’ve started with the Mama Bear a lot.”

“Oh! So that’s a cuddle pose! I thought your friend Tammy had a furry kink when she said it’s her favorite position.”

Hannah pressed a hand to her mouth to hold back a giggle. Too bad she couldn’t tell Tammy about Winter’s assumption. Her friend would have gotten a good laugh out of it. “No. Tammy’s the one who taught me the Mama Bear. The cuddler sits on the couch like this”—she slid back until she was sitting up against one end of the couch and stretched out one leg along its back—“and the cuddlee sits in the cradle of the cuddler’s legs and leans back against their chest.” She watched Winter’s face while she described the pose. Was Winter picturing them in Mama Bear position? Was she interested in trying it? Her face didn’t give much away, but she sat ramrod straight, both feet pointing at the door, as if ready to sprint in that direction.

No, Hannah decided. Winter wasn’t the Mama Bear type. She would feel much too vulnerable letting herself be held. There was only one starter position that would work for her. “Why don’t we leave the Mama Bear for later? I think I have the perfect position for you. It’s called Companioning.”

Winter squinted at her. “That wasn’t in the book. What is it?”

“First, you sit a little closer to me.” Hannah held up a finger before Winter could move. “But not so close that it makes you uncomfortable. Remember that professional cuddling is all about finding out what feels good to you and speaking up whenever something doesn’t.”

Winter slid over and sat a few inches closer.

“Great. Is that a comfortable distance for you?”

“Yeah. This is fine. What’s step two?”

Hannah shook her head. “No step two. This is it.”

Winter arched her eyebrows. “This is Companioning? Sitting side by side without touching at all?”

The incredulous look on her face made Hannah laugh. “Yep. See? You already mastered your first cuddle position! Now drop your shoulders and try to relax.”

A husky chuckle escaped Winter. “This is how you make a living? Just sitting there?”

Hannah tried not to take it personally. By now, she knew Winter’s sarcastic comments were mostly a defense mechanism. She just smiled. “Let’s try to synchronize our breathing.”

Winter glanced toward the ceiling as if rolling her eyes at such woo-woo stuff, but she lowered her shoulders, and after a while, her inhales and exhales came in the same rhythm as Hannah’s.

As Hannah made her breaths deeper and longer, Winter followed along, either consciously or without even noticing.

“This is weird,” Winter murmured after a while. “I feel like we should put on some whale music.”

Despite the mocking comment, she was whispering, which made Hannah smile because it indicated that she had started to relax and didn’t want to disturb the mood. “We can try something else, if you’d like. Or take Companioning to the next level, now that you’ve mastered it.”

“Yeah, let’s try that. Next-level Companioning. What do I have to do?”

“You don’t have to do anything,” Hannah said. “If you’re not comfortable—”

“I’m comfortable.” Winter’s shoulders went up again. “What’s the next step?”

“You sit closer to me. So close that our knees or shoulders touch. Whichever you think would feel nicer.”

Winter closed the gap but still kept a few inches between them. Slowly, she widened her legs until her knee touched Hannah’s. “Like this?”

The question didn’t surprise Hannah. Winter seemed like a perfectionist in the rest of her life, so, of course, she would want to make sure she had executed the instructions for each position correctly. Or was it more than that? Had Winter received so little physical affection that she felt insecure about the simplest of touches? The thought made Hannah ache for her.

One thing was clear: Winter had never cuddled with her father. During their first session, Jules had been almost as skittish about touch as Winter. Hannah resisted the urge to put a reassuring hand on Winter’s knee, knowing it would only make her uncomfortable. “There’s no right or wrong way, other than what feels good for both of us.”

They sat in silence for a while. Winter’s leg against her own exuded warmth, even through the layers of their pants. Her tension was just as palpable.

“Is this okay?” Hannah asked.

Winter nodded.

“How does it feel?”

“Bony,” Winter answered.

Hannah couldn’t help laughing. Winter’s down-to-earth attitude was refreshing. “Yeah, the knee isn’t the cuddliest body part. Let’s try something else that will feel nicer. Would it be okay if I held your hand?”

“Hand-holding is part of cuddling?”

“It can be—if you think you’ll enjoy it.”

Winter looked at her own hand, then at Hannah’s. Without answering, she reached over and took Hannah’s hand.

Oh wow. Hannah hadn’t seen that coming. Maybe she should have. This way, Winter had full control. Her right hand—the dominant one—rested on top of Hannah’s left one, which was palm up. Instead of aligning their hands and intertwining their fingers, she held on nearly sideways, with her fingers curled around the back of Hannah’s hand and her thumb resting in the curve where Hannah’s thumb met her index finger. If Hannah had used her right hand instead of the left one, it would have looked like an arm-wrestling match…with Winter coming out as the winner.

Hannah rested the back of her own hand on her knee and her forearm on her left thigh, with Winter’s hand still on top. For the first time, their bodies were in contact in several places: their forearms connected all along their lengths; Winter’s arm touched her leg, and their shoulders brushed.

Waves of heat emanated from Winter’s body, yet her hand was noticeably cooler, almost clammy.

“Is this okay?” Hannah asked again as she squeezed Winter’s hand.

Winter cleared her throat. “Yeah.” She adjusted her grip and moved her shoulder, which made her forearm slide along Hannah’s.

Her skin was really, really soft. Yeah, and you really, really shouldn’t be noticing that. Hannah bit the inside of her cheek. Of course, she was allowed to enjoy the cuddle sessions with her clients, but her focus was on what would feel good for her client, not herself, and usually, she had no problem doing that. After five years as a professional cuddler, she was used to turning off her sexuality and slipping into a quasi-therapeutic role, so snuggling with a client didn’t affect her the same way cuddling with a romantic partner would.

Only this time, with Winter, it didn’t feel therapeutic at all.

Maybe a shift of their position would help her shift her mindset too—it was a technique that she usually suggested to her clients when arousal started to stir. She gave Winter a questioning look. “Are you ready to try something else?”

* * *

Winter carefully controlled the impulse to gulp. She let go of Hannah’s hand. “Yeah, let’s try a real cuddle position. This”—she pointed at Hannah’s hand, which still lay palm up on her thigh, looking very empty—“barely qualifies as cuddling.”

“Of course it does. But all right, let’s try something else.” Hannah rubbed her chin and seemed to go over her mental checklist of possible poses. “Hmm, maybe the Koala in a Tree would be a good fit for you.”

Ugh. Another bear-themed cuddle position. That didn’t sound promising. “Whatever. Let’s try it.” As long as they finally got it over with, so she had some actual cuddling to report to Brooke, anything was fine with her.

“Do you usually prefer to hold your cuddle partner or to be held?” Hannah asked.

Truthfully, the answer was: neither. The post-coital position she preferred was sitting behind the wheel of her car, going home. Not that she’d had that many one-night stands. Most of the time, it was just not worth it.

Winter tried to imagine either position—wrapping her arms around Hannah and holding her, then letting herself be held. The latter made the hairs on her nape prickle with unease. “To hold my cuddle partner, I guess.”

Hannah nodded as if that was the answer she had suspected all along.

Winter frowned. Was she that easy to read? Usually, she could rely on her poker face, but Hannah seemed to be able to see right through it much too often.

“Okay, then I’ll be the koala bear, and you’ll be the tree.”

A tree? Winter imagined an oak tree—tall, strong, and completely unimpressed by storm, heat, snow, and even tree huggers pressing close to its trunk. Yeah, she could do that. Much better than one of those overly cute koala bears. “All right. What do I do?”

“You lie on your back.” Hannah stood from the couch to make space for her.

Winter stretched out on her back, then stared up at Hannah as she waited for her to continue. Christ, this was awkward. She was lying here like a tin soldier, hands pressed flat to the outside of her thighs. “Like this?”

“Yes, perfect. Now stretch this arm”—Hannah pointed to the arm closer to the edge of the sofa—“out to the side so it won’t be trapped between us.”

Winter extended her arm out to the side.

“Great. Now the koala bear…in this case me…lies on her side next to the tree, puts her head on the tree’s shoulder and one arm around their waist. Would that be okay for me to do?”

“Sure.” Winter tried to sound casual. “Otherwise, you would be a koala falling out of the tree.”

Hannah didn’t give her a smile in reply.

Was this awkward for her too?

The couch dipped slightly as Hannah stretched out on her side next to Winter.

She was so close that Winter could feel her body heat. Her heart pounded a much-too-fast rhythm against her ribs, and she prayed Hannah wouldn’t notice. Jesus, what was up with her? She never got this nervous about anything, not even when she was meeting a new client or giving a presentation in front of the client’s entire staff. Surely, she wasn’t scared of some silly koala in a tree!

Carefully, Hannah slid even closer. She settled her head on Winter’s shoulder and wrapped her arm around Winter’s waist. “May I hook my leg over yours?”

Winter struggled to keep breathing in a steady rhythm. She nodded, then realized Hannah couldn’t see her response. “Yeah.” Ugh, she sounded as if she chain-smoked three packs of Marlboros every day, even though she had never touched a single cigarette in her life. “Go ahead.”

Hannah lightly draped her leg over Winter’s. She didn’t slide it between Winter’s thighs, just let their lower legs intertwine, but it still felt so intimate that Winter didn’t know what to do with it.

Oh hell. This wasn’t Koala in a Tree. It was more of a boa constrictor wrapped around a branch! Had she ever been this close to a woman she hadn’t slept with? Hell, had she ever been this close to a woman she had slept with?

“Is this okay?” Hannah asked again.

“Yeah.” She could do this. All she needed to do was lie there. Or was she supposed to do something? “What do I do now?”

“Nothing,” Hannah said. “Just relax and allow yourself to enjoy it. The only thing you could do, if you wanted, is to wrap your arm—the one that you extended to the side—around my back. And let me know if that arm or anything else starts to fall asleep.”

Fall asleep? No. Not a single part of her body was going the slightest bit numb. Quite the opposite. She felt as if she had touched a live electrical wire. An overload of sensations washed over her all at once: the warmth of Hannah’s head nestled against her shoulder and her forehead resting against Winter’s cheek, the scent of her shampoo, the gentle pressure of Hannah’s breasts along her side, the weight of one arm around her waist, and the sound of her breath so close. Weird emotions added to the chaos swirling through her. As she followed Hannah’s suggestion, curling up her arm and resting it along Hannah’s back, she felt almost protective, yet at the same time, as if she were without protection herself. Too soft. Too vulnerable.

Wow. This was intense.

“Are you okay?” Hannah lifted her head off Winter’s shoulder. Her close scrutiny made Winter feel even more exposed. “Does this make you uncomfortable?”

“I already told you I’m fine.” Irritation sparked through Winter. “Why do you keep asking me that?” Why couldn’t Hannah just lie there in silence and let her pretend she was relaxation personified? Why did she have to make this harder by questioning everything?

“Because I can feel your heartbeat, and it’s much too fast.”

Shit. So Hannah had noticed. Of course she had. Pressed this close, she could sense every rapid beat of Winter’s heart, every hitch of her breath. It made Winter feel as if she had been stripped of her skin and Hannah could glimpse beneath.

No. She wouldn’t allow that. Couldn’t allow it. A new direction was in order. Winter flashed a crooked grin and hoped like hell it didn’t come across like a cornered animal baring its teeth. “Yeah, well, that’s what happens when I’m pressed up against a beautiful woman.”

Hannah shook her head and untangled her leg from Winter’s. “I don’t think that’s it. I know cuddling with someone you don’t know that well takes some getting used to. If you tried it and found it’s not for you, that’s okay too. There’s nothing wrong with not wanting to cuddle, you know? My job is all about consent. You don’t have to do this if you don’t want to.”

She gazed into Winter’s eyes, and the look of compassion on her face turned those sparks of irritation into a flaming inferno.

“What the hell do I have to do to prove that I want this?” Winter pushed up until she was on her side too. Now their faces were only inches apart. Her heartbeat thundered through her ears.

“Look like you’re actually enjoying this instead of just tolerating or enduring it.” Hannah’s voice was gentle like a caress.

The roaring in Winter’s ears got louder. Oh, for fuck’s sake! What was she supposed to say to that? Not a single word would come, so she did the only thing she could think of: she leaned forward, bridging the remaining inches between them, to search Hannah’s lips and kiss her senseless.

Hannah stared at Winter’s approaching mouth. Then, a mere second before their lips would have met, she stopped her with a hand on her upper chest and a single word: “No.”

She wasn’t shouting or shoving at her, but her voice was steady and the look in her eyes was like steel. Winter had crossed a line.

Hell, about twenty lines. Shit. She hadn’t been thinking. Breathing heavily, she scrambled out from under Hannah, away from her, until she collided with the back of the couch.

Hannah sat up and pulled one knee against her chest as if now she was the one feeling too exposed.

Acid burned behind Winter’s sternum. Or maybe it was shame. She clenched her teeth against the wave of nausea sweeping through her.

“No,” Hannah said again, even though the first one had already cut to the bone. Her voice was firm but carefully controlled. Clearly, she was holding back how angry or upset she really was. “That’s not what this session is about. We agreed to keep things strictly platonic, and if you try something like that again, I’ll end the session immediately.”

Did that mean…Hannah was willing to continue?

Hannah dropped her leg back to the couch as if making a conscious decision to open herself up to Winter again. “Do you want to—?”

“No.” Winter didn’t want a second chance. Since Hannah blocked the other side of the couch, she scrambled to the end of the sofa, jumped up, and strode to the door as fast as possible without running outright. “This is nonsense. I should never have booked a session. Don’t worry. I’ll still pay for the full hour.” Then she rushed out without waiting for a reply.


 

Chapter 13

Hannah flopped onto her back, pressed one of the throw pillows over her face, and screamed into it.

It didn’t help her feel any better, so she threw it across the room.

What on earth just happened?

In all her years as a professional cuddler, she had never been in a situation exactly like this. Of course, clients had tested her boundaries before. Every now and then, a client asked if they could bend the rules a little in the next session if they paid more, or they jokingly brought up sex to see how she would react. A few times, a client had slid their hand a few inches farther down her back than she was comfortable with, veering into ass-grabbing territory.

But so far, no one had tried to kiss her. Especially not so out of the blue. Winter had gone from being frustrated, maybe even angry, to trying to kiss her in zero-point-two seconds. Or had there been signs she’d missed? Usually, she had great antennae and could see situations like this coming from a mile away. Why hadn’t she noticed it with Winter?

As she lay there, she stared up at the ceiling and went over the session.

Yeah, in hindsight, Winter’s half-joking remark about her heart racing because she was pressed up against a beautiful woman should have been a clue. She should have called her out on it.

But she had been too distracted by her own reaction to Winter’s remark. Being called beautiful by someone as stunning as Winter was flattering.

Oh, come on. Since when are you in the habit of lying to yourself? She knew she had been way more than flattered. Winter’s compliment had made her feel warm all over, and if she was being honest with herself, she had to admit her heart had been racing as fast as Winter’s when she had cuddled against Winter’s strong shoulder and intertwined their legs.

She was attracted to Winter, plain and simple. Yeah, who wouldn’t be? If you ignored her often-abrasive personality, her roommate was hot.

Had Winter picked up on her attraction and reacted to it?

She went over the session a second time. No, she didn’t think she had given Winter the wrong signals.

Of course, that didn’t mean she had done everything right. The session had gone off track from the very first second. As angry as she was with Winter right now, Hannah knew she was to blame for some of it too, and she took responsibility for her part in it.

Accepting Winter as a cuddle client had been a bad idea in the first place. Capital mistake number two had been not insisting on a fifteen-minute pre-cuddle chat. She never should have let Winter pressure her into skipping it…or into skipping going over the contract and the rules together.

But then again, not knowing the rules hadn’t been the issue. As Winter had said, she had near-photographic memory. She knew kissing wasn’t allowed and might lead to Hannah ending the session.

Oh my God! That’s it! Hannah abruptly sat up. That was the reason Winter had done it! Not because she had been so overcome by desire for Hannah that she could no longer rein herself in—she rolled her eyes at herself for assuming it even for a second—but because sex was probably a familiar escape and something she was more comfortable with than cuddling. It was an attempt to take back control after feeling she had lost it.

Most of all, it was a surefire way to end the session without Winter having to be the one to end it and admit she couldn’t do it.

Wow. The insight stunned her, but the more she thought about it, the more sense it made.

The remainder of her anger dissipated. How scared of intimacy Winter must be to use an attempted kiss as an emergency brake!

She had to talk to her. Hannah hopped off the couch and went in search of her.

Winter wasn’t in the kitchen. The door to her office was open, but she wasn’t in there either.

Hannah rushed down the hall toward Winter’s bedroom. This door was closed. She hesitated, then knocked as loudly as she could. No way did she want a repeat of the last time she had barged into Winter’s room.

She strained her ears. Had there been a reply? She knocked again and this time pressed her ear against the door.

Everything remained quiet on the other side. Winter was either hiding, or she had fled the apartment.

Sighing, Hannah plodded down the hall and looked around the corner toward the front door.

The place next to it was empty. Winter’s running shoes were gone—and so was Winter.


 

Chapter 14

If fiery glares could have started a fire, Winter’s phone would have gone up in flames.

Cursing, she stuck her hand out from under the blanket, grabbed the ringing device from the bedside table, and glanced at the time first.

What suicidal asshole dared to call her at seven thirty on a Sunday morning?

A closer look at the display instantly answered her question.

Oh, that asshole. Of course it was Brooke. She was probably calling to find out how Winter’s cuddle session had gone.

Winter’s stomach churned. For a moment, she considered not answering, but if she avoided her, Brooke would assume she had canceled or not shown up for her session. She slid her finger across the screen and pressed the phone to her ear. “Have you ever heard of social etiquette? It includes not calling people at seven thirty on weekends!”

“Ha! A lecture on social etiquette from Winter Sullivan?” Brooke snorted. “That’s like getting acting lessons from the Kardashians! Besides, since when are you a late riser?”

Winter usually wasn’t. But she had tossed and turned last night and had only fallen asleep at around three thirty. “I didn’t say I was still in bed.” Of course, she also hadn’t said she wasn’t.

“Then stop complaining and tell me why you didn’t go through with the cuddle session,” Brooke said.

Winter clamped her lips together. How had Brooke found out? Had Hannah told her? She dismissed the thought immediately. Even if Hannah had run into Brooke somewhere, she wouldn’t have said a word about their session. “What makes you think I didn’t go through with it?”

“Logic,” Brooke said. “If you had fulfilled your part of the deal, you would have called me immediately to rub it in and make sure I go through with the assistant thing.”

Winter had to admit she would have done exactly that—and she would have called early on Sunday morning too, hoping to wake Brooke up.

“So, am I right?” Brooke asked. “You chickened out and canceled, didn’t you?”

“Of course I didn’t cancel. I showed up on time and went through the entire Cuddle Sutra.” Winter hated lying, but she would happily let Brooke assume that meant she had tried out every cuddle position, not just leafed through the book and looked at illustrations.

Brooke burst out laughing. “Cuddle Sutra? Now I know you’re shitting me. There’s no such thing.”

“Yes, there is. I’ll get you a copy. Tina will probably be grateful if you get some much-needed inspiration in that department.” Winter flashed a taunting grin, even knowing Brooke couldn’t see it.

“Her name is Rina. You’d know that if you paid attention. And you would also know we broke up six months ago, so I have no need for your imaginary book.”

No surprise there. Relationships were the only area where neither she nor Brooke had ever excelled, probably because they had the same bad role models. “It’s not imaginary. Google it if you don’t believe me.”

Rapid-fire tapping reverberated through the phone. “You’ve got to be kidding me! Someone really published a book on cuddle positions? The Main Squeeze? The 68 1/2? Through the Woods?” Brooke laughed harder with every name she read out loud. “Whoever came up with those names must have been high on cuddle endorphins or something!”

“Just because you don’t have a creative bone in your body doesn’t mean the names are silly.” Winter snapped her mouth shut before she could say more. Where had the need to defend The Cuddle Sutra come from? Yesterday, she had thought some of these names were silly too.

“So, did you try any of those?” Brooke asked.

“No. I tried the Koala in a Tree.” She didn’t mention Companioning. If Brooke googled it and found out she had spent most of her cuddle time with Hannah just sitting next to her, she would declare the session invalid and demand Winter book another, and that wasn’t an option, even if Winter had been willing to go through the entire ordeal a second time. After she’d attempted to kiss her, she was sure Hannah would never cuddle with her again.

“One position?” Brooke asked. “That’s all you did for an entire hour?”

Winter threw off the covers as she started to sweat. “Why switch when you’ve found perfection?”

Brooke was quiet for a while—so long that Winter knew she hadn’t bought her answer. “What aren’t you telling me?”

Jesus, why did her half sister have to be so irritatingly perceptive? “Nothing to tell.”

“Yeah, there’s nothing more to tell…because you ended the session early, didn’t you?”

Winter chewed on her bottom lip. “So what? I stayed long enough to find out what professional cuddling is all about. No need to waste more time on it.”

“I bet that attitude went over well with Ms. Martin!” Brooke sounded gleeful, like a villain in a movie mentally rubbing their hands. “Did she get angry?”

Winter had expected Brooke to accuse her of trying to cheat, demand that she complete a full sixty-minute session, and pronounce herself the winner of the dare. Why wasn’t Brooke lording her victory over her and laughing at Winter’s failure? That had always been her favorite pastime. Why was she now focusing on Hannah’s reaction instead?

When the penny finally dropped, Winter nearly slapped her forehead. Because that was what the dare had really been aiming at—making her and Hannah angry at each other! Brooke’s goal hadn’t been to find out if Hannah’s cuddle services were legit and her story about Julian being her client checked out. It wasn’t even about issuing a challenge that she was sure Winter would fail at. Brooke didn’t actually care if she had made it through the session or not. Either way, Brooke knew she would come out the winner, even if she lost the dare. Her money had probably been on Winter walking out or getting kicked out for making snide comments about professional cuddling. But even if she had stayed for the entire sixty minutes, Brooke had known she would be uncomfortable around Hannah afterward.

God, she should have realized. The moment Brooke had agreed to hire an assistant, she should have known her half sister was gambling for something way bigger than a dare. This had been about the inheritance from the start. Clearly, Brooke had hoped that if she made things between them even more awkward, it would tip Winter over the edge and make her move out.

And she wasn’t far off with that assumption. Yesterday, Winter had checked on her apartment to avoid Hannah, and she had come close to staying there for the night, even knowing that it would mean forfeiting her right to half of the building.

Shit. Winter smashed her fist into the pillow.

“Ooh, you’re speechless?” Brooke laughed. “That’s a first! She must have been really angry. What did you do to make her so furious?”

“Furious? Why would she be furious?” Winter replied as calmly as she could. “She taught me that cuddling is all about consent and making the choices that feel right for you. And since ending the session a few minutes early felt very right to me, she was all for ending it. In fact, she was the one who brought it up first.”

Brooke didn’t need to know the real reason for that. Let her think everything was hunky-dory between them.

“Damn, you must be awful at cuddling for her to suggest that!” Brooke laughed again, but the note of triumph was gone from her tone.

Good. She had bought it—at least for now. Better change the topic so Brooke wouldn’t start to question how their session had really ended. “I’m a lot better at cuddling than you are at dealing with assistants. How’s the search for your new right-hand person going, by the way?”

“Well, as someone just told me, social etiquette forbids calling promising candidates on the weekend. Besides, why would I hire someone when you didn’t go through with your part of the deal?”

“Oh, no. You are not backing out, Brooke Lambert! I did go through with it…just not all the way to the end.” Winter added the second part of the sentence in a mumble. “Since I made it through ninety percent of my time, you have to do the same. Ninety percent of ninety-two days equals—”

“Eighty-three days.” Brooke groaned.

“Eighty-three days,” Winter repeated, just to rub it in. “After that, you can fire the poor soul for all I care, but you have to hire someone. If you can’t find anyone, let me know. I’d be glad to—”

“Please.” Brooke huffed. “I run a successful recruitment agency, and you think I need your help hiring an assistant?”

“Apparently, you are not very good at your job, considering you still haven’t found someone.”

“Ever heard of quality over speed?” Brooke shot back. “Scratch that. Since you walked out of your cuddle session early, we know the answer to that question. All right, sis. I’ll let you go back to sleep now.”

Before Winter could answer, Brooke ended the call, making sure she got the last word in.

Winter forced herself to put the phone down softly instead of hurling it across the room.

Once again, Julian’s golden child had beaten her.

No. Winter kicked the covers off the bed. She hadn’t lost yet. So what if the shaky rapport she and Hannah had formed in the last two-and-a-half weeks was now gone? The condition in the trust only stated that they had to live under the same roof for ninety-two days, not that they had to enjoy it. She would just stick to being by herself for the next eleven weeks and hope Hannah would do the same.

* * *

If there had been such a thing as a master’s degree in evasion, Winter knew she would have earned it this week.

Since their cuddle session on Saturday afternoon, she had buried herself in her work and successfully avoided seeing Hannah by leaving her office only when she knew Hannah had gone out or was in the den with a client.

She knew not facing a problem head-on was unusual for her. Normally, she was the ripping-the-Band-Aid-off-fast type. But this time, she wasn’t sure she wanted to know what lurked beneath the Band-Aid. She wasn’t ready to face Hannah and the questions she was sure to ask.

On Sunday, she had put a hundred-dollar bill into Hannah’s favorite mug as a payment for the cut-short session. She had debated for hours whether she should also stick in a note with an apology but had finally decided against it.

It would only encourage Hannah to seek her out to talk. Besides, Hannah was just as much to blame with that entire fucked-up concept of cuddling with near strangers!

The next morning, she had found the money tucked under one corner of the espresso machine, along with a sticky note that said: Thanks, but I don’t want to be paid for that session. Let’s talk, okay?

Winter had read the note half a dozen times, each time imagining Hannah saying it with a different tone. Was Hannah angry at her?

What do you think? Of course she’s angry!

And she had every right to be. The more time passed, the worse Winter felt about what she had done.

On Tuesday, she had put the money back into Hannah’s mug, and this time, she had added a note. It had taken less time to write the quarterly report for her biggest client than to compose that short message. Finally, she settled on: Please take the money. You deserve it. It wasn’t your fault we ended the session early.

It was as close to an apology as she could get without outright saying it.

Somehow, she wasn’t surprised to find the bill in her coffee mug on Wednesday. This time, Hannah’s note said: No payment necessary. I told Snuggle Experts you had to cancel because you were sick, so they don’t expect a cut of the money. Can we please talk? I’m running out of sticky notes.

That last remark nearly made Winter smile, but she wasn’t ready to laugh at this damn mess…or to talk about it.

A part of her knew that she was playing right into Brooke’s plan. The longer she avoided Hannah, the more awkward the situation became. But what could she say that wouldn’t make things even worse? She certainly couldn’t tell her she had booked the session only on a dare. Hannah was already sensitive about people not taking her job as a professional cuddler seriously, so that would make her even angrier.

Until she figured out what to say, sticky note conversations would have to do.

Before she could decide whether to put the money back into Hannah’s mug, a knock sounded on the door.

Since Hannah was in the den with a client, Winter knew she had to be the one to answer the door. As she strode down the hall, she prayed it wasn’t Brooke coming to question Hannah about the true reason they had cut short their cuddle session.

When she peered through the inch-wide gap, it wasn’t her half sister. It was the woman from apartment twelve. Winter had forgotten her name. Something that sounded similar to Hannah’s name. Helen? Haley? Harper? “How can I help you, Ms….?”

“Burkhart,” the tenant said. “But please, call me Heather.”

Winter gave her a nod. “You’re here to finally get your plate back, right?”

“Oh, no, Hannah returned it already. I’m here because I talked to the other tenants, and we finally agreed on the perfect day for your welcome party. Hannah said it works for her, but she wasn’t sure if you had other plans. I know it’s very late notice. If it’s not a good time for you, we can push it back a week, but I thought I would check.”

“What day did you pick?” Winter asked. Not that she cared. She wasn’t planning on attending the party—especially since she was trying to avoid Hannah.

“Um, this Friday.”

That was the day after tomorrow. “Aww, too bad. I have a meeting with a client, so I won’t be able to make it.”

Heather smiled. “A meeting that’ll last the entire day?”

“What?”

“You didn’t even ask what time the party will start before you told me you can’t make it.”

Damn. This game of hide-and-seek with Hannah had really thrown her off-balance. “I figured the most likely time for the party would be in the early evening, once all tenants are off work, but not so late that people who work on Saturdays would have to leave early.”

Heather continued to smile as if seeing right through her.

What the hell had happened to her stellar poker face?

“Look,” Heather said. “If you’re not one for parties, I totally get it. But we were all very much looking forward to getting to know our future landladies.”

Winter stared at her. Did everyone in the building know they weren’t merely fellow tenants? How the hell had they found out? Other than Winter, Hannah, and the lawyer, no one was supposed to know Julian had left them the building.

Heather’s grin broadened. “Mrs. Kline from the first floor heard you talk to the lawyer the day before you moved in.”

Shit. Now the party had gone from an informal get-together for two new tenants to a more official meet-and-greet for them as their soon-to-be landladies. Knowing Hannah and her fantastic people skills, everyone would warm up to her quickly, and if Winter didn’t show, their tenants would assume Hannah was the one to talk to about any decisions concerning the building in the future.

Winter suppressed a sigh. “What time?”

“How does six sound?”

“I’ll see if I can move my meeting.”

Heather gave her a double thumbs-up. “Awesome!”

More like awful. Not only would she have to hang out at a party, but she would also have to talk to Hannah and pretend that everything was just peachy between them.

Some days, Winter wondered if inheriting half the building was really worth it.

* * *

Hannah had a very distinctive knock—two long raps, followed by two short ones. Winter was overly familiar with the rhythm by now because Hannah had knocked on her door several times every day since their fateful cuddle session.

Winter hid in her office, put on headphones, and pretended not to hear her. She had even worked at her apartment for a few hours yesterday when she’d gone to get her mail. She knew it was childish. But how was she supposed to face Hannah after signing a contract, agreeing to keep things platonic, and then attempting to kiss her? What could she say to explain that, other than admitting she was an asshole?

On Friday, an hour before the welcome party was due to start, Hannah tried again.

“Winter?” she called through the door and repeated her knocking. “Can we talk before we head downstairs for the party?”

Her voice sounded so close that Winter knew she was leaning against the door. She bit her lip and didn’t answer. Jesus. Since when was she such a coward? She had never in her life shied away from confrontations. Why would she suddenly care what Hannah thought of her?

But deep down, she knew she did care. She didn’t want to open the door and see the judgment in Hannah’s eyes for what she had done.

“I know you’re in there.” Hannah sighed audibly. “Come on, Winter. We have to talk and clear the air at some point. We still have about seventy days to go.”

Seventy-two days, seven hours, and four minutes. Since the previous Saturday, Winter had felt as if she were counting down every second. She sat quietly and without moving to avoid making her office chair creak and giving away her presence.

“Winter? Hello? Are you aware that I’m mere steps from your beloved espresso machine? It’s just her and me out here, all alone.” Hannah drew out the last two words, like a creepy voice-over from a bad horror movie. “Aren’t you afraid I’ll kidnap her if you don’t come out to rescue her from my evil clutches? I might feed her Folgers beans—the ones that aren’t organic!”

Winter pressed one hand to her mouth. Staying quiet would be so much easier if Hannah wasn’t so funny. Wasn’t she angry at Winter anymore? Or was she just hiding it well?

After another minute, Hannah sighed again. “God, you’re the most stubborn person I’ve ever met—and that’s saying something because I never thought anyone could beat my mother in that department! All right. Guess I’ll see you at the party.” Her footsteps plodded down the hall, then her bedroom door clicked shut.

Winter released the breath she’d been holding. Good. As long as she made it to the party without running into Hannah, she would be safe for the rest of the night. Hannah was big on confidentiality, so she wouldn’t try to talk about it at the party, with so many people around.

Any time Winter had needed to make an appearance at a party, she had always been the last one to arrive and the first one to leave. Hannah would probably assume she would do just that, so instead, Winter would head downstairs early.

At a quarter to six, she snuck out the door. The welcome party would be held in the community room in the basement, so Winter decided to take the elevator—less chance of running into Hannah in the stairwell.

As she stepped into the elevator, pressed the button for the basement, and watched the doors start to slide shut, the tension drained from her muscles. Phew! She had made—

Urgent footsteps dashed toward her, then Hannah squeezed through the narrowing gap just before the door closed and the elevator started its descent.

Oh shit. Now she was stuck in the tiniest, slowest-moving elevator in all of Oregon with the woman she had tried to kiss. She swallowed against the dry scrape in her throat.

Hannah stepped in front of the control panel, blocking Winter’s access to it. Apparently, she had dressed up for the welcome party. Gone were her ever-present yoga pants. She wore a deep rose dress that matched her flushed cheeks in color. It flattered her curves without being suggestive.

Not that Winter noticed what she wore.

Okay, maybe she did. But only because it wasn’t half bad for a woman who made a living wearing pajamas and because she would rather focus on her outfit than look into her eyes.

When Winter didn’t say anything, Hannah waved her hand as if to get her attention. “Will you finally talk to me now, or do I need to hit the emergency stop button?”

For several seconds, Winter’s vocal cords weren’t working. Neither was her brain. The first thing she could think of to say was: “Is being stuck in an elevator with me a fantasy of yours?”

“So it really is your go-to strategy whenever you’re uncomfortable,” Hannah said.

“What? What are you talking about?”

“Making a sexual joke—or sexual advances,” Hannah answered. “That’s why you tried to kiss me. You used it as an emergency stop button to get out of the session without admitting that it made you nervous as hell.”

“Bullshit.” The word burst out of Winter. “I kissed you because—”

With a metal clank, the elevator arrived at the basement level, and the door slid open.

Winter resisted the urge to wipe cold sweat off her forehead. Phew. Saved by the elevator.

But instead of getting out, Hannah hit the close door button, then the button for the top floor.

Before Winter could try to squeeze past her, the door closed, and the elevator started the journey back up, moving at the pace of an arthritic tortoise.

Dammit. Winter scowled.

“Because?” Hannah prompted.

“Because…” So far, she had avoided thinking about it too closely, instead focusing on Brooke’s nefarious machinations that had gotten her into this mess. Besides, it was pretty obvious, wasn’t it? “Because our faces were only inches apart, and, well, your lips looked really soft, and so I just…” The heat in Winter’s cheeks grew with every word. Was the air in the tiny elevator heating up, or was she blushing? She hadn’t blushed since puberty.

“To quote you: bullshit. I was there, Winter. Like you just said: our faces were only inches apart. I looked into your eyes, and what I saw wasn’t desire. It was anger and fear. Mostly fear. I didn’t recognize it when we were in the situation, because I was a little, um, distracted, but now I’m fairly sure that’s what it was.”

“Bullshit!”

The elevator arrived on the top floor, and the door slid open.

Hannah didn’t step out of the way or back down, but neither did she turn this into a hostile confrontation. Her gaze even held a hint of amusement as she regarded Winter. “Are we going to do this all night? Taking turns hitting the elevator button and saying ‘bullshit’?”

Despite the tension that made Winter’s entire body ache, she couldn’t help the ghost of a smile that tugged at her lips. She hit the button for the basement. “Possibly.”

Hannah smiled back. After a few moments, her expression turned serious. She reached out but then stopped herself before her hand could make contact with Winter’s arm. “I’m sorry.”

Winter stared. Had she heard wrong? “You are apologizing to me?”

“Yeah. Because I apparently didn’t manage to create an atmosphere where you felt comfortable enough to speak up and end the session. You thought you had to resort to kissing me so you could get out of cuddling.”

“I thought no such thing!” She hadn’t, right? She had tried to kiss Hannah merely because she had wanted to. But the longer she thought about it, the more Hannah’s words started to ring true.

“Please be honest with me—and with yourself—and answer just one question.”

Winter folded her arms across her chest and eyed her warily. “One question and then you’ll let this go?”

Hannah nodded. “I promise.”

“All right. Ask your question.”

The elevator slid to a stop at the basement level.

As soon as the door opened, Hannah pressed the button for the top floor without looking away from Winter. “Why did you book a cuddle session with me?”

Only the hum of the elevator carrying them back to the fourth floor interrupted the silence. Winter’s head spun, and she was fairly sure it wasn’t from the back-and-forth of the elevator. She hadn’t expected this question. Should she lie and make up another reason that would sound halfway plausible? It seemed a lot safer than telling the truth.

Hannah regarded her steadily. The look in her eyes was warm and without judgment or distrust, even after Winter had practically ambushed her during their cuddle session, then refused to talk about it.

Amazing. Winter didn’t get how Hannah could face the world with such openness, but, deep down, she couldn’t help admiring her. Did she really want to reward that friendliness and compassion with a lie?

No, Winter decided. She already felt bad enough about that near kiss; she didn’t want to add to it. Hannah deserved better.

Shit. Since when did she care about other people’s feelings?

“I did it because Brooke dared me to,” she said before she could talk herself out of it.

Hannah stared at her as if that was the last thing she had expected. “She dared you to?”

Winter rubbed her neck. If you said it out loud, it sounded pretty immature, didn’t it? “We have a very complicated relationship.”

Once again, the elevator door slid open on the top floor, and this time, Hannah prevented it from closing by blocking it with her body instead of hitting the button for the basement again. “I gathered that,” she murmured. “Why would she dare you to book a session with me?”

“She said she wanted to see if your story checks out—about you being who you say you are, in regard to Julian.”

Hannah pressed a tightly fisted hand to her chest as if Winter’s words had physically hurt her. “Wait! You…you thought I was lying about being a professional cuddler and him being my client? Or that I somehow tricked Jules into gifting me half of the building?”

“No!” Winter rushed to say. “I mean, maybe that’s what I thought at first. I couldn’t imagine Julian cuddling up to anyone. Still can’t, to be honest.”

“Well, he did!”

Winter lifted her hands. “I know. I’m not saying you’re lying. I just… That’s not the man I knew. In forty years, he never hugged me. Not once.” Shit. She hadn’t meant to tell her that sob story and have Hannah feel bad for her. “Anyway, that’s not why I booked the session. It’s not even the real reason why Brooke dared me to. That had nothing to do with you and everything to do with her and me.”

Hannah frowned. “I don’t get what you mean.”

“Brooke knows I’m not the cuddly type. She didn’t think I would go through with attending a cuddle session. Even if I did, she assumed it would make things between you and me so awkward that one of us would move out sooner or later…and she would inherit half of the building.”

Hannah slumped against the side of the open elevator door. “Jesus! That’s fucked-up.”

Winter shrugged. “I suppose it is, but I should have expected it. It has always been like that.”

“Why is there so much bad blood between the two of you? I mean, you are sisters! I can’t imagine doing something like that to one of my siblings. Is it because Jules and your mother…um…?”

Winter knew what she was asking. She tried to play it cool. “So you figured out that he cheated on Brooke’s mother with mine, huh?”

“Not hard to do, with you being half sisters and about the same age. I just didn’t want to put my finger into old wounds, so I didn’t say anything.”

Winter let out a huff. “It’s not a wound. I don’t care if she hates me. I couldn’t care less about her either.”

“Bullshit.” Hannah’s gentle tone contradicted her blunt answer.

“Are we starting up the bullshit game again?”

“Just calling it as I see it. If you didn’t care about your sister at all, why would it bother you to let her think you can’t make it through a cuddle session? And don’t tell me it didn’t. Why else would you have accepted the dare?”

“Because I’m sick of her always coming out as the winner, the golden child who can do no wrong, while I’m the unwanted result of an affair with his secretary.” Winter bit the inside of her cheek so hard that the coppery taste of blood coated her tongue. Why the hell did she keep telling Hannah stuff she had never told anyone?

Hannah stepped away from where she had held the door open with her body, now fully back inside the elevator. She paused in front of Winter without touching her, even though Winter could tell she was itching to reach out for a comforting pat or squeeze. “I’m really sorry he made you feel that way.”

Her genuine compassion threatened to pierce the armor of indifference Winter had cultivated over the years. She brushed it off with a swipe of her hand. No use crying over spilled milk. Her Apple Watch beeped with a reminder she had set earlier, offering a much-needed escape. “If we don’t hurry up, we’ll be late for our own welcome party.”

Now that Hannah was no longer blocking the door with her body, it slid shut, and Winter quickly reached around her and pressed the button for the basement, eager to escape this situation.

The elevator started to move with a loud hum that covered the silence between them.

Winter knew she could have ended the conversation here, and Hannah would probably be willing to let it go. But the unsaid words sat like a handful of stones at the bottom of her stomach. “Speaking of being sorry… I shouldn’t have done what I did.” She stared at her gleaming Italian dress shoes, then forced herself to glance into Hannah’s eyes. “Try to kiss you, I mean. That wasn’t okay, and I promise it won’t happen again.”

“Thank you. I appreciate that,” Hannah said. “But next time, please don’t refuse to talk to me for days or force me to hunt you down in an elevator.”

“Like I just said, there won’t be a next time.”

Hannah gazed back at her with an expression Winter couldn’t interpret. Finally, she nodded. “All right.”

The elevator door slid open in the basement.

“So,” Winter said when Hannah turned and stepped out, “are we okay?” The fact that there even was a we made her pause for a moment before she followed Hannah out of the elevator.

Hannah stopped and turned toward her. “Are you asking because you don’t want Brooke to win?”

“Yeah,” Winter said. “She shouldn’t get away with manipulative shit like that.”

“Agreed.” Hannah nodded, but her full lips—lips that Winter should stop looking at—compressed the tiniest bit before she whirled away and strode toward the community room.

Had that frank answer hurt her feelings?

Damn. Brooke was right. Social etiquette wasn’t her forte.

“And,” Winter called after her, “because I really want us to be okay.” Um, that sounded much too cozy. “I mean, I’d hate to wake up one morning and find Folgers beans in my espresso machine.”

Hannah laughed. “So you did hear me.”

“I was working,” Winter said.

“Sure you were—working on an excuse for why you tried to kiss me.”

Someone cleared their throat behind them.

Great. Whoever it was, they had probably overheard what Hannah had said. Winter pinched the bridge of her nose, then put on her best poker face and turned around.

Of course it had to be Heather. She held a giant covered bowl in her hands and had an even bigger grin on her face.

“What?” Winter leveled her with a warning glare.

“Oh, nothing. Just glad to hear my future landladies are getting along so well.” Heather chuckled. “Come on. I’ll introduce you to everyone you haven’t already met.”

Sighing, Winter let her lead the way to the community room.

* * *

When the elevator door closed behind them, Hannah and Winter slumped against the metal walls and audibly blew out twin breaths.

Winter glanced over at her. “Why do you sound so relieved? You were great at that”—she swirled her index finger—“mingling thing. The tenants all clearly loved you.”

Did they? It felt great to hear Winter acknowledge that. Hannah had chatted with each of the tenants at some point during the evening, and they all seemed like good people. “I had a really nice time. I love spending time with people, but afterward, I always love coming back home too, especially after big parties like this. My brain can’t keep up with all the new faces.”

Winter hummed her agreement. “Yeah, they better not expect an annual holiday party or something like that.”

Hannah moved her arm to nudge her with an elbow, then paused. She had always been a naturally tactile person, and she tended to incorporate casual little touches into a conversation without thinking much of it. Her friends and most of her clients loved it, but with Winter, she really needed to cut it out. If their aborted cuddle session had shown her one thing, it was how uncomfortable Winter was with any physical contact.

She dropped her arm back down. “Oh, come on. Don’t pretend you don’t have any social skills.”

“I never said that. My social skill is intimidating folks to stay the hell away from me.”

Hannah grinned. “Yeah, clearly, Mrs. Kline was so intimidated by you, she was shaking in her Crocs. That’s why she clung to your arm most of the night and kept heaping food onto your plate. I swear, she has a crush on you!” While she had chatted with other tenants, she had kept glancing over at Winter and their oldest tenant. Winter had her professional mask up with everyone else, but there had been a gentleness in her eyes as she had leaned over so Mrs. Kline could hear her better over the din of conversation.

“Bullshit!” Winter said. “The woman is eighty-five! She does not have a crush on me.”

“That word and elevators… If we’re not careful, that’ll really become our thing. And just for the record, there’s no age limit on crushes. I intend to still be head over heels for my husband or wife when I’m eighty-five.”

Winter groaned. “Of course you would be a starry-eyed romantic. Figures.”

The elevator arrived at the top floor, and they got out.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Of course, Hannah already knew what she meant, but it was fun to verbally spar with Winter. After five days of frosty silence, any conversation between them was a relief.

Winter unlocked their front door and held it open for Hannah to enter first. “Nothing,” she said as she followed her in. “It just fits that whole cuddles-will-heal-you Zen thing you’ve got going on.”

“Speaking of my cuddles-will-heal-you thing… I have an outcall tomorrow morning, so I’d better go to bed,” Hannah said.

“All right. Good night.”

“Good night.” As Hannah paused in front of her bedroom door, Winter kept walking toward her own room. “Oh, Winter?”

Winter stopped and glanced back in her direction, eyebrows raised in a half curious, half wary expression. “Yeah?”

“I’d better not find that hundred-dollar bill in my mug again tomorrow morning.”

Winter turned to fully face her. “Come on. You earned that money fair and square.”

“No, I didn’t. That session wasn’t up to my usual standards. I started it all wrong, and it went downhill from there. I would feel guilty if I accepted any money for it.”

“Christ, and you say I’m the stubborn one!” A low growl drifted through the hall. “All right. I won’t put the money in your mug.”

“Or anywhere else,” Hannah added.

“Fine, or anywhere else,” Winter repeated. “No money will change hands. Happy now?”

Hannah nodded. “Yes. Thank you.”

It was only when the door clicked shut behind Winter that Hannah realized how carefully she had phrased it. No money would change hands…which didn’t rule out Winter trying to pay her for the session in other, non-monetary ways.

Oh God. Knowing Winter, she would show up with a hundred dollars’ worth of cacti to decorate the den.


 

Chapter 15

A few days later, Hannah lay stretched out on the couch in the living room and tried to turn the page of her romance novel with one hand while reaching for a piece of chocolate with the other. Her gaze remained fixed on the book as she popped a dark-chocolate-and-raspberry square into her mouth.

The novel was Write for Her by Kim Hartfield. In this scene, the main characters, a successful writer and a coffee shop owner who hated reading, were digging into the mystery of why the latter yawned through every book she tried to read.

Hannah didn’t get it either. She had always loved getting lost in the pages of a good book, especially a romance. How could anyone not enjoy that?

Finally, the two characters found the explanation.

The book dropped onto her belly, and Hannah nearly choked on the piece of chocolate melting in her mouth. Holy crap! The coffee shop owner had aphantasia!

The events described in a book didn’t unfold like a movie in her mind, and that was why reading didn’t capture her interest.

Hannah didn’t get that inner movie either, which was why she avoided books filled with lengthy descriptions of scenery, but for her, that didn’t mean she couldn’t get lost in fictional worlds. She read for the emotions first and foremost.

But wow! It was so cool to find someone with aphantasia in a book, even if they didn’t enjoy reading as much as she did. She had never come across an aphantasic character in any book, movie, or TV show, which was probably the reason it had taken her nearly three decades to figure out her brain worked differently and that other people weren’t merely using metaphors when they talked about mental images or picturing things.

Hannah sat up and reread the paragraph, just for the enjoyment of seeing her own experience reflected in a book. She clutched the novel with both hands and bounced up and down on the couch. “Yes, yes, yes!”

“Um, do you have a minute, or should I come back later?” came Winter’s voice from the doorway.

Hannah dropped the book as if she had been caught reading porn.

Winter leaned in the doorway, her laptop under one arm and an amused twinkle in her eyes.

“No, come on in.” Hannah picked up the book and put it on the coffee table.

It had been five days since their conversation in the elevator, and while Winter had stopped avoiding her, she also hadn’t gone out of her way to talk to Hannah, as if she still didn’t quite know what to say to her after the way their cuddle session had ended. This was the first time she had searched Hannah out.

Winter perched on the other end of the couch and eyed the novel. “Must be a more exciting read than the book on permission marketing that is waiting on my reading app right now.”

“Definitely. You can borrow it once I’ve finished, if you want.”

“No, thanks.” Winter all but wrinkled her nose. “Romance isn’t my thing.”

Was she just talking about romance novels or about romantic relationships too? Not that it mattered because Winter so wasn’t her type, even though she was undeniably hot. Hannah cleared her throat. “Is there something I can do for you?”

“More like the other way around. First…” Winter handed Hannah a neon yellow object.

It was a stack of sticky notes. She stared at them. Why was Winter giving her sticky notes?

“You said you were running out,” Winter said.

Hannah remembered the notes they had left each other in the kitchen last week, when they hadn’t been talking. She burst out laughing. “Thanks, but I hope that doesn’t mean you want to go back to sticky note conversations.”

“No. Just paying a debt. And I wanted to show you this.” Winter slid closer on the couch, opened her laptop, and handed it over.

Hannah settled it on her thighs.

The browser was open, displaying a website. A banner showed a picture of a fully dressed couple cuddling. The menu was in a soft mango tone—one of Hannah’s favorite colors—and the menu items included cuddle rules, about your cuddler, and book a session. It was a beautiful website, modern yet inviting, and Hannah had never seen it before, even though she knew or had at least heard of most professional cuddlers, not only in Portland but also in other cities.

“Are you checking out the competition?” Hannah chuckled. “I didn’t think you would be interested in booking another session with a pro cuddler.”

If Winter had been Catholic, she probably would have made the sign of the cross. “I’m not. This is your website.”

Hannah shook her head. “I don’t have a website.”

“Exactly. That’s why I built you one.”

Hannah stared at the laptop, then at Winter. “You built me a website? Just like that?”

“I still owe you a hundred bucks, and I promised no money would change hands, so…”

A website was way better than a bunch of cacti, but it had to be the result of hours if not days of work, and Winter’s hourly rate was no doubt much higher than her own. “First of all, I charge eighty dollars for a cuddle session, not a hundred. Second, you don’t owe me anything. And even if you did, this is not an eighty-dollar or even a hundred-dollar website.”

“Sure it is,” Winter said. “It’s very basic, without any need for subsections.”

Hannah clicked around. The website might be basic in Winter’s eyes, but Winter had clearly done her homework and looked at other professional cuddlers’ sites before designing Hannah’s. She had included an FAQ page, a contact form, and room for testimonials. Hannah clicked on a menu item that said About your cuddler.

“Don’t worry,” Winter said. “It’s on localhost, so it’s not live yet. You’ll have to buy a domain name, pick a web hosting service, and replace the Lorem ipsum.”

“Lorem ipsum?”

“The dummy text I put in. And the pic. I didn’t have a photo of you, so I used this as a placeholder.” Winter pointed at the photo at the top of the page, which showed two cute kittens snuggling in a basket.

Aww. “I don’t know what to say, Winter. It doesn’t seem fair to accept it when I can’t pay you what your time is worth.” With a small smile, Hannah added, “I would offer to pay you in kind, but you said you didn’t want another cuddle session, so I don’t know what to offer you in return.”

Winter studied her with intense focus, the diagonal line above the bridge of her nose deepening. “You would really cuddle with me again after…um, the way our session ended?”

“Why not? I believe in second chances, and you promised never to try something like that again, so I think I’m safe with you.”

Winter shook her head at her. “I can’t decide whether you’re exceptionally generous or exceptionally naive. Or both.”

“For someone who’s in marketing, you’re surprisingly bad at giving compliments.”

“Who said it was a compliment?” Winter replied.

Hannah chuckled. “Touché.” She went back to exploring the website. Even though it wasn’t finished yet, it already looked better than any of her colleagues’.

“So,” Winter finally said, “do you like it?”

“I love it.” Hannah nibbled her lower lip as it finally sank in what having a website of her own would mean.

“But…?” Winter prompted. “If there’s anything you want to have changed, I could easily—”

“No, it’s not that. It’s a beautiful website. There’s just a lot riding on it if I accept.”

The diagonal line above Winter’s nose carved itself deeper into her skin. “It doesn’t come with any hidden agendas. I don’t expect anything in return. I’m not playing silly little mind games, like Brooke or Julian.”

“I know.” Hannah held on to the laptop so she wouldn’t reach over for a reassuring touch to Winter’s arm. Amazing how hard it was to keep her hands to herself. “But my contract with Snuggle Experts doesn’t allow me to have a website of my own. They are probably afraid I would be poaching their clients. So I either keep working for them, or I accept your website and go out on my own.”

Winter gave her a puzzled look. “Isn’t it an obvious choice? Being your own boss is great!”

“I bet it is for you. You are in marketing, so you know how to get new clients. But I’m really bad at it. That’s why I was happy to leave the client acquisition to Snuggle Experts. I never had to promote my services, write an invoice, build a support group for professional cuddlers, or research ways to keep educating myself about new techniques or insights. They did all of that for me.”

“Yeah, but do you still need it? You have Valentina and Tammy and the rest of your cuddly friends. Aren’t they your support group?”

Hannah thought about it. Winter was right. It had been a while since she had logged in to the Facebook group for professional cuddlers. After five years, she didn’t need as much support, and she had built her own network of fellow cuddlers she could reach out to. She also didn’t get many new things out of the continued ed webinars Snuggle Experts offered anymore. “True. However, the one thing I still need them for is getting new clients.”

“But don’t you have a client base of regulars by now? I’m starting to recognize some of them.”

“Yeah, but I couldn’t make a living only from my regulars. There just aren’t enough people interested in weekly or monthly sessions yet. About one-third of my income is from clients who want to try it once, then never show up again. Those all come from the Snuggle Experts website, not from the cuddle parties I facilitate or from the therapists I work with. The thought of giving that up is scary.” Hannah wiped her clammy hands on her yoga pants so she wouldn’t leave sweaty fingerprints all over Winter’s laptop.

“Well, wasn’t it you who told me that the things that scare us most are often the things we need the most?”

Hannah cracked a smile. “Yeah, that sounds familiar. But how would I go about replacing the clients I would no longer get from Snuggle Experts?”

“Easy,” Winter said. “For starters, you target people looking for similar things—massages, spa visits, wellness stuff—with ads on Google, Facebook, and Instagram. We could add a blog to the website to help it rank higher in search engines, and you could hand out flyers with a discount for first-time customers at events.”

“That all sounds great in theory, but I have no idea how to do any of that,” Hannah said.

Winter leaned back and laced her fingers over her belly. A confident smile played on her lips. “Lucky for you, you live with the best marketing expert on the West Coast.”

“And the most modest,” Hannah added with a grin of her own. “But seriously, I can’t expect you to do all of that for free.”

“Who said I’d work for free? What are you paying Snuggle Experts for having your profile on their website?”

“They take a fifteen percent commission fee from all of my sessions.”

“Then how about you pay me ten percent of the money you make through my marketing efforts?” Winter said. “Just until our living arrangement ends, and then we’ll reassess the situation.”

If Winter was as good at her job as Hannah thought she was, it would be a great deal…at least for Hannah. “Why only ten percent, when Snuggle Experts takes a fifteen percent cut?”

“Because you’ll have to help with the content. Just because I leafed through that nuzzle novel of yours doesn’t mean I know enough about professional cuddling to promote it.”

“Nuzzle novel?” Hannah looked at the sapphic romance on the coffee table. That wasn’t what Winter was talking about, was it?

“The Cuddle Sutra.”

Hannah burst out laughing. Then she sobered and studied Winter, whose ice-blue eyes gave nothing away. “Not too long ago, you would have loved to cordon off the front door with barbed wire to keep my clients out, yet now you are offering to help me market my cuddling services? Why the sudden change of heart?”

“Who said I had a change of heart?” Winter firmly shook her head. “My motivation is completely selfish and logical. If you don’t have to pay a commission fee to Snuggle Experts, you can make the same amount of money with fewer clients, and that means fewer strangers traipsing through our apartment.”

That wasn’t really Winter’s motivation for helping, was it? If she was the best marketing expert on the West Coast, there might soon be more, not fewer strangers traipsing through the apartment. Hannah suspected Winter still felt guilty for the way their cuddle session had ended and for not being allowed to pay for it. She couldn’t stand to owe her, so this was her way of paying off her debt.

Then Hannah realized what Winter had just said. A broad grin stretched her lips.

“What?” Winter asked. “Why are you grinning like that?”

“You said ‘our’ apartment.” Hannah playfully clutched her heart.

“Only for now. In sixty-seven days, I fully expect to have it to myself, while you take your cuddle business to the basement or to whatever unit becomes available.”

The basement? Apparently, Winter would still prefer to hide the services her co-landlady offered as far away from herself as possible. That stung. Hannah was determined not to let that happen. Her clients deserved the beautiful natural light on the top floor with its bay windows as much as Winter did.

“So, do we have a deal?” Winter asked.

It was a scary leap of faith, not only in herself but in Winter too. If they got into another argument or Winter changed her mind about helping her, she would be on her own. Without Snuggle Experts or some marketing help, she wouldn’t be able to support herself. The rental income from her half of the building wasn’t a sure thing yet, so she didn’t want to rely on that. She took several even breaths to calm her racing heart, then nodded and stuck out her hand. “Deal.”

Just as Winter reached out to shake her hand, Hannah realized how Winter could have interpreted the terms of the deal and quickly pulled her hand out of reach. “This deal is only about you helping me with the marketing in exchange for ten percent, right?”

Winter cocked her head and regarded her with a mildly amused look. “You think I’m trying to trick you into agreeing to move into the basement so I can have the top-floor apartment to myself?”

Hannah lowered her gaze to her nails, then peeked back up. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to insinuate that you’d play dirty. I’m usually not the type of person who suspects others of having a hidden agenda, and I don’t want to do it with you. It’s just…we didn’t exactly start off on the right foot, so I guess I’m a little on guard.”

Winter didn’t seem enraged. Not even surprised, as if manipulations and being accused of dirty tricks were normal parts of her world. Considering everything Hannah had heard and seen of her family life, maybe they were.

“I’m not pretending I’ve never played dirty in my life,” Winter said. “But it’s not my modus operandi. If I want to kick you out and have this apartment all to myself, I’ll tell you to your face. And our deal aside, I reserve the right to potentially do just that at a later point.”

“Well, you can try.” Instead of feeling threatened, Hannah appreciated Winter’s frankness. She would try to treat her with the same honesty and not hold their failed cuddle session against her. Maybe this could be a new beginning for the two of them. She stuck out her hand again.

Winter’s long fingers wrapped around hers with the perfect amount of pressure.

Her grip felt steady and safe, and her skin was so soft that Hannah held on for longer than the customary two seconds. Jeez, you’d think I get enough cuddles elsewhere. Cut it out! She forced herself to let go.

As soon as Winter’s hand was free, she got up. “Great. We can get started tomorrow.”

“Thank you.”

Winter kept looking at her as if waiting for something.

Hannah glanced around. Was she missing something? She had just told her thank you, hadn’t she? “Um…”

“I need my laptop back,” Winter said.

“Oh. Sorry. Of course.” Hannah’s cheeks went hot. She hadn’t realized she was still clutching the device in an effort not to give in to her tactile tendencies and touch Winter. Quickly, she handed it over.

When Winter strode away, Hannah stared after her. Talk about emotional whiplash. A week ago, they couldn’t even have a civil conversation without Hannah trapping her in an elevator, and now they were about to work together! Things were about to get interesting.

* * *

“No. No. Hell no. Nope. No.” Winter clicked through the photos on the flash drive Hannah had given her in search of a picture they could use for the website.

“You know, I’m starting to develop an inferiority complex,” Hannah said from the other side of Winter’s desk. “Do I really look that bad in all of them?”

Winter paused on the picture currently filling her screen. Bad? No, Hannah didn’t look bad in any of them. Her smile was always big and authentic, and her eyes shone with happiness, as if every day was a fun adventure. “Nah. You look all right. They are just not what I want for the website.”

“All right?” Hannah laughed. “No wonder you’re single if that’s how you talk to women.”

“I’m single because I prefer being on my own,” Winter said while she continued to click through pictures of Hannah.

“Seriously?”

“Yeah. You don’t enjoy single life?”

Hannah pulled her bare foot onto the visitor’s chair, hugged her knee, and leaned her cheek against it as she stared off into space with a pensive expression. “I love my life, and I’m not unhappy on my own. But having someone to cuddle up to after a taxing day…someone who makes me laugh… That would be the icing on my happiness cake.”

“So you still cuddle in your private life, even after doing it all day?” Winter couldn’t keep the bafflement from her tone.

“Of course. It’s completely different from cuddling with a client. Much more of a give-and-take instead of me providing whatever the client needs.”

Winter nodded slowly. “I think that’s why Julian booked sessions with you. Because there was no give-and-take. It was all about him and what he needed, and he wasn’t expected to give anything back, other than money.” That was how Julian had seemed to prefer all his relationships.

Hannah slid her foot back onto the floor. “I can’t talk about any details of our sessions; you know that. But I think you’re selling him short. He didn’t just hand over some cash without any emotional investment. Of course he was a client, but I think he was also trying to be a friend. Once, when my landlord knocked on my door during a session because I was late paying my rent, Jules—”

“Offered you money?” Winter threw in. “Yeah, he was good at that. His child support payments were always on time, and he even offered to pay for an Ivy League education for me, as if that made up for—” She clenched her hand around the mouse and cut herself off. What was it about Hannah that made it so easy to spill private details that she had never shared with anyone else?

“Made up for what?” Hannah asked softly when Winter didn’t continue.

Winter hesitated, but she wanted Hannah to understand who Julian had been to her with an intensity that took her by surprise. “For not having a father to teach me how to ride a bike or drive a car or whatever it is fathers do. For all the nights I lay awake, hearing my mother cry because he refused to leave his rich wife and darling daughter for us.” Once she had started speaking, the words burst out of her.

“I’m sorry.” Hannah’s eyes glistened with unshed tears, even as Winter’s remained dry.

Winter couldn’t take that sympathetic expression. She didn’t want Hannah to pity her. She was no longer the little girl in need of a father. Julian had taught her not to need anyone.

“I thought… Wasn’t he divorced?” Hannah asked.

A bitter taste seemed to coat Winter’s tongue. “Yeah. I don’t know what exactly happened or if they just waited until Brooke went off to college, but as soon as she was eighteen and out of the house, he and Brooke’s mother got a divorce.”

“But he still didn’t…?”

“Move in with my mother?” Winter shook her head. “You would think so, right? My mother sure did. That week was the only time in my life when I ever heard her whistle and sing. She thought he would call any minute to propose or ask her out on a proper date or something. But, of course, a former secretary wasn’t good enough for Julian P. Lambert. Not for more than an affair.”

Hannah put one hand on the desk between them as if offering Winter the chance to reach for it.

Of course, Winter didn’t. She had never found comfort in hand-holding. Then why did her mind flash back to how it had felt to hold Hannah’s hand during their cuddle session? She forced away the image by directing her attention back to the screen.

“I can’t imagine how much that must have hurt, not only your mom but you too.”

The kindness and compassion in Hannah’s tone made Winter clench her teeth.

Hannah cleared her throat. “Is that why you don’t—?”

“Can we just focus on the website?” Winter stopped Hannah before she could finish her question. “I’d like to finish it today.”

“Sorry. I hope I’m not keeping you from your paid work. Better-paid work, I mean.”

This week, Winter had spent a lot of time on the website and setting up social media accounts for the Snuggle Den—which was the name they had brainstormed for Hannah’s cuddling business. She hadn’t exactly neglected her other work, but neither had she put in her usual amount of research and perfectionist attention to every minute detail. Hannah’s business took precedence for now.

The stuff she did for Hannah was so basic, it should have bored her to death, but for some reason, it was fun. Part of it was that she would get to see the results of her work firsthand, but mostly, it was the excitement Hannah radiated with every little bit of progress. It felt like spending a day in the sun after a long, gloomy Oregon winter.

“It’s fine. But I think we should have a professional take a photo of you for the website. Most of these”—Winter pointed at the flash drive—“either don’t have the right feel, or they look like they were taken by someone who shares your horrible photography skills.”

Hannah laughed. “That’s because they probably were. Most of the pics I’m in were taken by my sister or my dad.” Then her expression grew serious, and a tinge of crimson crept into her cheeks. “I bet a photographer could take a much better picture, but, um, hiring a pro isn’t in my budget right now.”

It had been more than a decade since Winter last had to think twice before spending money on whatever she wanted, but she still vividly remembered making it through college on a diet of Ramen noodles because she was always broke and refused to take Julian’s money. “Don’t worry about that. I know a photographer who owes me a favor.”

“I really don’t know about that, Winter. It doesn’t feel right to keep accepting help without paying for it.”

“Would it make you feel better if you did the dishes for a week in exchange?” Winter asked.

Hannah smiled. “We have a dishwasher.”

“God, you’re so stubborn.” Truth be told, Winter could understand not wanting to accept charity. “Okay, then how about you take care of the cacti for the rest of the time we live together?”

“I’m already watering Spike and Barb anyway.”

Winter’s hand jerked. Her vertical mouse toppled over. “You named my cacti?”

“Of course. Prickly plants need names too.”

Oh jeez. “Okay. Final offer. You never mention those names to anyone, and we are even.”

Hannah burst out laughing. “That’s seriously all you want? You could have asked me to make you dinner for a week or something.”

Winter shook her head. Having a woman cook for her was too much like a date. “I don’t have proof that you can cook, so no thanks. Not referring to my plants by their names in front of guests will do.”

“All right. Deal.” Hannah reached across the desk to shake on it.

Winter took her fingers in a firm clasp, trying not to notice how unexpectedly strong Hannah’s small hand felt and how soft her skin was. “I’ll give my acquaintance a call to see if she can squeeze us in this week. Let’s try to finish the layout of the website.” She pulled her hand from Hannah’s grip to point at the computer screen. “Do you want to keep the white background everywhere, or do you think it would look better if we used colored boxes for some of the text?”

“I honestly have no idea.”

“Just imagine a pastel shade of mango around this paragraph, for example.” Winter turned her screen as far as it would go, then realized Hannah still wasn’t able to see much, so she gave her a wave that invited her to come over to her side of the desk.

Hannah stood and circled the desk. She hovered behind Winter and leaned forward to study the screen.

Winter’s back instantly felt warmer than before. She caught a whiff of Hannah’s scent—no perfume, only the subtle blend of lotion and shampoo. Why did Hannah have to stand so close? It was making it hard to focus on the website. Winter leaned forward, away from Hannah, under the pretext of tracing lines across the screen. “Here and here.”

“I’m not sure which would be better,” Hannah said. “I don’t have a mind’s eye, so I can’t imagine what it would look like. I would have to actually see it.”

Winter whirled her office chair around. Her knee brushed Hannah’s leg, but she ignored it as she stared up at her. “What do you mean—no mind’s eye? That you’re not very good at visualizing?”

“That I can’t visualize at all. And it’s not just images. I can’t conjure up sounds, smells, tastes, or touch either.” Hannah smiled as if she were talking about an everyday thing like rain in Portland.

Winter knew she was staring, but she couldn’t help it. No mental images? No sounds? “Wow. I didn’t know something like that even exists. I can’t imagine what that must be like.”

Hannah laughed. “I can relate.”

“Huh?”

“Sorry. Aphantasia joke. You said you can’t imagine. That’s literally the definition of aphantasia—no visual imagery.”

Aphantasia? So it was a common enough thing that there was a name for it? Winter’s mind was blown. She had never heard of something like that! “So when you close your eyes and try to imagine something…let’s say my face…there’s no image? Not even a blurry one? You have no idea what I look like?”

Hannah closed her eyes as if going along with Winter’s experiment. “No image at all. But I know exactly what you look like—short, silver hair; blue eyes; striking cheekbones.”

It was interesting to hear Hannah describe her. So she thought her cheekbones were striking? Not that it mattered, of course.

Hannah opened her eyes, and their gazes met. “It’s like a list of facts, without an associated image. Same for your voice. I know it’s deeper than mine and a little husky, but I can’t hear it in my mind. If you ever go missing, you’d better hope I’m not the one describing you to the police, or you might never be found because my mental list of facts is usually not very detailed.” She chuckled as if it didn’t matter to her at all.

How could it not? Winter didn’t get it. How did Hannah even function?

Her expression must have revealed her disbelief because Hannah gave her an understanding smile. “I take it your own thinking is very visual?”

“Oh yeah. If I work on a graphic for a client, I know exactly what it’ll look like before I even get started. I have a clear mental image, and I can even manipulate it, testing out how different adjustments would look without actually having to try it out in Photoshop first.”

Now it was Hannah’s turn to stare. “That sounds like magic to me.”

“I thought everyone could do that.”

“No. I definitely can’t.”

Winter still couldn’t grasp what that must be like. “And there’s no cure for it? Like a technique you could use to help train your visualization skills?”

Any traces of a smile disappeared from Hannah’s face. “It’s not something that needs to be cured, Winter. My brain just works a bit differently from most people’s, and it always has, so having nothing but soundless words in my mind is completely normal to me. Sure, it comes with a few disadvantages that sometimes get me into interesting situations, but it also has its benefits.”

“Such as?” Winter couldn’t think of any.

“When I first moved to Portland, I had a roommate who worked as a housekeeper in a hospital,” Hannah said. “She could tell me the grossest details of her workday over dinner, and it didn’t disturb me at all. To me, they were only words, without any accompanying images or smells.”

Winter gave her a doubtful look. “Being able to talk about poop during dinner doesn’t seem that great of an advantage to me.”

Now Hannah’s grin returned, lending a mischievous twinkle to her eyes. “Okay, maybe it’s not. But seriously, I think what sets me apart from many other people is that I live fully in the present. I don’t get lost in daydreams about the future or dwell on images of unpleasant things that happened in the past. I know these things happened, but I don’t relive them. Staying in the moment is part of what makes me a good professional cuddler.”

“And you think it’s because you’re…?”

“Aphantasic.” Hannah nodded. “Yeah, for the most part. I know not every aphantasic person is that way, but I hear it often enough in my aphantasia Facebook group that I think there’s a connection.”

Hmm. Winter had to admit that sounded like a much more useful skill than being able to talk about excrement at any time. Maybe being a very visual person wasn’t always a good thing, because she could relive every humiliating moment of her childhood in full HD, with all the emotions flooding back. “So if there were a pill that could activate your mind’s eye, you wouldn’t take it?”

“Only if it’s temporary,” Hannah said without hesitation. “I would love to experience things like reading the way most people do, just to see what it’s like. But overall, I like my brain the way it is, little quirks and all. Having aphantasia is part of what makes me me, like being touch-positive or pansexual.”

Winter could understand that. If there had been a pill that could make her straight, she wouldn’t have wanted to take it either. “All right. So let’s give your quirky brain a little help.” She put the paragraph into a text block of its own and opened the editing pane of the page builder. It took only a few clicks to change the box’s background color to a pastel shade of mango. “What do you think?”

Hannah leaned over her shoulder. “Ooh, I like it! It looks warmer than having the entire page in white.”

“Right. And it guides the visitor’s eye toward the most important parts.” While Winter talked, she was very aware of the fact that only the back of her chair separated their bodies. “If we put this text box at the center of this section and fill it with a handful of customer benefits, then have a call-to-action button of the same color, that should seal the deal.”

“Customer benefits?” Hannah asked.

“Something like this.” Winter’s fingers flew across the keyboard as she filled the mango-colored text box with a bulleted list of cuddling benefits she remembered from various websites she had visited for research. When she was done, she slid the chair to the side so Hannah could read it.

“Cuddling lowers your cortisol levels? It reduces your risk for heart disease?” Hannah laughed.

“What? It’s true, isn’t it?”

“Yeah, but that reads like a medical textbook! People book a cuddle session to feel good and because they crave human connection. The health benefits are merely a nice side effect.” Hannah leaned one hip against the desk and regarded Winter. “You really can’t think of a single positive thing associated with cuddling, can you?”

Her tone and expression weren’t judging, just astonished. Still, Winter didn’t want Hannah to see her like that. “Of course I can.”

“I meant other than that list of medical facts,” Hannah said. “Haven’t you ever enjoyed a hug? Not even from your mom when you were little?”

“My mother wasn’t the hugging kind, and neither am I.” Usually, Winter didn’t give a shit about what people thought. But Hannah’s probing questions went under her skin like needle pricks. She couldn’t even say why that was, and that grated on her even more. Abruptly, she stood and swept her arm toward the office chair. “Why don’t you fill in the list of benefits while I go and give the photographer a call.” She grabbed her phone and squeezed past Hannah without waiting for a reply.

* * *

Hannah sank into the office chair Winter had vacated. It was still warm from Winter’s body. She heavily leaned back against it and stared after Winter.

Her stomach bunched into a tight ball. Wonderful, Hannah Martin. Now you’ve done it. Winter had spent most of the day helping her, and this was how she’d repaid her. Why couldn’t she keep her mouth shut and stop asking her personal questions?

For someone who was usually great at respecting people’s boundaries, she was awful at it when it came to Winter. Sometimes, she couldn’t help herself. Winter was simply too fascinating. She wanted to see more of the person underneath the cold, aloof exterior and understand what had made her that way.

But she knew that wasn’t a good enough reason to keep making Winter uncomfortable. She gathered her courage and crossed the room in search of Winter.

She found her pacing the kitchen while she spoke on the phone. “Great. See you tomorrow, then.” Winter pocketed the phone and turned toward Hannah with a businesslike expression. “Good news. If we drive over to her studio tomorrow morning, she’ll squeeze us in for a short photo shoot.”

“That’s wonderful. I hope you didn’t have to offer her your firstborn.”

“She knows I don’t have kids, and I don’t see that changing since I’m not the relationship type or the single-mom type.”

Hannah cocked her head. How easily Winter had revealed that bit of personal information. So was it only certain topics that made her uncomfortable, while she was fine discussing others? Or maybe it wasn’t the fact that Hannah had asked a personal question at all.

Come to think of it, Winter had asked her several personal questions too. She had wanted to know whether Hannah enjoyed being single, whether she cuddled in her private life even after doing it with clients all day, and whether she would take a pill to cure her aphantasia.

Wow. They had actually talked about more personal stuff today than she’d realized. A time or two, Winter had steered the conversation back to work, but she had never walked out until Hannah had asked about her lack of past cuddling experiences.

The last time that had happened had been when she’d stormed out of their cuddle session.

Oh. Hannah nearly slapped her forehead. It wasn’t the personal question that had made Winter flee—or at least not only the question. Maybe it had been the reminder of her failure at cuddling.

Had Winter felt judged, just as Hannah had felt judged earlier, when Winter had asked whether she would consider taking a pill to cure her aphantasia? It implied that the way her brain worked was inferior—something that needed to be fixed.

And now she had made Winter feel the same way.

“I’m so sorry, Winter.”

The line above Winter’s nose deepened. “You don’t want to do the photo shoot anymore?”

“No, no. It’s not about that. I’m sorry if I came across like I’m judging you in any way for not being into cuddling.” Once again, Hannah fought the impulse to touch Winter’s arm. She stuffed her hands into her pockets. “I didn’t mean to. It’s just that snuggling…touch…is such a big part of my life that I have a hard time grasping how someone can’t miss it.”

Winter crossed her arms in front of her chest. For a moment, Hannah thought she would brush off the apology, but then Winter gave a curt nod. “Just like visual imagination is such a big part of my life that I have a hard time grasping how someone can’t miss it.”

Hannah lowered her gaze to the kitchen floor. Winter’s insight made her feel even worse. “Yeah, exactly. You accepted my little quirk as different but equal, and I should have done the same for you. I’ll try harder from now on, and if I fail, kick me, okay?”

Winter stared as if she didn’t know what to do with her apology. “Are you sure that’s what you want me to do?”

“Um, yeah.”

“Then maybe I should tell you that I did five years of Taekwondo when I was younger. I still kick pretty hard.” Winter’s serious expression didn’t change.

But she was clearly joking…at least Hannah hoped so. She made a show of gulping loudly. “In that case, maybe you could nudge me instead.”

“Nah. That’s too much like cuddling. I’ll get my revenge in other ways.”

“Um, what other ways?”

Winter grinned and strode back to the office.

Hannah hurried after her. “Winter? What other ways?”

“You’re not an early riser, are you?” Winter asked over her shoulder.

“Not really. Why?”

“Because I told Shanice—the photographer—that I want to do the shoot during the golden hour.”

Golden hour? It sounded familiar, but Hannah couldn’t remember what it meant. “What’s that again?”

“In our case, the first hour after sunrise. The light is softer and warmer then.”

“Sunrise,” Hannah repeated with a sinking feeling. “That means…”

“We’ll have to be in North Portland at five o’clock tomorrow morning.”

Hannah groaned. “Maybe you should kick me instead.”

Winter dropped back onto her office chair with a husky laugh.

Despite the prospect of having to get up in the middle of the night, Hannah found herself smiling as she dragged her chair around the desk so she could see the computer screen too.


 

Chapter 16

The next morning, as the first dim light of dawn glimmered on the horizon, Hannah leaned her head back against the passenger seat of Winter’s Audi SUV and yawned loudly.

Even a large travel mug full of Winter’s coffee, which could double as rocket fuel, didn’t help much.

“You really didn’t have to get up this early,” she said around another yawn. “I could have done this on my own.”

Winter smoothly merged onto northbound Interstate 5, then glanced over for a second. At least there wasn’t much traffic at this hour. “You look like you can barely sip coffee, much less drive. If you got into an accident and the lawyers had to deal with your heirs, it would only complicate the payout of Julian’s trust.”

Hannah grinned. Right. Winter’s motivation was completely selfish and had nothing to do with her need for control…or her kindness. Maybe she would have believed that a few weeks ago, but after living with Winter for a month, she was starting to see behind her cool facade.

She closed her eyes, content to let Winter steer them across the Marquam Bridge and past the Moda Center.

It wasn’t long before Winter took the Swan Island exit, and soon after, she found a parking spot along the street.

As they got out, Winter pointed at a four-story building with panoramic windows and beautiful wooden window frames. “This is it.”

Hannah followed her and looked around curiously as Winter pulled open the door and let her enter ahead of her. She couldn’t wait to meet Shanice. For the photographer to get up that early for them, either the favor she owed Winter was a huge one, or she and Winter were friends.

The spacious studio seemed to be a renovated industrial building. Timber posts reached toward the high ceiling, where large metal pipes ran the length of the room.

To their left, along an exposed brick wall, was a seating area with two blue easy chairs and a huge orange sofa arranged around an oval table.

Only once they stepped past the lounge did the space start to look more like a commercial photo studio and less like a cozy living room.

The studio was divided into several different photo setup areas. In each, a curved backdrop hung from a tall stand and covered parts of the floor, reminding Hannah of a skateboard ramp. Light stands, tripods, and umbrella-like pieces of equipment were set up in front of each.

One corner held a hair-and-makeup cubicle with a huge mirror and a wardrobe rack. Transparent tubs full of props were stacked on the opposite side of the room. Three of the walls were comprised of floor-to-ceiling windows, while large black-and-white photos adorned the back wall.

“Shan?” Winter’s voice echoed through the space.

A short woman in jeans, a white top, and a yellow blazer stepped out of a room in the back and sauntered toward them.

She wore her long, brunette hair in box braids, pulled back from her face with a hair tie so it wouldn’t get in the way while she worked. Hannah wasn’t great at guessing people’s ages, but she thought Shanice might be around Winter’s age, in her late thirties or early forties. Her dark-brown skin was as smooth as Winter’s fair complexion. She made a beeline for Winter with a warm grin on her face. “I should have known you’d be early, even at this time of day.”

“You know what they say,” Winter replied. “The early bird takes the best shots.”

Instead of extending her hand for a shake, Shanice embraced Winter, who stood still and let herself be hugged.

When Shanice didn’t let go immediately, Winter patted her back until the photographer released her.

Hannah stayed in the background and watched with interest. Clearly, these two were more than work acquaintances. Had they ever been a couple?

Winter straightened. “Shan, this is Hannah Martin. Hannah, Shanice Burford.”

“Nice to meet you. Thanks so much for agreeing to do this, especially at this ungodly hour.” Hannah took Shanice’s hand in a warm grasp.

Shanice’s clasp was firm and her gaze confident as she studied Hannah. “No problem. Should we get started so we don’t lose the best light?”

“Yes, of course.”

“Winter said you need a portrait photo for a website with a mango-colored menu. I have a deep yellow backdrop that might be a good fit.” Shanice led them over to one of the setup areas. “Have you ever had professional photos taken?”

“No. Well, unless you count yearbook photos.”

Shanice tapped Hannah’s forearm in a reassuring gesture. Clearly, she was a fellow toucher, and Hannah couldn’t help wondering how that worked out between her and Winter if they were indeed friends or had even been romantically involved.

“Don’t worry,” Shanice said. “I’ll make sure to bring out your beautiful essence.”

Her tone and expression were completely professional, but something about her choice of words made Hannah wonder… Was she flirting just the tiniest bit?

Winter cleared her throat and swirled her finger in a let’s-get-going gesture. “Golden hour won’t last forever.”

“Right.” Shanice had Hannah step onto the yellowish backdrop and got out an expensive-looking camera.

Outside, the sun had climbed over the horizon. Golden light streamed through the windows, bathing the studio in a soft glow.

Shanice took up position and pulled off the lens cap but didn’t yet lift the camera to eye level. “Let me tell you a little secret about this thing.” She held up the camera with an underhand grip. “The closer something is to it, the bigger it will appear. So if you want to de-emphasize a certain body part, let’s say your hips, a neat trick is to put them farther away from the camera. Instead of facing me, angle your body away a bit and put one foot behind the other, then shift your weight onto your back leg.”

As Hannah quickly followed instructions, Shanice raised the camera to her eye.

Ugh. Just how big did her hips appear through that camera? And it wasn’t only Shanice whose whole attention was fixed on her. At least she was looking through the viewfinder, creating a professional distance, while Winter’s gaze rested directly on her. Hannah wasn’t sure whether it was the reflectors in the studio or everyone’s focus on her, but her cheeks flushed.

“Yes, exactly like that,” Shanice said. “Now rotate your upper body toward me.”

As soon as Hannah had moved into position, Shanice started to snap photos. “Yes, like that. Drop your shoulders, and give me a smile. Yes! Right there. Gorgeous!” Clicks reverberated through the studio as she continued to press the shutter button, interspersed with short instructions and lavish praise.

“Are you using a wider aperture?” Winter asked from where she hovered behind Shanice.

Shanice shot her a look. “Yes. I’ve done this before, you know?”

“Just making sure.” Winter peered over her shoulder at the camera’s settings.

Shanice held the camera out to her. “Are you planning to take over?”

Hannah watched their interaction with interest. Winter knew how to take professional-looking photos? Then why hadn’t they done this at home?

“Um…” Winter froze. “No, that’s okay. I could take the pictures, but you are better at making people feel at ease in front of the camera.”

“Then shut up and let me do this.” Shanice’s tone was friendly yet firm. “Please.”

So there were people who dared to stand up to Winter! Hannah couldn’t help grinning.

Shanice snapped a picture of her grin before it could fade away. Finally, she lowered the camera. “You did great,” she said to Hannah. “Want to see what we have?”

Hannah stepped off the yellow paper backdrop and joined them at Shanice’s desk, which was hidden away in a cubicle.

The photographer slid the SD card into her computer and started a slideshow of the pictures she had taken.

That was really her? Hannah hoped her mouth wasn’t hanging open. Shanice’s posing tricks made her look as if she’d lost fifteen pounds overnight.

Yet Winter didn’t seem happy with the results. She stared at the big screen with a frown on her face.

“What?” Shanice asked. “Is my composition not to your liking? Or is it the lighting?”

“No. The photos look beautiful.”

Heat rushed into Hannah’s cheeks. Hey, she said the photos. Not you. Winter was admiring Shanice’s photography skills, not her body.

“But?” Shanice prompted.

“You’ve been posing Hannah like you would a model. But she’s not a model. She’s a professional cuddler. Why would we want to de-emphasize her hips or her belly? Curves are great. Um, I mean, they are a good thing for a cuddler to have, right? Added softness and all.”

The heat in Hannah’s cheeks increased to furnace level.

Was it just the golden hue of the sunrise, or was Winter blushing a little too?

“You’re a professional cuddler?” Shanice gave her a delighted smile. “That’s so cool! I recently read about it on a ten most unconventional jobs list.”

Hannah smiled back. “Yeah, it is pretty cool.”

“So that’s what the photos are for?” Shanice nudged Winter with an elbow. “You should have said so. Wouldn’t it be better to have pictures of Hannah actually cuddling with someone? Let’s head over to the seating area and take some.” Without waiting for a reply, she slid the SD card back into the camera and headed over to the lounge.

Winter and Hannah exchanged a glance, then shrugged and followed.

“Will this work?” Shanice pointed at the couch in the seating area. “Or do you need a bed to make it look like an authentic cuddle session?”

“No,” Winter answered before Hannah could. “The orange sofa is perfect. It’ll fit in nicely with the website’s color scheme.”

“Plus I rarely cuddle in bed. I mean, with clients,” Hannah added quickly. “It’s too closely associated with sex for most people.”

“Oh, right,” Shanice said. “I notice that with my photo shoots too. As soon as there’s a bed in the shot, it changes the energy.”

Winter gestured at the floor-to-ceiling window. “Ladies, if we don’t hurry, we’ll lose the light.”

“Okay, okay. Hannah, you think of a pose…or whatever you cuddlers call it…and I’ll get a reflector.”

When Shanice walked away, Hannah went over her repertoire of cuddle positions. The Koala in a Tree was out since the sofa wasn’t as big as her cuddle couch at home. The Cleopatra might work well, and, of course, there was always spooning if they wanted to use something website visitors would be familiar with.

Shanice returned with a piece of equipment, which she placed close to one end of the couch. “So, how do you want to do this?”

“Maybe spooning would be a good pose. I could lie on my side facing the camera, and—” Hannah clamped her mouth shut on the rest of the sentence. Oh no! She would need a volunteer to slip into the role of her client. Why hadn’t she thought about it sooner? “Um, I need a second spoon.” She glanced at Winter, then quickly away. Yesterday, she had promised Winter she would respect their differences when it came to touch needs. She wouldn’t go back on that promise by asking her to cuddle now. “You know what? The photos you took look great. We can work with what we have.”

“Are you sure?” Shanice asked. “I really don’t mind taking a few more pictures, if that’s why you’re hesitating. I’m sure Winter doesn’t mind helping out either.”

So she wasn’t familiar with Winter’s lack of enthusiasm for cuddling, and Hannah wouldn’t betray Winter’s trust by telling her. “Thanks, but I think we’re good.”

Shanice looked back and forth between her and Winter as if finally catching on. “Or I could play little spoon, while Winter takes the photos. I’d love to cuddle with a woman who knows what she’s doing.”

“No.” Winter’s voice echoed through the spacious room. “I mean, like I said earlier, you’re better at posing people and making them feel at ease in front of the camera. I can do the spooning. No big deal.”

Wow. It was big. Huge. Hannah swallowed. “Are you sure?” she asked quietly.

Winter nodded. Her lips formed a flat line, and she pried them apart with visible effort to answer. “We just need to do it in a way that keeps my face out of the picture. I don’t want my clients or anyone I know to recognize me on a cuddling website.”

Hannah thought fast. What position would not only protect Winter’s privacy but also make her least uncomfortable? “Any requests as to positions?”

Winter lifted one corner of her mouth into a crooked smile. “I don’t suppose Companioning is an option, is it?”

A chuckle escaped Hannah. “No, sorry, that’s not going to cut it. Two people sitting next to each other won’t look much like cuddling to the uninitiated. Hmm, how about the Lap of Luxury? One person, in this case me, sits—”

“Cross-legged,” Winter said. “Yeah, I remember. That one was in The Cuddle Sutra.”

Hannah tried not to stare. “You weren’t kidding when you said you have near-photographic memory.”

Shanice didn’t say anything. She hadn’t even laughed at the title of the cuddle poses book, as if she felt the sudden tension in the room.

Okay. Let’s not draw this out. “Is it okay if I take off my shoes?” When Shanice nodded, Hannah kicked off her canvas sneakers and sat cross-legged on one end of the couch, facing the other one. “If you curl up on your side and put your head in my lap, you can keep your back to the camera.”

Winter lowered herself onto the couch and bridged the space between them slowly, as if approaching a dangerous animal.

Hannah was wearing a top with short, capped sleeves, but now she still started to feel overly warm. Winter’s approaching body seemed to give off heat. “Wait!” she said when Winter’s head was inches from her legs. She winced at how her voice echoed through the room.

Frowning, Winter stared up at her. “What?”

“This sofa isn’t as big as mine at home. I don’t think it’ll work like this. Your head will either be on my crossed lower legs, with not much padding, or in the cradle of my legs so the camera probably won’t even be able to capture the back of your head.”

“Yeah,” Shanice said. “I think it’ll look like Hannah is cuddling with a headless person.”

Immediately, Winter swung her legs down from the couch and got into a sitting position. “So no cuddle photos after all.”

“Not so fast,” Hannah said. “Cuddlers have to be flexible.”

Winter arched her brows, and the heat returned to Hannah’s cheeks.

What was it with her and blushing today? Hannah tried to ignore it. “Um, I meant mentally. As a pro cuddler, I have to be able to adjust when something isn’t working and modify the positions. So how about I sit like this instead…” She slid around so she was facing Shanice instead of the end of the couch and dropped her feet to the floor. “Then you can put your head on my thigh. That’ll make a much better pillow, and your head won’t rest so far down that it’s not visible. You can still face the back of the couch so you’re not recognizable in the photo.”

Again, Winter inched closer, stretched out with her back to the camera, and lowered her head onto Hannah’s thigh.

The warmth of Winter’s cheek filtered through the fabric of Hannah’s pants and heated her skin. She thought she could feel Winter’s breath on her belly, even through her shirt.

Winter lay stiffly. While Hannah’s clients always closed their eyes within seconds whenever they did the Lap of Luxury, Winter kept hers wide open.

Hannah struggled against the urge to slide her fingers into Winter’s hair for a soothing head rub. “If you think you’d be more comfortable, feel free to put your hand under your cheek.” That would place her hand on Hannah’s thigh, but that would be okay, right? She had done this a hundred times.

Never with Winter, though. She swallowed against a dry throat.

“I’m fine,” Winter murmured. She kept her hands where they were—away from Hannah’s body.

“Um, ladies,” Shanice said. “You two look about as cuddly as my dad and my mom’s divorce lawyer any time they run into each other. Hannah, can you put one hand on Winter’s shoulder and run the fingers of your other hand through her hair?”

They were so close now that Winter couldn’t hide the stiffening of her entire body.

Hannah lifted her hand, then let it hover over Winter’s shoulder without touching. Her full focus was on Winter, not on Shanice or the camera. “Would it be okay if I—?”

“Yeah, of course,” Winter said. “We want to have a picture that promotes your services, not one that will drive potential clients away. Just do whatever is necessary to achieve that.”

Gently, Hannah lowered her hand onto Winter’s shoulder and cupped it in the curve of her palm.

The click-click-click of the shutter button reverberated through the studio. “Yeah, much better,” Shanice said. “Can you try the head rub?”

Hannah gave her a soft squeeze. “Can I—?”

Winter grunted impatiently. “Just do it.”

A prickle of anticipation went through Hannah. Winter’s silver hair shone in the early-morning sunlight. It had been the first thing she had noticed about her when they had met. Once or twice, she had thought about how it might feel to run her fingers through the short strands and turn them from stylishly tousled to chaotically messy. Now she would find out.

* * *

Winter lay very still and tried to focus on keeping her breathing even. Hannah’s thigh was soft and warm beneath her cheek, and Winter was very aware that her face was only an inch or two from Hannah’s belly. Any time she glanced up even slightly, she had a close-up view of her full breasts.

Hannah’s left hand cradled her shoulder protectively. What a strange feeling! Winter hadn’t needed protecting in a long, long time. Surprisingly, the touch didn’t make her feel trapped.

Then Hannah slowly slid the fingers of her right hand into Winter’s hair. She didn’t touch her scalp at first, as if only testing to see how the short strands felt…or how Winter would react.

Winter didn’t. Why would she? This was the same as her hairdresser tossing in a scalp massage. No big deal. Too bad her damn heart wasn’t getting the message. Her pulse thrummed much too fast.

After smoothing her fingers through Winter’s hair a couple of times, Hannah glanced down at her face and murmured something, voice low as if making sure only Winter could hear.

Winter didn’t catch it over the thumping of her heart. Knowing Hannah, it was probably “Is this okay?” or something similar, so Winter gave the tiniest of nods.

Hannah trailed her fingers deeper into her hair until she touched Winter’s scalp with only her fingertips. She kept the pressure light as she made small, circular motions.

Goose bumps spread from Winter’s scalp down her neck and back. She couldn’t quite decide whether they were the pleasant or the unpleasant kind.

As if she knew, Hannah followed their path down the back of her head. At the base of her skull, she paused, and her thumb found a knot with uncanny precision. Then she started up Winter’s head again, smoothly switching back and forth between a light massage and gentle caresses.

The goose bumps receded, but a tingly feeling remained.

Hannah combed her fingers through the hair at Winter’s temple in slow strokes, then drew tiny circles, massaging away a headache Winter hadn’t even been fully aware of until now.

The slow gliding of Hannah’s fingertips along her scalp and the way she swirled her hair this way and that, like a summer breeze in a cornfield, was strangely hypnotic.

Winter wouldn’t have thought it possible, but as Hannah worked her fingers toward her ear with steady pressure, she started to relax. It felt like a surreal out-of-body experience, yet at the same time, it grounded her in the moment, getting her out of her head for a while.

Hannah slid her index and middle finger apart to stroke on either side of Winter’s ear. She traced its curve all the way to its top, then trailed her fingers back down the ridge while slowly increasing the pressure.

It took all of Winter’s considerable willpower to hold back a deep groan. Who knew she held so much tension in that spot behind her ear?

When Hannah reached Winter’s earlobe, she gently rolled it between thumb and forefinger.

Another wave of goose bumps pebbled Winter’s skin all the way down to her toes. Jesus! This wasn’t like the head rub her hairdresser gave her at all! Without meaning to, Winter pressed her head against Hannah’s thigh, not sure if she was pulling away from the touch or arching into it.

Someone loudly cleared their throat.

Hannah paused, with her warm fingers still cradling Winter’s ear.

“Far be it from me to interrupt,” Shan said, “but I think I have all I need.”

Shan. The photo shoot. Reality descended on Winter with the force of an avalanche. She scrambled up from Hannah’s lap into a sitting position and braced herself with one shoulder against the back of the couch.

Shan had lowered her camera and was now watching them with a smirk.

Winter sent her a glare so icy that Shan should have ended up frostbitten. “Let’s see what we have.” She pushed up from the couch without glancing at Hannah. Her entire body felt weird, disoriented, almost as if she were staggering toward Shan. Every nerve ending seemed to still be focused on the sensations in her head and ear so that no attention was left for her legs. What the hell had Hannah done to her?

She ran her fingers through her hair, trying to chase away the lingering effect of Hannah’s touch. For a moment, she almost wished she had aphantasia too so she wouldn’t be able to still feel the caresses long after the photo shoot had ended.

Shan stared at her.

“What?” Winter snarled.

“Your earlobes are glowing like Rudolph’s nose.” Shan chuckled.

Winter resisted the urge to cover her ear with her hand. “It’s from the ear massage.”

Shan shook her head. “They are both as red as a boiled lobster, not only the one Hannah, uh, massaged.”

“Cuddling increases the blood flow; that’s all,” Winter answered, quoting one of the facts she knew from doing research for Hannah’s website. “Now let me see those photos.”

Hannah joined them at the desk as Shan slid the SD card into the computer. She kept her attention on the screen, never once glancing in Winter’s direction.

Was she completely unaffected? Had it been just one of many cuddle sessions for her, only with a camera present this time?

It was just a cuddle session, Winter firmly told herself. Just business. She forced herself to focus on the slideshow of photos.

There were more of them than Winter had expected. After Hannah had started to slide her fingers through her hair, Winter had lost track of how many photos Shan took. In fact, she had forgotten about the camera. Her entire focus had been on Hannah’s hands and the waves of sensation they sent through her body.

Good thing her back had been to the camera. She didn’t want to know what expression had been on her face. Had it been uncomfortable, blissed-out, stunned, aroused, or confused? Or maybe a mixture of them all?

Whatever it had been, no one would ever know. In the pictures, her silver hair stood out against Hannah’s sapphire-blue shirt, but other than that, there was nothing that would give website visitors a clue as to who she was. From behind, many might not even guess her gender. She was completely anonymous.

That was something at least.

As the next photo appeared on the screen, she focused on Hannah instead.

Somehow, she had expected the camera to have captured a relaxed expression or a slight smile on Hannah’s face. Instead, Hannah looked down at her with intense focus, as if her entire world had been reduced to those five points where her fingers connected with Winter’s scalp.

That’s how she probably looks at every client.

But no matter how often she told herself that, seeing the same expression on photo after photo sent a tingle down her scalp and through the rest of her body, as if Hannah were still touching her.

When they had seen the last photo, Hannah glanced back and forth between Shan and Winter. “What do you think?”

“They’re good.” Winter’s voice came out thick and scratchy. She coughed to get rid of the frog that had taken up residence in her throat. “From a marketing point of view, I mean.”

“Good? Are you kidding me? They’re fantastic! Hell, they make me want to book a cuddle session, especially this one.” Shan pointed at the very last photo she had taken.

Winter ducked her head to view it more closely.

In this picture, the look of intense focus was still on Hannah’s face, as if her very life depended on making Winter feel good. Yet at the same time, her expression had softened. Her lashes rested against the tops of her cheeks as she glanced down at Winter, making her appear vulnerable.

“Yeah,” Winter said, her voice low. “I think we should use that one for the website.”

Hannah stared down at the picture with an expression Winter couldn’t read. When she looked up, a huge grin chased away any traces of whatever emotion it had been. “Much, much better than anything my dad or my sister could have taken; that’s for sure.”

“No offense, but a bat could take a better picture than most of the Martin clan,” Winter said.

Hannah’s grin only grew. “Probably true.” She turned toward Shan. “Would you mind if I used your restroom before we leave? I drank too much coffee to wake myself up for the photo shoot.”

“Oh, sure. It’s right there.” Shan pointed at a door next to the wardrobe cubicle.

When Hannah walked toward it, Shan and Winter watched her retreating back.

“That was interesting,” Shan said.

Winter tore her gaze away from Hannah to focus on Shan. “Yeah, most people seem to think so. For some reason, everyone appears to be fascinated with professional cuddling.”

“I wasn’t talking about the professional aspect of it.”

Winter squinted at her. What was that supposed to mean?

“How do the two of you know each other again?” Shan asked.

Of course, they both knew Winter hadn’t mentioned it at all. She wasn’t eager to be reminded of Julian’s blackmail, even though being forced to share an apartment with Hannah had turned out to be…bearable. “She’s my, um, roommate.”

Good thing Shan had slung the strap of her camera around her neck because she looked as if she might have dropped it otherwise. “You live together?” Her voice came out in a squeak.

“God, don’t say it like that!”

“Oh, no, can’t have anyone thinking that Winter Sullivan might actually be in a—gasp—romantic relationship!” Shan laughed. A teasing glint twinkled in her eyes, but something made Winter hesitate to laugh with her. Maybe it was the hint of hoarseness in her voice or her tight grip on the camera.

“Shan…”

Shan waved her hand as if wiping away the past. “It’s fine. You told me from the start what I could and couldn’t expect.” She carried the reflector back to one of the setup areas.

Winter didn’t know what to say. She stayed behind, and so did a lump in her throat. Damn, this cuddling stuff had made her all soft.

In the past, she would have told herself she wasn’t responsible for someone else’s feelings. Shan was an adult who had made adult decisions, and now she had to live with the consequences.

But for some reason, she couldn’t let it go.

She glanced at the bathroom door to make sure Hannah wasn’t on her way back. Then, with a few long strides, she crossed the space between them. “Shan, listen. It’s—”

“If you say: ‘It’s me, not you,’ I’m gonna hit you with a light stand.”

“Um…” Winter pulled on the neck of her shirt. “That wasn’t what I was about to say.” She didn’t know how she had intended to end that sentence. Situations like this were why she didn’t do relationships. Someone always ended up getting hurt.

“Good. I would hate to damage my equipment.” Shan’s grin reached her eyes this time, but only barely. “So, what did you mean to say?”

“It’s…” Winter tugged on her shirt again, then stuffed both hands into her pockets. “It’s not what you think between Hannah and me.”

“Oh, so there is a ‘Hannah and you’?”

Winter energetically shook her head. “Not the way you’re thinking. You know I’m not the domestic kind. That hasn’t changed.”

“Could have fooled me,” Shan muttered with a look toward the orange couch.

“It hasn’t,” Winter said. “She truly is just my roommate.”

Shan eyed her doubtfully. “Why would you need a roommate? Last I heard, you were making a shit ton of money as a marketer. Your firm isn’t in trouble, is it? Because if it is, I could—”

“No. Thanks, but I’m doing really well.”

“Then why get a roommate…and a professional cuddler of all people?” Shan asked.

Winter let out a rueful huff. “That wasn’t planned. Julian…my father died, and I’ll be inheriting a building on Park Avenue, but there’s a catch. To get half of it, I have to share the top-floor apartment with Hannah for three months.”

Shan’s dark eyes widened. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s not that bad. Except for the hordes of people she has traipsing through the apartment, her taste in doormats, and all those long hairs in the drain.”

“Um, I meant about your father.”

“Oh. Thanks,” Winter said. “But we weren’t close.”

“I’m not exactly close with mine either, but if he died and tied my inheritance to a clause that he knew would be tough for me to fulfill, just as one last fuck-you, I’d have feelings about it.”

The door to the bathroom creaked open, and Hannah’s steps echoed through the space.

Winter schooled her features not to show her relief. She didn’t want to talk about Julian, especially not right now, when it felt as if Hannah’s head massage had pierced her protective armor. “We’d better get going,” she said to Shan. “I don’t want to take up any more of your time than we already have.”

“No problem at all,” Shan said. “This was nothing compared to you building my website.”

Winter waved her away.

“Thanks so much,” Hannah said. “The photos look wonderful, and you made it really easy.”

Easy? Winter could think of a dozen different words to describe their photo shoot. Easy wasn’t one of them.

“Always happy to help out a friend of a friend.” Shan and Hannah traded a long look as if sharing a silent conversation. As different as they were, the smiles spreading over their faces were nearly identical.

Winter drew her brows together. What was going on? And how had the two been promoted to friendship status without her being consulted?

Shan and Hannah stuck out their hands, then laughed and hugged instead.

To see them get along so well was great, but at the same time, it made Winter uneasy, yet she couldn’t say why. It was still much too early in the day for emotional puzzles like that.

Winter fished her keys from her pocket and jingled them.

Hannah pulled away but kept facing Shan. “If you ever want me to return the favor and let you try out a cuddle session, let me know.”

“Ooh, I just might. And if you ever need anything else, give me a call.” Shan flashed Hannah a grin that was a bit too warm for Winter’s liking and handed her a business card.

Anything else? Winter eyed her. Did that offer include things other than photography?

Then Shan turned to Winter. “I’ll send you the photos later today.”

“Thanks. Take care.” Winter gave her a nod and a quick tap to the shoulder, then led the way to the door.

* * *

Winter neatly switched to the left lane to avoid traffic entering from the on-ramp. They had been on the interstate for several minutes already, yet Winter had made no attempt to break the silence.

She probably would be happy to spend the entire ride home in silence, but Hannah was bursting to find out more about Shanice and her relationship with Winter. “Shanice seems really great.”

“Yeah, she’s very talented. That’s why she’s my go-to photographer whenever I need portrait pics for a project.”

That wasn’t what Hannah had meant, but she wasn’t surprised that her workaholic roommate had interpreted it that way. “She’s super nice and very beautiful too.”

Winter glanced over, then back at the road ahead. Her brows hovered low over her ice-blue eyes. “I guess.”

“You guess?” Hannah echoed. If Winter hadn’t been driving, she would have elbowed her. “Oh, come on! She’s a looker, and you know it!”

“Yeah. Fine. She’s an attractive woman.” Winter sped up on a straight stretch of Interstate 5. “If you’d like to ask her out, go ahead and do it.”

Hannah turned in the passenger seat to study Winter’s profile. Where had that come from? “That’s not why I… I was just curious. How did the two of you meet?”

A grin played around Winter’s mouth. “About five years ago, I attended an all-day photography workshop. They provided lunch, and there was this obnoxious guy who was mansplaining the rule of thirds to the woman sitting across from me. We kept looking at each other, rolling our eyes, while he rambled on for five minutes. Finally, she pulled out a book on digital photography for beginners and told him he might want to read it because he got a few things wrong.” Her grin broadened. “Turned out not only was she the author of the book, she was also the instructor for our next class.”

Hannah laughed. “I would have loved to see his face when she introduced herself as the instructor.”

Winter’s chuckles filled the SUV. “That alone was worth the price of the workshop.”

“Plus you made a friend, right?”

Winter hesitated. She switched back into the right lane before she answered. “Not sure I would call us that. We don’t hang out or call each other to vent about women or our jobs. We only see each other whenever one of my clients needs a photographer or when someone she knows needs marketing help. And every once in a while, we take trips to places like Crater Lake, Cannon Beach, and the Gorge to take photos.”

So it wasn’t just relationships Winter avoided. She was even hesitant to call someone a friend. Jules had been great as a client, but the more Hannah got to know his daughter, the more she realized what a failure he had been as a father. “So the two of you were never together?”

“No,” Winter said.

“But?”

Winter glanced at her for a moment. “What makes you think there’s a but?”

“The fact that she was willing to get up this early just because you asked. And…I don’t know… There was something about the way she looked at you.”

“You mean when she wasn’t busy flirting with you,” Winter muttered.

Oh, so her subtle impression had been right. Shanice had been flirting. “I wasn’t sure she was.”

Winter snorted. “Please. Call if you ever need anything? If that’s not flirting, I don’t know what is.”

Okay, yeah, so that hadn’t been that subtle after all. Hannah’s cheeks warmed. “Hey, we were talking about you and Shanice, and don’t think I didn’t notice that you answered my question with a question.”

For a while, only the hum of the tires on the road interrupted the silence, as if Winter had to think long and hard about whether she wanted to answer. “We slept together a couple of times, but we were never romantically involved.” She sounded completely matter-of-fact.

“And you were never tempted to try for more?” Hannah asked. “I mean, you clearly like each other and share some of the same interests, so…”

“Not everyone wants the long-term relationship with the white picket fence and the heart-dotted welcome mat.” Winter’s voice sharpened. “You cuddle with people you’re not involved with. Having sex with someone without wanting a relationship isn’t that different.”

It felt very different to Hannah, but, of course, that was just her. Winter’s view was as valid as her own. “Hey, I’m not judging. If it works for you, that’s great.”

They drove in silence for a while.

“So, will you call her?” Winter asked as she steered the SUV across the Marquam Bridge.

Hannah shifted in the passenger seat. Shanice’s business card seemed to burn a hole in her pocket. Maybe she should. If nothing else, going out with Shanice would distract her from how completely non-professional it had felt to bury her fingers in Winter’s smooth, silvery hair, caress her scalp with her fingertips, and feel her warm cheek pressed against her leg.

“Hello? Hannah?” Winter reached over with one hand and waved it back and forth in front of Hannah’s face.

Heat rushed up Hannah’s neck and spread to her cheeks. “Sorry. I, um, spaced out for a second.”

“Yeah, you totally did. Guess that answers my question about whether you’ll call Shan. If you’re fantasizing about her, the answer is obviously yes.”

Hannah vehemently shook her head, then stopped. Great. Why hadn’t she let Winter think that? At least then she wouldn’t suspect what she’d really been thinking about. “I don’t have mental images, remember? I don’t fantasize about people.”

Oh, yeah? Then why had she been lost in thought, mentally cataloging the details of how it had felt to give Winter a head rub? While she wasn’t able to picture how Winter had looked lying in her lap or relive how her hair had felt, she still remembered a number of details that was unusual for her.

“You don’t?” Winter sounded stunned. “Then how do you—?” She clamped her mouth shut and stared at the car ahead of them with an intensity as if the winning lottery numbers were displayed on its license plate.

“How do I…what?”

Winter smoothed her hand through her hair, which was still tousled from the head rub. “Never mind. Way too personal.”

What did she—? “Oh.”

Winter was talking about masturbation. The tips of Hannah’s ears burned, and now she was staring at the car ahead of them too. It wasn’t the first time she had encountered that question. In fact, it had been the first thing out of Valentina’s mouth when Hannah had told her she had aphantasia—which had given Hannah an unexpected insight into the way sexual fantasies worked for people who could visualize. Apparently, undressing someone with your eyes wasn’t just a metaphor, as she had always assumed.

She’d had no problem explaining it to her friends, but did she really want to talk about masturbation with Winter?

A car horn blared on the other side of the interstate, sounding eerily loud. Then it trailed off in the distance. The sudden silence was like a vacuum, waiting to be filled.

“Stories,” Hannah blurted out.

Winter flicked her gaze over to Hannah’s face, then back to the road ahead. “Stories?” she repeated, her voice husky.

Hannah straightened in the passenger seat. She talked about adult things like how to handle arousal in cuddle sessions with strangers all the time. Explaining the way her fantasies worked to Winter was nothing in comparison…right? “I don’t have a mental playlist of sexy images or anything like that. It’s more like telling myself a steamy story in my head.”

Winter seemed to consider it for several moments. “Hmm.”

“What?” Hannah asked.

“Nothing. Just…hard for me to picture.”

Picture? Winter’s choice of words made a new wave of heat swirl up Hannah’s chest. Was Winter picturing her engaging in…sexy storytelling?

“Wait,” Winter said. “That means you can fantasize!”

Hannah rubbed her face. “Yeah. Kind of. But that doesn’t mean I was fantasizing about Shanice. Or that I’ll call her. I don’t think I will.”

Winter glanced over, one eyebrow arched. “So she isn’t your type?”

“I don’t have a type, other than someone who’s kind and has a great sense of humor.”

“Not to talk you into it, but that’s a check and another check for Shan.”

“I’m sure she’s great, but in case you hadn’t noticed, my life is a little chaotic at the moment.” Hannah gestured so broadly that her hand nearly hit the SUV’s door. “I moved, then took a big leap of faith in my job, going out on my own, and if all goes well, I’ll inherit half of a building. My head is still spinning from all of that, so I don’t know if I want to add a new relationship to the mix right now.”

Winter muttered something that Hannah didn’t catch.

“What was that?”

“I said: Let’s stop for breakfast. That Lap of Luxury thing made me hungry.”

Hannah searched Winter’s profile. Was that the only effect the head rub had on Winter? Her poker face gave nothing away. There probably was nothing to give away. Winter hated cuddling, so the only thing it would trigger was a flight reflex. “Sounds good.”

“Yes, it does. Because you’re paying.”


 

Chapter 17

Winter wasn’t sure how exactly it happened, but the next weekend, she found herself on the couch, fiddling with the SEO keywords for Hannah’s website on her laptop, instead of working in her office.

She knew search engine optimization was a long game, but she was getting uncharacteristically impatient. It had been six days since the website had gone live, and still no new cuddle clients had resulted from it, only an email from a guy who asked if Hannah did naked cuddling.

Asshole. Winter clenched her teeth.

“You okay?” Hannah glanced up from where she was binge-watching a Netflix show while also going over what she called her cuddle diaries—notes she had taken after every cuddle session—to look for former clients she could contact with a twenty-percent-off offer.

Winter gave a curt nod. “Peachy.”

The same probably couldn’t be said for Hannah’s bank account, now that she wasn’t working for Snuggle Experts anymore. Should she ask her how she was doing for money?

But what if Hannah confirmed she was running low on cash? She wasn’t considering loaning her money, was she? Hannah’s finances weren’t her responsibility. “Friendship stops at money,” Julian had once quoted his Swiss grandfather, and it was one of only a handful of his many words of wisdom she agreed with. Besides, she still hadn’t decided if she considered Hannah a friend.

Paper rustled as Hannah continued to flip through the pages of her cuddle diary. Three more thick notebooks sat on the coffee table.

That was a lot of notes. What was there to say other than May 15: Spooned John Smith for an hour?

Then another thought occurred to Winter. Were there entries for Julian’s cuddle sessions too…and for her own? If so, what had Hannah written?

Winter told herself she didn’t care what Hannah had written about her. Shouldn’t care. But deep down, she knew she did. That failed cuddle session still gnawed at her. She wasn’t used to failing. In all other areas of her life, she refused to give up and tried as many times as it took to finally succeed.

In a way, she had tried again with cuddling too. But volunteering for the Lap of Luxury during the photo shoot hadn’t left her with a feeling of triumph. The experience had achieved only one thing: leaving her more unsettled than ever. She could no longer dismiss snuggling as something she had no interest in mastering because it left her cold. Any time she thought about it, she could still feel Hannah’s fingertips sliding along her temples and caressing her ear. The vividness of that memory robbed her of breath, sometimes with pleasure, other times with panic, most often with a mix of both.

The scent of mint drifted over as Hannah pulled her potty-going squirrel infuser out of her mug and placed it on a small plate.

It was a welcome distraction from all this damn introspection. Winter fixed a smirk on her face and opened her mouth.

“Don’t say it.” Hannah didn’t even glance her way.

“Say what?” Winter asked in her best innocent tone.

“Whatever you were about to say about my infuser.”

“Just wondering how the potty training is going.”

“Ha ha.” Hannah swatted her with the diary.

As it hit her in the shoulder, Winter flinched.

Hannah immediately dropped the diary onto the couch between them and pressed both hands onto her mouth. “Oh no! I’m sorry. Did that hurt? I didn’t mean to—”

“No.” It hadn’t hurt at all. “Just didn’t see it coming.” She couldn’t remember the last time someone had given her a playful swat. Most people wisely kept their distance.

Speaking of distance… What had happened to the space between them? When they had first settled down on the couch an hour ago, each had occupied one end of the sofa, with several throw pillows between them. Now the pillows had magically disappeared, and Hannah had slid to the middle. She also wasn’t the only one who had moved. Winter stared at the foot of space between her right thigh and the armrest. How the hell had that happened?

Hannah searched Winter’s face with a worried expression and slid even closer—so close that their shoulders brushed. “Are you sure you’re okay? You look a little…puzzled.”

That wasn’t far from the truth. Winter’s full focus was on the warmth of Hannah’s shoulder that rested against hers as if it were no big deal, even though it definitely was. Especially the realization that it didn’t feel unpleasant at all.

She shifted away from the casual touch under the pretense of saving the changes to the website, then logged out and put the laptop onto the coffee table. “Yeah, I am.” She pointed at the TV, where a blue stuffed animal was being worshipped as a god by a clan of Vikings. “This is the second episode I’ve watched of this show, and I still haven’t figured out what’s going on. Were the writers on LSD when they came up with ideas for the show, or is the plot supposed to be ridiculous?”

Hannah chuckled. “Just wait until we get to the episode with the nipple-eating unicorn.”

We? Winter mentally repeated. Why would Hannah assume they would watch more of this absurd show together? Then the rest of what she had said registered. “Nipple-eating…what?”

Hannah’s laughter shook the entire couch. “The show is hilarious, but I admit it’s an acquired taste. This is the third time I’m watching it.”

“Third time?” Winter didn’t think she had watched anything three times.

Hannah nodded. “The first time to learn how to tell the characters apart. I often struggle with that when the characters look too similar.”

Winter returned her attention to the TV, where the kick-ass captain of the time ship was talking to a blonde in a pantsuit. “These two don’t look similar at all.”

“Yes, they do. They are both female, blonde, and in their thirties.”

“They are blonde women in their thirties who look nothing alike,” Winter said.

“Maybe not to you, but I’m not great with faces, and it doesn’t help that it’s a time travel show and that they constantly change costumes, so they look different in every scene. It took me a while to tell them apart.” Hannah laughed. “If you ask me, casting two actresses with the same hair color should be forbidden.”

Winter pretended she was still watching the show, when she was really studying Hannah and her dimples out of the corner of her eye. Amazing that she could laugh at herself and her little quirks. Winter had never been able to do that. Her shortcomings and things that made her different had always been criticized, never affectionately tolerated, so she tended to do the same—to herself and to others.

Right now, she wasn’t tempted to comment on Hannah’s struggle to keep the two lead actresses apart, though. While it was weird, it was also kind of cute.

Winter picked up her laptop again and started working on a Facebook ad for Hannah while keeping one eye on the TV, watching as the time ship captain complimented the pantsuit lady on how good she looked in a Viking costume. “Are the two blondes a couple?”

“Not yet, but they’ll get together later this season.”

Winter let out a playful gasp. “Despite them having the same hair color?”

“Ha ha! Very funny.” Hannah reached across the space between them and poked her arm with one finger.

Winter stared down at the dent Hannah’s casual touch had left behind on her shirt.

Apparently unaware of Winter’s preoccupation, Hannah went back to watching the episode while flipping through her cuddle diary.

Oh, get over it. She’s a toucher. She can’t help it. Doesn’t mean a thing. Winter smoothed her hand over her sleeve to straighten it and rub away the tingling sensation. “So?” she finally asked. “Did you find any former clients you could contact?”

“No. None that I could reactivate. A few moved away, one got married, and”—Hannah pulled one knee to her chest and hugged it—“one was your father. I mean, Jules.” She thumbed through more pages of the diary. “He booked more sessions than I remembered.”

A vivid image of Hannah giving Julian a head rub flashed through Winter’s mind. She fisted her fingers around the armrest. While she had finally accepted that there was nothing shady or immoral about Hannah’s job, the thought of Julian curling up on her lap still felt so wrong, she wanted to puke.

Hannah turned another page and trailed her fingers over a line of her notes. It looked so much like a caress that a wave of queasiness rolled through Winter’s stomach and all the way up to her throat.

“Forget about the former clients, then,” she forced out and reached over to close the diary. “We’ll find another way to get you more business.”

“Wait!” Hannah snatched the notebook away and stared at it. Her index finger, which hovered over one line of text, trembled.

Winter couldn’t read the words since Hannah had moved the cuddle diary out of reach, but she could make out that the line of text Hannah was pointing at had been crossed out. “What? What’s wrong?”

“A few months before he died, Jules had booked a session but then ended up canceling it. I never saw him again. I think that was when he started to get worse, and he didn’t want me to know.”

“Yeah, that sounds like him,” Winter murmured. “He would rather have cut out his tongue than show any weakness.”

“Sounds a lot like his daughter,” Hannah said, her tone gentle.

“Oh yeah, definitely. Brooke isn’t one to show weakness either.”

A smile curved Hannah’s lips upward. “I wasn’t talking about Brooke.”

Winter glared at her until that annoying smile faded away. “So what about that session he canceled?”

“It would have been his ninety-third.” Hannah held out the diary for Winter to see and tapped the crossed-out sentence. It said, Jules L., session #93. No notes followed, because the session had been canceled.

“Hell! That’s a lot of—” Then her brain processed the number and the reason it had left Hannah staring at the diary. “That means he had ninety-two cuddle sessions with you. Ninety-two. Like the number of days he’s forcing us to live together before we’ll inherit the building.”

“Do you think that’s a coincidence?” Hannah asked.

Winter didn’t have to think about it. “No. Julian never left anything to chance.”

“But how could he have known we would end up having ninety-two sessions?”

“I bet he updated the trust document once he realized he wouldn’t see you again, simply to mess with us.” That would be just like Julian.

Hannah closed the diary and turned on the couch to fully face her. “Can you really not think of another reason why he might have used the same number in the trust document?”

“Such as?”

“I don’t know,” Hannah said. “Maybe he was trying to tell us something.”

“That he was keeping count of your sessions?” Winter directed a mocking look up at the ceiling. “Congrats, Julian. You mastered numbers up to a hundred. Consider us posthumously impressed.”

Hannah sighed. “Why do you always have to be such an ass whenever we talk about Jules?”

Winter had already opened her mouth to add another comment, but Hannah’s frank reply startled the words from her lips. Most of the time, Hannah was all cuddly softness, so when that steely spine emerged, it always took Winter by surprise.

“I get that he must have done things that hurt you, but that’s no reason to hurt me,” Hannah added quietly.

If anyone else had said something like that, Winter would probably have snorted and dismissed them as being too sensitive. But the thought of hurting Hannah clawed at her gut like a wild animal. “Hurt you?” It came out as a rough whisper.

“Yes.” Hannah held her gaze. “There were two people involved in our cuddle sessions, you know? Maybe putting the number of sessions we had in the trust document was his way of thanking me for them. Because, as polite as he was, that was one thing I never heard from him. I have a feeling saying things like ‘thank you’ or ‘I’m sorry’ was as hard for him as admitting a weakness.”

Winter nodded grimly. There were a lot of things Julian had never said to her either. Thank you and I’m sorry were among them. So were I love you and I’m proud of you. “You honestly think forcing you to live with me for three months could be considered a show of gratitude?”

Hannah’s dimples made another appearance as she grinned. “Well, I’m sure he knew you’d move in with your luxury espresso machine and a never-ending supply of gourmet coffee, which I get to enjoy every morning.” Then the teasing smile was replaced with a sincere expression. “And maybe he hoped we would become friends if we spent some time together.”

That was the second time Hannah had called them friends. “Are we?” Winter aimed for a skeptical look but had a feeling she probably appeared more confused or anxious—though she couldn’t say which answer she was hoping to hear, a yes or a no.

“Well, you spent dozens of hours on my website and SIO keywords.”

“SEO,” Winter said.

“Yeah, those. Plus you called in a favor and drove me to my photo shoot at an ungodly hour, all for a grand total of zero dollars so far. If that’s not friendship…”

Winter sternly shook her head. “I told you I’m helping you for completely selfish reasons. There’ll be fewer people traipsing through the apartment if you make more money per client.”

Hannah sighed. “Well, the fewer-people part of that plan is working well. The more-money part…not so much.”

Winter clamped her hand around the metal edge of the laptop so hard that it dug into her skin.

“Hey,” Hannah said gently. “That’s not your fault. You told me it would take some time.”

She didn’t seem to think, even for a second, that Winter had given her bad advice on purpose, all as part of an evil plan to keep cuddle clients away from her home. If Winter had been in Hannah’s shoes, the thought might have crossed her mind.

Not Hannah. Her eyes held not a hint of mistrust in Winter. She trusted her with something as important to her as her business.

Winter swallowed against her dry throat.

Hannah reached across the remaining space between them as if to put her hand over Winter’s, but then she stopped herself and shoved her palm beneath her own thigh.

For a mere second, Winter thought she wouldn’t have minded much if Hannah had touched her. Then she loosened her grip on the laptop and chased the thought away with a wave of her hand. “Let’s do something about the more-money part, then.”

Hannah slid even closer—so close that Winter felt the heat emanating off her thigh and shoulder—and glanced at the laptop screen.

Winter closed it. “No. I’ll set up some ads, but that’s not what I mean. Waiting for potential clients to come to you is taking too long. You need to go to clients.”

“How?”

“By giving out free samples.”

Hannah gave her a doubtful look. “Are you sure that’s what you want me to do? That would mean a lot more people traipsing through our apartment.”

“Only if you handed them out at home. But that’s not what you’ll be doing. A few years back, I kept seeing people with free hugs signs everywhere. If you went to a public space like Pioneer Square and held up a sign like that, offering free hugs, you would attract people who aren’t opposed to physical contact with strangers. Give them a flyer with a twenty-percent-off offer along with the free hug, and I bet you’d garner plenty of interest.”

“Ooh!” Hannah bounced up and down on the couch. Her shoulder bumped into Winter’s, setting off the by-now familiar tingles. “That sounds like a marketing campaign that might actually be fun! Let’s try it.”

Winter opened the laptop. “Great. I’ll get started on the flyers right away so you can do your free-hugs campaign as soon as possible.”

Hannah paused mid-bounce. “What do you mean ‘you’? You’re coming with me, right?”

“Wasn’t planning on it,” Winter said, already opening Adobe InDesign to work on the flyer. “Hugs are your specialty, not mine.”

“You won’t have to hug anyone; I promise. You can come along to keep me company and to supervise. Come on. Say yes. You need to get out more anyway.”

That pleading look in Hannah’s eyes was not going to work. Absolutely not. Winter took her fingers off the keyboard and crossed her arms over her chest. “I get out plenty, thank you very much.”

“Yeah, for work stuff or to go for a run—with your earbuds in so you don’t have to interact with anyone.”

“What’s wrong with that?”

“Nothing. Just…come with me. Please?”

No, no, no. She would not let those big honey-brown eyes talk her into attending this hug fest. Nope. She was completely immune to them.

“It would really help if I had someone along who could hand out the flyers,” Hannah said. “I’ll have my arms full, so to speak.”

Winter hesitated. Yeah, handing out the flyers while at the same time giving people a taste of what would await them during cuddle sessions might be a challenge. It could result in distracted hugs that wouldn’t convince anyone to pay for further snuggles. “Hmm. Maybe I should come. Just to make sure the campaign is running efficiently.”

Hannah’s lips twitched. She seemed to be struggling to suppress a triumphant grin. “Of course. I’ll handle the hugs; you handle efficiency control.”

Before Winter knew how it had happened, she had reluctantly nodded. “All right. I’m coming.”

Shit. Apparently, she was going to supervise a hug fest.

* * *

What the hell was wrong with Portlanders?

They had been standing in the middle of Pioneer Courthouse Square for ten minutes with Hannah holding up a cardboard sign announcing free hugs in big, colorful letters and Winter standing ready with a stack of flyers.

She still held every single one.

It wasn’t that they had picked the wrong location for their campaign. Since it was lunchtime on a Wednesday, a lot of people were crossing the square to get a cheesesteak or an egg sandwich from one of the food carts or a coffee from the nearby Starbucks. Others sat on the two dozen steps that formed a semicircle at the center of the plaza, enjoying the gorgeous end-of-June weather.

Several people had glanced over, but not one of them had taken Hannah up on her free-hug offer.

A young man looked up from his paper cup, read the sign, and slowed his steps. But then he tapped his wristwatch as if to say he didn’t have time and walked past.

Winter leveled him with a glare that should have turned his coffee into a solid block of ice.

“That doesn’t help, you know?” Hannah said quietly from behind her sign.

“What?”

“You glaring at everyone.”

“He deserved it,” Winter muttered. “What kind of clueless dipshit has the time to get a coffee but then decides he’s in too much of a hurry to stop for a free hug?”

“Would you stop for a hug if we didn’t know each other?” Hannah asked.

Winter shuddered dramatically. “Hell, no!”

“See? Be patient. Someone will stop, and then others will see them do it and get up the courage to come over for a hug too.” Hannah raised the cardboard sign over her head so passersby could see her welcoming smile. It never wavered, no matter how many people walked past.

Winter couldn’t help admiring her. Never in a million years would she have opened herself up to being judged and rejected the way Hannah did right now. In her world, vulnerability equaled weakness, yet getting to know Hannah made her question how true that really was.

She tried to follow Hannah’s example and be patient, but neither patience nor letting others take the lead were in her nature. Taking action was.

When a group of college students approached, Winter decided it was time to do something. “Pretend you don’t know me,” she whispered out of the corner of her mouth, crossed the two yards of space between them, and held out her arms for a hug.

Hannah’s eyes went wide. For a second, she didn’t move, the sign still over her head. Then she lowered it and wrapped both arms around her.

Winter stood very still. Her mind went to a weird place, where she was acutely aware that she was in public, with dozens of people watching, while at the same time being fully focused on how it felt to hug Hannah…or, more accurately, to have Hannah hug her.

It wasn’t a polite air hug or an awkward side embrace. It was a frontal full-body experience. Hannah molded intimately against her from knees to shoulders, and Winter was much too aware of the press of her thighs, her soft belly, and her full breasts.

Jesus. Winter carefully drew breath so Hannah wouldn’t think she was hyperventilating.

Hannah smelled amazing—of sun-warmed skin and lotion. One of her arms rested securely across Winter’s shoulder blades. The other was slung lower, with her fingers splayed against the small of her back, as if trying to communicate something through the fabric of Winter’s T-shirt.

Slowly, Winter exhaled and returned the hug for a moment—just so it would seem real to passersby. She kept the hand that clutched the flyers away from Hannah while resting the other flat on her back, not allowing it to move even an inch. The warmth of Hannah’s skin burned through the cotton of her T-shirt. She focused on the sensation, trying not to think about how it might feel to slide her hand beneath and touch her bare skin.

Bad idea. Horrible idea. The look on Hannah’s face when she had tried to kiss her during their cuddle session was still burned into her mind. Never again did she want to see that expression, especially not now that, as impossible as it seemed, they might be starting to become friends.

Hannah didn’t seem to be in a hurry to let go. Maybe she had needed the hug and was more discouraged by their so-far fruitless campaign than she’d let on. “Thank you,” she whispered against Winter’s shoulder.

Winter gave a curt nod, not trusting her voice. Finally, she disentangled herself and stepped back. Her arms hung awkwardly at her sides. For a moment, they felt weird, as if they didn’t know what to do with themselves now that she was no longer holding Hannah.

Ridiculous. Her arms knew exactly what to do—which was handing out flyers. She looked around for the group of college students, but they were nowhere to be seen.

God, how long had that hug lasted? So much for her brilliant plan.

But before either of them could say anything, a young couple walked toward them.

Hannah gave them an inviting smile. “How about a free hug?” She didn’t yet raise her arms or lean toward them. Patiently, she waited for a reply.

“I’ll never say no to that,” the woman replied, laughing.

When they embraced, the stranger’s companion took a step toward Winter and sent her a questioning look. “Are you giving out free hugs too?”

Winter backed away. “Oh, no, no, no, she’s the professional cuddler. I’m just along to hand out flyers.” She gave him one.

“Oh, so that’s really a thing?” He pointed at the flyer.

The woman ended the embrace and elbowed him. “I told you it is. Do you do gift certificates? A cuddle session would be perfect for my sister’s birthday.”

Three more people approached for a hug before Hannah could answer, and the next two hours flew by as they worked together, giving out hugs and flyers and answering questions about Hannah’s services.

As it turned out, Hannah had been right. People often approached in clusters. Once they saw someone else come over for a free hug, they worked up the courage to do it too.

Winter tried to guess who would accept a hug and who would hurry past with a skeptical look, but she soon found that it was completely random. Neither could she predict who would hug awkwardly and who would embrace Hannah as if they never wanted to let go. There was no formula for hugs. Winter could be sure of only one thing: she had watched enough of them for today.

* * *

“I think that’s enough,” Winter said.

Hannah heard her as if through a wind tunnel. “One more,” she pleaded, like a kid on a playground who wasn’t ready to go home. An endorphin high from all the hugs and the laughter rushed through her body.

Winter gave her an incredulous look. “I’m exhausted just from watching you, and you can’t get enough?”

“It’s such a great feeling to make people’s day a little better and put a smile on their faces.”

A strand of short hair that had fallen onto Winter’s forehead fluttered as she blew a breath skyward. “All right. But only one more. There’s only one flyer left anyway.”

“Wow. You handed them all out?”

Winter nodded. A gleam of pride shone in her eyes.

Hannah held back a grin. Winter might pretend to hate this entire experience, but by now, Hannah could read her better, so she knew Winter was as pleased as she was.

“Come on,” Winter said. “Pick your last victim so we can go home.”

Hannah looked around for someone who seemed as if they really needed a hug.

Two men with a little girl approached.

The girl pointed at Hannah’s colorful sign. “What does that say, Daddy?”

“They are giving out free hugs,” one of the men said.

“Can I have one, Papa?” The girl peered up at the other man.

The two men looked at each other, then at Hannah, who gave them an encouraging nod.

“All right, you—”

The little girl shot toward Hannah before her father could finish the sentence.

Smiling, Hannah knelt and gave her a tender hug.

After a second, the girl let go and turned her sights on Winter. “You too.” It sounded like a determined statement, not a question.

Winter held out both hands, palms out, to fend her off. “No, I’m not—”

The little girl threw her arms around Winter’s hips in an exuberant embrace.

“Oof.” Winter stood frozen and sent Hannah a helpless look.

Hannah pressed one hand to her mouth so as not to burst out laughing. How she wished she could capture this moment on camera, so she could remember the expression on Winter’s face later. A faint flush dusted her high cheekbones, and her brows lowered in concentration, as if she were focusing on a complex problem. Yet her movements were careful and gentle as she reached down and patted the girl’s back twice.

“There.” The girl let go and beamed up at Winter. “All better now.” Then she whirled around and ran back to her fathers.

Winter stared after her with a dazed look on her face. She had even forgotten to hand them the last flyer.

“Oh my God.” Hannah nearly melted into a puddle on the red bricks of the square. “How cute was that?” Of course, she meant Winter too, not just the little girl, but she would never tell her that. “I think that was my favorite hug of the day.”

Okay, probably her second-favorite. Her favorite had been the one Winter had given her to convince passersby to follow her example. Winter might not have much experience when it came to embraces, but something about the way she had held her had been completely different from all the other hugs Hannah had gotten today.

Or maybe it wasn’t so much something Winter had done differently. It certainly wasn’t some kind of superior hugging technique, and with how different their bodies were, she hadn’t expected it to feel that nice…and yet it had. Winter’s flat belly against her softly curved one, her smaller breasts nestled above her own… It was perfection.

She had barely kept herself from nuzzling her face into the fabric of Winter’s T-shirt and inhaling the refreshing mandarin and bergamot notes of her perfume. Hannah would have gladly tossed their stack of flyers into the nearby fountain if it meant she got to hold Winter for a few minutes longer.

That strong reaction startled her. Where on earth was it coming from? Okay, so Winter was attractive. But a hot body and a pair of startling blue eyes didn’t normally impress her that much. If she had a type, Winter wouldn’t be it. She liked people who were kind and approachable.

But then again, Winter was kind, no matter how hard she tried to hide it behind fortress-like walls of ice.

“Well, well, well,” a voice from a few yards away startled Hannah back to reality. “If it isn’t my baby sister and her temporary roommate.”

Winter whirled around and positioned herself as if to shield Hannah from the sudden intrusion.

Brooke stood in front of them. Impeccably dressed in a purple silk blouse and a black pencil skirt, with a laptop bag over one shoulder, she looked as if she had just left a business meeting.

The euphoria Hannah had felt from giving out free hugs…or maybe from receiving one from Winter…ebbed away. The tension radiating off Winter as she faced her half sister was so palpable that Hannah couldn’t help tensing up too. “Hi, Ms. Lambert.” She gave a friendly wave in an attempt to defuse the situation.

“Oh, please, call me Brooke.” Brooke’s immaculately painted lips formed a charming smile. She studied the sign Hannah still held. “Ah, free hugs. Is that the marketing strategy my little sister came up with?”

“Stop calling me that,” Winter snapped. “I have a name. Use it. Besides, what makes you think I’m doing any marketing for Hannah?”

Brooke snorted. “Please. I saw the new website. Your signature is all over it.”

“You mean that there aren’t any outdated image carousels or bland stock photos…unlike your firm’s website. If you’re stalking me online, at least learn something from it.”

“Oh, I’m learning plenty,” Brooke said in the same cool tone Winter often used when all her walls went up. “I’m finding out the most interesting things about you—like how much you enjoy head rubs. Who would have thought?”

Oh no. Apparently, Brooke had recognized her half sister in the photo they had put on the website, even from behind. A strong impulse to protect Winter and her privacy made every muscle in Hannah’s body clench. But what could she say? Denying that Winter had been the person in the photo didn’t seem right either.

“Maybe you have more in common with our father than you’d like to admit,” Brooke added.

Hannah winced. Ugh. Brooke definitely knew how to press Winter’s buttons.

“Not half as much as you do.” Winter hurled an icy glare at her. “And no, that wasn’t a compliment—unless you consider being called a manipulative liar a compliment.”

The look in Brooke’s eyes went from coolly superior to scorching. “Would you finally stop with that? I didn’t lie to you! He didn’t find out from me.”

“Right. You’re innocence personified.”

They faced each other in a silent stare-off. In her high heels, Brooke was as tall as Winter, and she matched her in intensity too. The air between them seemed to crackle.

Hannah had no idea what they were talking about. What was the lie Winter was accusing Brooke of? She took a step forward to draw Brooke’s attention to herself before the argument could escalate further. “You know, there’s one thing both of you seem to have in common with Jules…Julian.”

Winter pressed one hand to her belly as if Hannah had stabbed her.

Maybe pointing out that they both were as stubborn as their father, never giving in first, wasn’t the best strategy, even though it might stop them cold for a second. Hannah quickly thought of something else because she didn’t want to hurt Winter. “You are both very successful in your chosen profession.”

A knowing glint entered Brooke’s eyes. “Ah, so you stalked me online too.”

“No.” Hannah held her gaze. “But your silk blouse looks like it cost more than my entire wardrobe did.”

“Which isn’t that hard because yours consists mostly of sweatpants,” Winter said quietly, as if her words were meant only for Hannah. There was no edge to her voice. She sounded as if she were teasing a friend.

The thought that Winter might really start to consider her a friend warmed Hannah’s body almost as much as the hug between them had.

The fine muscles in Brooke’s face seemed to be in constant motion as she surveyed their interaction with an analytical gaze, making Hannah wonder what she was thinking.

“What about your chosen profession?” Brooke finally asked. “Was this”—she pointed at the free hugs sign Hannah clutched—“a success?”

“Oh yeah, very much so. Winter came up with the best marketing strategy ever. Two people booked a cuddle session right away, and several took a second flyer home for a friend or a family member. I bet I’ll get half a dozen new clients from today’s campaign.” Hannah looked at Winter, trying to relay her gratefulness with a genuine smile instead of squeezing her hand. They made a great team.

Brooke tilted her head to one side, exposing the arc of her graceful neck. “Your free hugs must be pretty spectacular, then. Is there one left for me?”

A low growl came from Winter. “Sorry, we’re fresh out of hugs.” She shoved the last flyer into the back pocket of her jeans.

Oh no. She would not allow Winter to speak for her. Hannah was a professional cuddler, which meant cuddling with anyone who requested her services, no matter if she liked them or not. Besides, she had to admit that she was curious to find out more about Winter’s half sister. Would she react to a hug the same way Winter had?

Hannah pressed the sign into Winter’s hands and spread her arms wide in a silent invitation.

“What…?” Winter looked as if she wanted to smash the cardboard sign over Brooke’s head, but Hannah forced herself to ignore her and focus on Brooke.

For all of her bravado when asking for a hug, Brooke now took her time stepping forward. The expression on her face reminded Hannah of a person who had boldly climbed up the ladder to the highest diving board, then realized that she was actually expected to jump.

Clearly, she had assumed Hannah would not agree to a hug, or she had only asked for one to provoke Winter.

That flicker of hesitation lasted for only a second, then the mask of control settled back into place.

Brooke was like Winter in that regard, Hannah realized—there was a lot going on beneath the surface, hidden away from the world.

With two decisive clickety-clacks of her heels, Brooke crossed the space between them and drew Hannah into her arms.

Okay, this felt very different from hugging Winter. Brooke hugged with confidence, as if she held women on a daily basis. Yet, somehow, Hannah found Winter’s reluctant embrace, the careful, almost stunned way she had held her, so much sweeter.

After a moment, when she realized Brooke wasn’t trying to press too close to show off in front of Winter, Hannah relaxed against her.

She still couldn’t believe how different this felt. For one thing, Brooke felt smaller than Winter, even though she could have sworn they were almost the same height, at least with Brooke wearing high heels. Authority radiated off her, making her appear taller, but she didn’t have Winter’s wiry strength. Her powerful presence wasn’t based on her physical stature at all.

What a fascinating woman.

“If this goes on any longer, Hannah’s going to charge you her hourly rate,” Winter muttered next to them.

Brooke let go to send her a cool glare, and Hannah marveled at how much more imposing she looked than she felt. “Oh, so you’re her business manager as well as her marketer now. How about you butt out and hand me that last flyer?”

“Sorry, that’s the display copy,” Winter said, not looking sorry at all. “Besides, booking a cuddle session was my part of the dare. Yours is hiring an assistant.”

Brooke’s eyes widened. She stared at Hannah, who calmly met her gaze, then at Winter. “You told her about the dare?”

More like Hannah had cornered her in the elevator and dragged it out of her.

Winter’s face revealed none of that as she calmly nodded.

A small wrinkle creased Brooke’s smooth forehead. Was she surprised that Winter had trusted Hannah enough to come clean? Or dismayed that the cuddle session had actually brought them closer instead of making things awkward between them, as Brooke had planned?

“How’s your part of the dare going, by the way?” Winter asked. “Let me guess. You still haven’t found anyone who would live up to your lofty standards.”

The wrinkle on Brooke’s brow smoothed out, and she flashed her a superior smirk. “Believe it or not, but I actually have.”

“I’ll believe that when I meet them,” Winter muttered.

“Oh, you will; don’t worry,” Brooke coolly replied. “Just not yet. I don’t want you to scare her off this early in the game.”

Game. Hannah shook her head. Was everything—their dare, the cuddle session, her new assistant—just a game to Brooke?

Before Winter could reply, a young guy with an ice cream cone walked past, then stopped and came back. “Oh, free hugs.” He pointed at the sign Winter held. “Cool.”

“Wait, she—” Hannah moved to stop him, but it was already too late.

He engulfed Winter in a one-armed embrace.

Winter drew back, freeing herself, and tossed the sign to Hannah as if it were carrying dangerous germs. “Let’s go home.”

Hannah gave the young man an apologetic wave. With a glance back at Brooke, who was bent over laughing, she rushed after Winter.

* * *

The way back to their apartment was only a ten-minute walk, but with Winter marching along in silence, it seemed three times as far.

When they took a right at the Arlene Schnitzer Concert Hall with its big Portland sign, Hannah lengthened her stride so she could walk next to Winter instead of half a step behind. “Jules really has a lot to answer for, doesn’t he?”

Winter didn’t slow down. “What?”

“If he’s the reason why things are that bad between you and Brooke…”

“It wasn’t just him. He didn’t help matters, but Brooke messes things up all on her own. You think she just happened to walk across the square by pure coincidence?” Winter shook her head. “I bet she read about the free-hugs campaign on your website and decided to drop by to bad-mouth me or find some other way to cause trouble between us.”

“But it’s more than that, isn’t it?” Hannah asked. “Something else happened between you.”

Winter looked straight ahead. “It’s a long story.”

“I love long stories…if you want to tell me about it.”

An audible inhale and exhale drifted over. “I should probably give you the basics. Knowing Brooke, she’ll try to get you on her side sooner or later. Which means I’d better beat her to the punch.”

So Winter wanted to have her on her side. For all her pretending she didn’t give a damn what anyone else thought, she clearly did care about Hannah’s opinion. Hannah nodded at her to go on.

“Long story short: Brooke pretty much hated me from the moment she first laid eyes on me when we were three.” Winter shrugged. “The feeling was mutual.”

Hannah nearly stumbled down the curb. “Three? What three-year-olds hate each other?”

“The kind who are forced to spend time together. People always gave Julian a lot of credit for openly acknowledging his illegitimate daughter and not hiding me away.” Her mouth twisted into a bitter line. “I would have much preferred for him to deny I was his.”

“But…why?”

“Because then he wouldn’t have made me spend one weekend each month with him and his family.”

What? Hannah couldn’t believe it. “And his wife was okay with that?”

Winter laughed. The sound was devoid of any humor. “No. It was a toss-up as to who hated my visits most—Regina, Brooke, or me. Scratch that. It was definitely me.”

“Oh no.” Hannah’s heart went out to three-year-old Winter…and to the adult who marched next to her with her hands fisted at her sides. “Was she mean to you?”

“Well, she criticized me every chance she got, making it clear that Brooke and I could never be equals. But mostly, it was the way she looked at me…” Winter dragged her knuckles across her face as if she could still feel Regina’s stare on her. “Like I was the spawn of the devil. Guess to her, I was.”

What a dysfunctional situation! No wonder Brooke and Winter hated each other—or that Winter was so closed off, not trusting anyone enough to open up. Hannah’s eyes burned, and the need to reach out and cradle Winter’s hand in hers was almost a physical ache.

Winter abruptly crossed the street and strode along the South Park Blocks.

Hannah jogged after her. “Wait! I’m so sorry they did that to you.” By the time she caught up with Winter’s longer legs, she was gasping for breath. But maybe it wasn’t so much the exertion as the iron fist that seemed to twist her stomach and squeeze the air from her lungs. “Why didn’t Julian put a stop to it?”

“He was working all the time, barely paying attention. Or maybe he thought he couldn’t ask his wife to be nice to me since he had already pushed the boundaries of her generosity by asking her to allow me into the house.”

Hannah shook her head. “I still don’t get why Julian forced all of you to spend time together. I mean, I get that he wanted you and your sister to get to know each other too, but the way he went about it obviously wasn’t working.”

“Well, it was working for him, allowing him to kill two birds with one stone. Maybe he even secretly enjoyed us vying for his attention.” Winter slowed, and her stony expression softened the tiniest bit as she studied Hannah. “Julian.”

“What?”

“You just called him Julian twice. Not Jules.”

Had she? Hannah tilted her head. “It’s hard to reconcile the Jules I knew with the man who treated a little girl—his own daughter—like that.”

“I keep telling you he wasn’t the nice teddy bear you think he was.”

Maybe he had been both, but Hannah chose not to point that out. She didn’t want to invalidate how horrible it had been for Winter to grow up like that. “What happened then?”

“When I was ten, I ran away shortly before he was supposed to pick me up. After the third time, even my mother got the message and stopped forcing me to go. From then on, I saw him only for my birthday, Christmas, and big school events.”

The fist around Hannah’s lungs loosened. “So you and Brooke never had a chance to grow close as sisters? You didn’t try to change your relationship as adults? I mean, she was as much an innocent as you in all this.”

Winter snorted. “I told you she’s no innocent. The apple didn’t fall far from the tree. She’s as manipulative and cold as Julian was. For a while, she fooled me into thinking she was different, but I quickly learned better.”

“What did she do?” Hannah asked.

“Last year, Brooke and I started talking more. Nothing overly sisterly or anything, just business stuff for the most part, but I was beginning to think maybe we could at least be civil whenever we ran into each other. Or maybe even go for a beer every now and then.”

The thought of Brooke throwing back a few beers at a brew pub in one of her fancy pencil skirts and silk blouses made Hannah chuckle. “Brooke drinks beer?”

“Okay, she probably would have had a forty-dollar glass of wine.” The stiff set of Winter’s jaw eased as a hint of a smile darted across her face, then faded away as she continued, “Right around that time, I started to look for a building downtown to finally have an office that was separate yet close to my apartment. When I found out this one”—Winter pointed up ahead, where the building they would inherit peeked out from between the trees—“had been put on the market, I was elated. It was a little bigger than what I was initially looking for but otherwise exactly what I wanted. The seller and I were getting ready to enter escrow when Julian snatched it out from under my nose.”

Ouch. No wonder Winter had been so determined to secure the building for herself, even offering to buy her out. “And you think he found out about it from Brooke?”

Winter nodded grimly. “I’m sure of it. She says it wasn’t her, but she was the only one I told about my plans. She jumped at the chance to get into Daddy’s good graces by pulling one over on me.”

“Did you ever ask Julian if she was the one who told him?”

“And let him humiliate me even more? No. I was fully capable of putting two and two together without him having to spell it out for me.”

“But what if—?”

Winter lifted both hands as if she wanted to either cover her ears or Hannah’s mouth. “Let it go. I’ve already put it behind me.”

Oh yeah? Winter and Brooke were glaring at each other, almost nose to nose, so Hannah didn’t believe it for a second. But she knew it wouldn’t do any good to say so. “Okay.”

Both of Winter’s eyebrows lifted in a double arc of skepticism. “Okay?”

Hannah shrugged. “Honestly, I would love for you to have at least one ally in your family, and Brooke… I don’t know, but I think there’s something behind her antagonistic surface. But I spent all of two minutes with her, while you had a lifetime of bad experiences, so I’ll let it go.”

“Good.” Winter took the two steps leading to the front door of their building in one long stride and unlocked it. She pulled open one side of the double door and held it for Hannah to enter first.

She had done that before, Hannah realized. At first glance, it seemed to clash with her I-don’t-care-about-others persona, but once you looked deeper, it fit her complex personality.

“Thanks.” Hannah stepped past her, then paused in the doorway and turned back toward her.

Winter obviously hadn’t expected her to stop and nearly collided with her as she moved to follow.

Both grabbed hold of each other’s arms to keep their balance.

Hannah’s cheeks did that annoying furnace thing again.

The diagonal line above Winter’s nose deepened as she looked at Hannah from only inches away. Her grip was firm, holding her securely, yet at the same time, there was something careful…almost tender in the way her fingers wrapped around Hannah’s arms.

God, listen to me! Tender? Fat chance! All those hug endorphins had probably gone to her head; that was all.

“You all right?” Winter searched her face.

“Um, yeah, sorry. I just wanted to say… If you ever need someone to grab a beer with or an ally outside of the family, you have one.”

They stood so close together that Hannah could hear the long breath Winter drew in. Her gaze darted away from Hannah’s eyes as if the intimacy of the moment was too much for her. Then it drifted back, and a crooked smile smoothed out the line above her nose. “So you think Mrs. Kline likes beer?”

“Mrs. Kline? No, I meant—”

Winter squeezed her arms, then let go. “I know what you meant.”

“Oh. Okay. I mean…good.” That was all Winter was going to say? Hannah turned away so her disappointment wouldn’t show.

Their steps echoed through the entry hall, sounding so loud that Hannah almost didn’t hear the soft word trailing after her.

“Thanks.”

Hannah glanced back.

The grin was gone from Winter’s face, and when their gazes met, the blue of her eyes seemed more like the aqua color of the Caribbean Sea than the cool glint of glacial ice.

This time, it was Hannah who had to look away under the pretense of pressing the button for the elevator. “Thank you.” Her voice sounded scratchy. She pretended to cough before she continued, “For everything you did today. Especially for suffering through a hug from me to lure in potential clients.”

“You’re welcome.”

“Hey, you’re supposed to say I’m a great hugger, so you didn’t suffer too much.”

The elevator door slid open, and Winter stepped inside. While her back was to Hannah, she said, “I didn’t.”

The closing door nearly slid into Hannah as she paused in mid-step. With a squeak, she hopped inside. “You didn’t suffer too much?”

Winter stabbed the button for the top floor, then held her thumb and index finger a couple of inches apart. “Just a little.”

Hannah laughed and called, “Bullshit,” because it was their elevator tradition—and because she suspected or maybe hoped that Winter hadn’t suffered at all. “You enjoyed it!”

“It was…adequate,” Winter said with a straight face.

“Adequate?” It took all of Hannah’s self-control not to dig her fingers into Winter’s side and tickle the truth out of her.

“It adequately demonstrated your cuddle skills.” With a regal nod, Winter stepped through the opening elevator doors, unlocked the front door, and disappeared into their apartment, this time without letting Hannah enter first.

Hannah stared at her retreating back. Adequate. Not the most enthusiastic testimonial she’d ever had, yet it brought a broad grin to her face. She would take it. For now.


 

Chapter 18

The sound of footsteps approached rapidly, then Hannah’s phone landed on the table next to Winter with a thud. “No, Winter! Absolutely not.”

Winter’s heart rate shot up. Her spoon plopped into the masoor dal, splattering red lentils all over the table. She swallowed her mouthful of food and glowered up at Hannah. “No to what?”

“You booking another cuddle session!” Hannah’s eyes sparked like a shower of amber crystals. She dropped into the seat across from her and swiped a strand of hair from her forehead. “Look, I get it. Now that Brooke has told you she’s hired an assistant, you don’t want to look weak in front of her. But the last time you booked a session with me on a dare from her, it didn’t end well.”

Heat crept up Winter’s chest, and it had nothing to do with the spices in the dal. She didn’t need a reminder of how that session had ended, thank you very much. It flashed through her mind every now and then, usually at the most inopportune times—like right now.

“What the hell are you talking about?” She hadn’t booked a… Oh. Wait. She actually had. “Ah. You mean the new booking system.” She pointed at Hannah’s phone. “So you got the notification?”

“Yes. I didn’t know you’d set that up already. It looks great, but it’s still not a good idea.” Hannah ducked her head, and a tinge of pink entered her cheeks as she added quietly, “I really like us being friends, and I don’t want to mess that up because of Brooke.”

She met Winter’s gaze, and the honesty in her eyes took Winter’s breath away. “You’ve misunderstood. I didn’t book a session. I mean, I did, but only to do a test run for the booking widget.”

“Oh.” Hannah’s cheeks went from pink to crimson. She slid her phone off the table and studied it intently as if to avoid looking at Winter. “Sorry. I thought you, um, wanted…”

Winter scrubbed her hand over the back of her neck. It felt overly warm. Damn. She should have told Hannah she was running a test on the booking system. Now Hannah had made herself vulnerable for no reason at all. “You know what? I actually do.”

Hannah’s head jerked up.

They stared at each other.

Oh shit on a stick, I didn’t just say that, did I? The words had slipped out before she could think them through, and that rarely happened to her.

“You want to book another session?” Hannah’s voice sounded at least an octave higher than usual.

There was no way out but forward. If she backed out now, she would only make it worse. “Yeah.”

“I know I said I would be willing to cuddle with you again, but I don’t want you to do it just because Brooke—”

“It has nothing to do with Brooke.” That much was true, at least for the most part. “Like I said last week, I didn’t suffer too much when we hugged, and that head rub during the photo shoot was kinda bearable too.” Bearable. Right. That was why her entire body had been covered in goose bumps from the moment Hannah touched her fingertips to her scalp, and the mere thought of those gentle fingers swirling through her hair made her tingle all over.

Hannah sighed. “Professional cuddling is supposed to be a positive experience, not something you just endure.”

“And that’s exactly why I want to give it another try—for real this time. If all your other clients enjoy it, why can’t I?” Even Brooke had practically melted into Hannah’s arms when they had hugged. Why wasn’t she able to do that?

“It’s not a competition,” Hannah said. “Everyone is different.”

Winter had been different from everyone else all her life, and she had never minded. But her inability to make it through a cuddle session rubbed her the wrong way, like an annoying clothing tag that she could forget for a while, but that kept bothering her. No matter how often she told herself that she didn’t want or need to be cuddled, she couldn’t let it go.

She swirled her spoon through her plate of dal. “Maybe, just this once, I don’t want to be different.”

Even without looking up, she felt Hannah stare at her.

“If I don’t like it this time either, fine. But I’d like to know.”

Hannah hesitated.

Why was she hesitating? She was a professional cuddler, for Christ’s sake. Why did it give her pause that—? Oh shit. Why hadn’t she thought of that? Maybe now Hannah was the one who couldn’t stand the thought of cuddling with her. She had said before that she would give Winter a second chance, even after the way their first session had ended. But was that still true, or had she changed her mind? “Unless you’re not comfortable with it. If you’re not, let’s forget about—”

“No!” Hannah said hastily. “That’s not it. I just… You know what? If you’re sure you want to give it another try, let’s do it.”

“Now?” Ugh, she sounded like a teenager who’d been startled by a mouse.

“Um, no, I have other clients right now.” Hannah fiddled with her phone, nearly dropped it, then checked the calendar on her phone. “How about we just do it…I mean, cuddle at the time you booked?”

“When’s that? I picked a random slot that was open on your calendar, without paying attention.”

“July 1st at five. This Friday.”

That would give her four days to get her head into cuddle mode. Winter nodded. “Okay. Friday at five.”

Hannah tapped the confirm button in the email notification, and a second or two later, Winter’s phone pinged.

The booking system worked perfectly. Now if only their cuddle session would go as well.

* * *

On Wednesday, Winter double-tied her running shoes, grabbed her AirPods from her nightstand, and stepped out of her bedroom to go for a run and check on her apartment.

As she crossed the hall, she nearly collided with a guy who had stormed out of the living room. He barreled past her without a word. The front door slammed shut after him.

What the hell? Was he angry at their near collision or embarrassed to have been caught leaving Hannah’s snuggle studio? And where was Hannah? She usually didn’t let her clients run through the apartment unaccompanied.

As if on cue, Hannah peeked around the corner from the living room. “Is he gone?”

“Yeah.”

Hannah exhaled shakily. “Good. Sorry you ran into him.”

Winter walked over to study Hannah more closely. She looked pale. Shaken. “What happened?” Winter’s heart pounded so rapidly that it seemed to slam against her ribs as possible scenarios flashed through her mind.

“You know I can’t talk about what happened during a cuddle session.”

Winter barely kept from hurling her AirPods through the hall. She clenched her fist around them. “To hell with that! If he hurt you—”

“No,” Hannah said quickly. “He didn’t hurt me. He just kept pushing the boundaries, trying to get away with more than I was comfortable with. I warned him once and reminded him of the rules, but that didn’t keep him from trying it again. So I ended the session.”

Winter’s second hand clenched into a fist too as she struggled against the urge to run after the bastard and— And what? Hit him? How would that help Hannah? She forced herself to focus on Hannah. Gently, she gripped her elbow and led her to the sofa in the living room.

“I’m fine, Winter,” Hannah said, but she didn’t resist Winter’s grasp. “It’s just so disappointing. He could have gone anywhere for sex, but no, he came to one of the few people who specialize in platonic touch.”

“Disappointing?” Winter echoed. She dropped onto the couch next to Hannah. That was the last word she had expected her to use. “Try infuriating.”

“That too.” But Hannah didn’t look angry or even scared. The sigh that escaped her sounded mostly frustrated.

Did stuff like that happen so often that she no longer got angry? A vise squeezed Winter’s chest. “Does that happen a lot?”

When Hannah didn’t instantly answer, Winter’s already too-fast heartbeat accelerated even more.

Hannah’s attention wasn’t on Winter. Had she even heard her question? She was staring at the couch cushion between them.

Frowning, Winter glanced down too.

Hannah’s hand rested on the cushion, and Winter’s palm lay on top, her fingers protectively curled around Hannah’s.

Winter stared at the back of her own hand. When had that happened? Usually, Hannah was the touchy-feely one who reached out without thinking, but this time, it was Winter’s hand on top, so she had been the one to initiate the contact.

Quickly, Winter started to pull back, but Hannah closed her fingers over hers and held on.

Well, if Hannah found it comforting, who was she to deny her at a moment like this? Winter left her hand where it was.

Hannah cleared her throat. “Um, you were saying?”

What had she been saying? Winter pried her focus from Hannah’s soft skin and returned it to the conversation. “Do things like that happen a lot?”

“No.” Hannah’s gaze still lingered on the cushion where their hands rested. “This is the first time.”

“Um, I meant you having to end a session.” Truth be told, her holding anyone’s hand was a first too—at least if you didn’t count the advanced Companioning during their cuddle session.

Hannah looked up from their hands. “That’s what I was talking about.”

“Oh.” Her hand on top of Hannah’s felt clumsy and awkward. This entire situation was so far out of her comfort zone that she would have needed a pair of binoculars to find it again. Or maybe a space telescope.

“I never had to end a session before,” Hannah said, mercifully moving on as if sensing Winter’s discomfort. “Once, I had to pause a session because a client confessed romantic feelings for me, but we continued once we cleared the air.”

Winter didn’t know what to say, other than “Wow.”

“It’s not surprising. Cuddling with someone builds a lot of trust and intimacy. Plus it releases oxytocin—which isn’t called the love hormone for nothing. All kinds of emotions can bubble up. It’s easy to mistake that for romantic feelings.”

“What do you do when that happens?”

“Nothing,” Hannah said calmly. “I mean, I explain it the way I just explained it to you, but beyond that, my clients are responsible for their own feelings. It’s okay to have them and work through them at their own pace, as long as they don’t act on them.”

A headache crept up from Winter’s tense neck muscles. “But how can you keep yourself safe with all those bubbling hormones and emotions?”

“I screen my clients really well and discuss my boundaries during the pre-cuddle call and then again at the beginning of the first session. That’s usually enough. Sure, clients sometimes try to push boundaries a little to see if I’m serious about the rules, but once I call them on it, they back off, and it doesn’t happen again. The ones who are interested in something sexual don’t show up for a second session.”

Her words barely smoothed the jagged edges of Winter’s anger and concern. Those assholes had signed the code of conduct spelling out the rules. The boundaries were clear. Hannah shouldn’t have to keep defending them.

But then again, the rules also stated no kissing, and yet Winter had tried to kiss her during their session. Shame sliced through her like a red-hot blade fresh from a forge. She had been no better than the dirtbag Hannah had just kicked out. Had Hannah been disappointed in her too? That thought was much harder to take than thinking Hannah had been angry. Abruptly, she withdrew her hand from Hannah’s. “I’m sorry,” she blurted out without looking at her.

“It’s okay,” Hannah replied. “He’s really the exception. Most of my clients are super respectful.”

The hot blade twisted in Winter’s gut. “I wasn’t, and I’m very sorry about that.”

“What do you…? Oh.” This time, it was Hannah who reached over and slid her hand on top of Winter’s, which was clamped around her own knee. “Hey, it’s okay. We talked about it. You were panicking, and that was your way out.”

Winter itched to withdraw her hand. It felt a lot better when she was the one providing comfort, not the one receiving it, especially when she wasn’t sure she deserved it. “I don’t panic.”

Hannah’s cheeks dimpled with a smile. “Of course not.” She swiped her thumb along the back of Winter’s hand. “It really is okay. I wouldn’t have agreed to a second session if I didn’t feel safe with you.”

“Well, you did say no at first.”

“Not because I didn’t trust you. I do.”

It felt like getting a precious award, and Winter swore a silent oath to prove herself worthy of it. She would be the best-behaved client in the history of professional cuddling. No kissing. No caressing anywhere near an off-limits area. Not even deeply inhaling Hannah’s wonderful scent. “I promise you are. Safe with me, I mean.”

“I know.” Hannah leaned against the back of the couch. One shoulder brushed Winter’s, and her hand still rested on top of hers.

Winter peeked over to study her.

Hannah’s expression was relaxed, content even, as if she hadn’t just had to kick out a client who had groped her or whatever he had done to push the envelope.

“I don’t get it.” Winter’s words were out before she was fully aware of having formulated them.

“Hmm? Don’t get what?”

So many things. Most of them she couldn’t put into words, so Winter asked, “Why did you pick a job where stuff like that can happen?”

“Because I love it.” Hannah’s eyes shone. “I remember when I first moved to Portland from tiny Sunriver. I didn’t know anyone in the city and was busy with school, training to become a licensed massage therapist, so I hadn’t made new friends yet. When I saw a flyer for a cuddle party, I attended. The first person I held broke down crying in my arms. I was hooked.”

“You like making people cry?”

Hannah softly elbowed her without letting go of her hand. “I like helping people feel less lonely and more connected to others and their own bodies and teaching them to ask for what they need. That’s so powerful.”

Winter gave a noncommittal “hmm.” She still didn’t understand what Hannah found so empowering about cuddling strangers. If anything, their first session had made her feel powerless and vulnerable. She hoped she could take some of that power back during the session on Friday.

They sat in companionable silence for a while. Finally, Hannah glanced at the clock on the wall. “I’d better go change the sheet on the cuddle couch. My next client will be here soon.”

Winter stared. “You’re seeing another client after what happened?”

Hannah shrugged. “It’s okay. Getting back on the horse fast is a good thing.” With a quiet sigh, she let go of Winter’s hand and got up. “Thank you for being there for me.”

“Anytime.” It was the polite thing to say, but it was also true. Man, this friendship thing was turning her into a sap. “Need any help with the sheet?”

“No, thanks. You go and enjoy your run.”

“Run?”

Hannah gestured at Winter’s running clothes. “You were about to head out, weren’t you?”

“Oh. Right.” But now she no longer wanted to run. She wanted to stay and keep an eye—or an ear—on the den to make sure Hannah was okay and her next client didn’t try anything. “Maybe I’ll wait until tomorrow. I seem to have misplaced my earbuds anyway, and without them, it’s half the fun.”

At the sliding door leading to the den, Hannah paused and glanced back at her. She looked as if she wanted to say something but then just gave her a smile and a nod before stepping into her snuggle studio.

* * *

Over the next two days, Hannah noticed a strange new pattern emerging in Winter’s work break habits.

Any time Hannah had a client over, it seemed as though Winter suddenly decided she was hungry or thirsty and needed to spend an hour in the kitchen to get a snack or a gallon of water.

Whenever Hannah met up with a first-time client, Winter apparently felt the urgent need for some time away from her office. Twice, Hannah had stepped out of the den to accompany her client to the door, only to see Winter sprawled on the couch in the living room, working on her laptop.

On Friday, when she had just gotten her latest client settled in the Lap of Luxury position, the steady clacking of Winter’s keyboard drifted through the closed sliding door.

Dominic lifted his head off her lap, listened for a moment, then settled back.

Crap. He had heard it too. She would need to have a word with Winter. “I’m sorry,” she whispered so she wouldn’t disrupt the peaceful atmosphere any further. “Let me go and tell her to stop.”

“It’s okay.” Dominic grinned up at her. He was at least a decade younger than most of her other clients, and she had instantly liked his genuine smile. “It’s kind of soothing. Like rain on a roof.”

Secretly, she enjoyed the rhythmic patter of Winter’s keyboard too, and Winter’s protectiveness was as touching as it was annoying, but she would still have a word with her.

“Feel free to tell your wife I’m asexual,” Dominic added. “There’s no need for her to stand guard.”

Hannah froze with her fingers against his scalp. “Uh, she’s not—”

“Yeah, she’s totally standing guard. It’s kinda cute. If I had a wife or a husband who’s a pro cuddler, I’d probably do the same.”

“No, I mean, she’s not my wife. Or girlfriend.” Thankfully, he had closed his eyes while he enjoyed the head rub. She had a feeling her cheeks were flaming red.

“Oh. Sorry.” Now his face was flushing too. “That’ll teach me not to make assumptions.”

“It’s fine. You’re not far off.”

Dominic opened one eye and sent her a knowing look.

“Not about us—her being my wife. I meant, whatever assumption you made about me, you’re probably not far off. I’m pan.” Usually, she avoided sharing personal information with her clients, but Dominic had come out to her as asexual during their video chat last week and had openly talked about his longing for touch without being pressured into having sex. It was only fair to return that trust, even if she didn’t plan on revealing more than that.

“Oh, lit.” He offered his fist for a bump.

Laughing, Hannah tapped it before returning to the head rub.

Half an hour later, she walked Dominic to the door.

As he strode past the couch, where Winter still sat with her laptop, he flashed her a conspiratorial grin.

Great. Obviously, he still thought there was something going on between them and that was why Winter was camping out in the living room to play bodyguard.

As soon as she had said goodbye with one last hug, Hannah marched back to the living room, planted her hands on her hips, and stared Winter down. “I appreciate your concern. I really do. But this”—she waved her finger at Winter, the couch, and the laptop—“can’t go on.”

“I have no idea what you mean,” Winter said, her poker face firmly intact. “I just thought a change of scenery would help me come up with new ideas.”

“Your change of scenery is giving my clients lots of ideas too—mostly about the two of us. He thought you were my wife!”

“Oh.” After a moment, a confident smile curled up Winter’s lips. “You should be so lucky.”

“Ha! You’d be the lucky one.” Then Hannah remembered that they weren’t really arguing about who’d make the better wife. She narrowed her eyes the way she’d seen Winter do it and glared.

“Let them assume whatever they want. Maybe then they’ll think twice about getting handsy.” Winter returned her attention to the laptop as if the topic were closed.

Hannah pulled it from her lap, slammed it closed, and put it down on the other end of the coffee table. “I don’t need a bodyguard, Winter. Just because I had one bad experience doesn’t mean my clients are all predators that you need to protect me from, and I don’t want you to make them feel as if they are.”

Winter stared back seemingly unimpressed.

“How would you feel if I called Valentina to come hang out on the other side of the sliding door so she can make sure you’re not trying anything while you cuddle with me?” She didn’t mention that Valentina was packing for her trip to Brazil and wouldn’t have time to hang out on her couch, because that wasn’t the point.

Winter’s poker face crumbled as she blanched. Then a layer of ice sharpened her gaze, and she scowled at Hannah.

It reminded Hannah of a hedgehog—the only reaction Winter ever had to things not going her way was to show her spikes.

Hannah settled on the couch next to her. At the last moment, she stopped herself from taking Winter’s hand. “I appreciate your caring for my well-being, and it would be a lie if I said it wasn’t comforting to know you were around when I was seeing clients these last few days. But you hanging out on the couch and giving clients the evil I’m-watching-you glare when they enter the apartment… That needs to stop. Now.”

“But if I happen to get thirsty while you’re with a client—”

“Do I need to drag you into the elevator and call bullshit?” Hannah asked, only half kidding. “We both know you’re not going to the kitchen five times an hour because of the water. You mean well, but I don’t need you to protect me, especially not if it makes my clients feel like criminals. Promise me you’ll stop.”

Winter’s shoulders heaved in a big sigh. “All right. I should cut down on my water intake anyway.” She stretched across the coffee table and reached for the laptop, but Hannah put her hand on top. Winter looked up with a glare. “What?”

“My next client canceled. Do you want to…?” Hannah pointed at the den.

“Now?” Winter swallowed audibly as if her mouth was dry despite all the water she’d been drinking.

Hannah could empathize. Her own throat felt like a sheet of sandpaper, which was why she thought they should get this over with instead of waiting for their scheduled time later today. Very likely, they were building it up in their minds, making it into a big deal when it really wasn’t. “Why not? Unless you have to do work that can’t wait.”

Winter directed a longing look at the laptop, then shook her head. “No, it’s fine.”

“Great.” Hannah turned on her professional cuddler smile. “Give me five minutes to change the sheet and freshen up, then I’m all yours.” Um… She clamped her mouth shut and rushed to the den before she could babble on and make it worse.

* * *

This time, she would do it the right way. No skipping anything. Hannah set the printed-out cuddle agreement on the small table next to the couch. Going over the rules would not only ensure they were on the same page, it would also make it feel more like a regular session.

It was a regular session, she told herself. No reason to be nervous at all. Winter would either relax and start to enjoy cuddling, or she would decide she still hated it and avoid it forever.

Yeah, no pressure at all.

A short rap sounded on the sliding door, then it opened a few inches, and Winter peeked through the gap.

“Come on in,” Hannah said in her friendly-but-not-too-friendly pro cuddler voice.

Winter shoved the door open more fully and stepped inside the den. This time, she had already changed into cuddle attire without having to be told. Even though it was a warm July day, Winter had chosen long, black sweatpants and a gray T-shirt with sleeves that nearly reached her elbows.

Well, if she felt she needed a bit of protective armor, that was okay with Hannah. “Do you want the blinds down?”

“Um, no. Thanks.”

Hannah sat on the couch and watched Winter come closer like a cat carefully approaching a stranger.

Finally, Winter sat down next to her. She left plenty of space between them, but she hadn’t chosen to sit on the other end of the couch, as she had during their first session.

Progress, right? Hannah put the cuddle agreement on the sofa between them. “Should we go over the contract?”

Winter waved her away. “We can skip that. I was the one who put the rules on your website, remember? I could recite them by heart.”

“Really?” Hannah tilted her head. Anyone could paste some text into a box on a website without paying attention to what it said. Had Winter taken an interest in her job and memorized the rules?

“Photographic memory.” Winter tapped her temple.

“You said near-photographic.”

Winter sighed. “No alcohol or drugs—check. No showing up without having showered—check, if this morning counts. No touching in areas that would be covered by a bikini—check. No touching without asking for consent—check. No undressing or reaching under clothes—check. No kissing of any kind—check.” She checked each rule off on her fingers, then paused. “Am I forgetting anything?”

“Actually…yes. You forgot rule number one: we both agree to keep things strictly platonic and to not pursue sexual arousal.”

The cutest hint of pink entered Winter’s cheeks. “Oh, right. No arousal—check.”

“That’s not quite what the rule says. No pursuit of arousal. Since cuddling is often associated with foreplay or the aftermath of sex, arousal is a normal reaction to—”

Winter stiffly shook her head. “Not going to be a problem.”

Oh? She sounded very sure of that. Which should be a good thing, right? It wasn’t as if Hannah wanted her to become aroused when cuddling up to her. If Winter wasn’t attracted to her at all, that was great. Fantastic. Awesome. “All right. But I’m just saying, if it were to happen, it wouldn’t be a big deal. Just remind yourself it isn’t where the cuddle session is going, think of something else, or change the position, and it’ll dissipate.”

“Like I said, it won’t be a problem.”

“Right.” Winter trying to kiss her had merely been an emergency button. Hannah took the ballpoint pen from the table and clicked it on, then realized it had already been on, so she clicked again. Great. Now Winter might think she was nervous. She signed the contract, then slid it over to Winter, who signed too.

“Any requests for today’s session?” Hannah asked. “How would you like to begin?”

Winter looked like a person who had been asked to choose between a scorpion, a rattlesnake, and a black widow spider.

“How about we start with Companioning?” Hannah said. Maybe that would make it easier.

“No,” Winter said firmly. “If I’m going to give this cuddling thing one more shot, I’m going to do it right. What’s the most challenging position for most of your clients?”

“Winter, that’s not a good i—”

“Most challenging position?” Winter repeated and waved her hand in an out-with-it gesture.

She should have known Winter would do something like this to prove she could not only do it but do it better than everyone else. Chronic overachiever. “Um, probably being the little spoon. Many of my clients love it, but it takes them a while to work up to it.”

Winter nodded several times as if to psych herself up. “All right. Little spoon it is.”

Hannah couldn’t imagine a scenario in which that would go well. “Winter…”

“Spoon me.” Winter’s voice echoed through the den like that of a drill sergeant.

Of all the things Hannah had thought Winter would never, ever say to her, “spoon me” made the top three. “All right. But next time, maybe try asking for what you want instead of ordering me around.”

Winter raked her hand through her hair. “Um, I… Would you spoon me…please?”

“I’d love to. But if you realize you don’t like it, please let me know. Don’t just tolerate it.”

“I will.”

Hannah dragged in a deep breath and held it for several seconds. It did nothing to calm her racing heart. Not that she had really expected it to. She was about to spoon Winter Sullivan, so in all likelihood, not even a shot of horse tranquilizer would be able to calm her down. She rubbed her hands together to warm them, which made no sense because she wasn’t planning on touching Winter’s bare skin. “All right. Then let’s get started.”

* * *

“Why don’t you lie down first, and I’ll curl up around you?” Hannah stood to make room for her on the couch.

Lie down. Yeah. That might be a prerequisite if they were going to spoon. Winter stretched out on her side and tried to think calming thoughts as she waited for Hannah to join her. She had made it through many uncomfortable situations in her life, so what was one more? Besides, the head rub hadn’t been so bad. Maybe the spooning would be bearable too.

The couch dipped behind her, and Winter thought she could feel Hannah’s warmth come closer.

“Is it okay if I put my body against yours?” Hannah’s breath tickled Winter’s neck, making her shiver.

Winter opened her mouth, then snapped it shut. Damn. She had been about to answer with a joke about never saying no to that question when it came from a beautiful woman. Maybe Hannah was right, and sexual jokes really were her go-to reaction when she became uncomfortable around another woman. “Uh, sure.”

Hannah slid closer and curled herself around Winter. She fit her knees into the back of Winter’s and nestled her pelvis against Winter’s butt. Her soft breasts pressed against Winter’s back. Maybe it was just Winter’s overactive imagination, but she thought she could feel Hannah’s hardened nipples through their T-shirts.

Oh man. Winter’s entire body seemed to buzz. She had been so sure that arousal wouldn’t be a problem because she would be too tense the whole time. But what she was feeling definitely wasn’t discomfort. Apparently, she had somehow become more comfortable with having Hannah close in the month since their first cuddle session. Too comfortable.

“May I put my arm around you?” Again, warm puffs of air bathed Winter’s neck with every word, sending goose bumps to the base of her spine.

“Um, yes.” Great. Before she’d met Hannah, the last time she had said um had been in fifth grade. Now it had become a regular part of her vocabulary.

Hannah’s breasts pressed against her more tightly as she curled one arm around Winter, who held her breath in anticipation of where her hand would end up. But instead of resting it against Winter’s stomach, as she had expected, Hannah placed it on the couch next to her, very close but not touching.

Small mercies. Winter’s body temperature was skyrocketing as it was. Every tingling nerve ending screamed at her to turn around and try a position that would be more likely to be found in the Kama Sutra than in The Cuddle Sutra.

Maybe the impulse to kiss Hannah hadn’t merely been an emergency stop button after all. But this time, she wouldn’t do anything like that. She wanted Hannah to feel safe with her even more than she wanted to turn around and kiss her.

Arousal wasn’t a big deal. That was what Hannah had said, right? Just a physical reaction that didn’t mean a thing. If she ignored it, it would dissipate.

Winter cleared her throat. “What do we do now? Do we talk? Or just lie here in silence?”

“Whatever you prefer,” Hannah answered.

“Did Julian talk to you during your sessions?”

“Sometimes. But let’s keep this about you. How does it feel to be the little spoon?”

Winter sorted through the words that came to mind and discarded them all. Hannah didn’t need to know what it did to her body to be this close to her. That wasn’t what she was talking about anyway. She wanted to know what kind of emotions this position evoked. “It’s…okay, I guess.”

“Would you feel more comfortable being the big spoon?”

“I have no idea. I’ve never been the big spoon either.”

The steady lifting and falling of Hannah’s chest against her back stopped for a moment.

Argh, why had she admitted to that? Now Hannah thought she was a total loser.

Hannah tightened her arm around Winter’s middle. She slid down a few inches and pressed her cheek against the vulnerable spot between Winter’s shoulder blades. “Oh, Winter,” she whispered.

The mood in the room shifted. Every bit of arousal was gone, leaving a hollow feeling in its wake that felt strangely like grief or loneliness or a complicated mix of both.

Nonsense. Winter had never been lonely in her life, nor had she ever grieved over anything or anyone.

And yet a lump lodged in her throat. She struggled between conflicting needs—part of her wanted to put her arm on top of Hannah’s, encouraging her to hug tighter, while the other part wanted to throw off her arm, jump up, and declare the session over. She didn’t need Hannah’s pity. “It was my choice. Trust me, there was no lack of opportunity to spoon women.” She dropped her voice to a husky timbre to make it sound sensual rather than defensive.

“You’re doing it again,” Hannah said. “Using sexual innuendo to hide that you’re uncomfortable.”

“Bullshit! I’m not—”

“I hope you know I’m not judging you or pitying you.”

Winter snorted. “Right. You’ve got pity dripping from every pore.”

“Wishing there had been at least one person to hold you isn’t pity. It just means I care.” Hannah gave her a gentle squeeze, then froze. “Um, as a friend, of course.”

Winter said nothing. The words echoed through her mind. I care. Strange how two little words could settle on her so heavily, as if they weighed a ton, yet at the same time make her feel light and warm inside. No one had told her that before, not even as a friend. Shan had probably wanted to, but Winter hadn’t been ready to hear it, so she had kept some distance between them, and Shan had respected that.

Hannah, however, had barged through her defenses as if the protective spikes on Winter’s walls didn’t impress her at all.

A tingly sensation spread through her, but this time, it was located in her chest, not her lower belly. She rubbed her thumb against her breastbone to chase it away, but it lingered.

“You okay?” Hannah asked.

Winter pretended she had just scratched an itchy spot. “Yeah, I’m fine.”

Silence fell again, interrupted only by Hannah’s soft breathing and the thumping of her own heart.

Winter almost wished for that low fire of arousal to return. It had been so much easier to handle than being held and being told, I care. “So,” she finally said when she couldn’t stand the silence anymore, “let’s talk.” Before Hannah could take it as an invitation to talk about any touchy-feely emotional stuff, she quickly added, “Tell me what your family thinks about this. You cuddling strangers for a living.”

“Huh,” Hannah said, and Winter thought she could feel her smile against her back, “and here I thought you would be a ninja cuddler.”

Hannah had thought about what she would be like when they cuddled? “Ninja cuddler?”

“That’s what I secretly call my clients who cuddle in complete silence,” Hannah said. “For some, cuddling and talking about personal things seems to be too intimate, and I thought you might be—”

Winter tapped her arm to stop her. “Ha! You do it too!”

“Do what?”

“This is your emergency stop button—you smoothly change the topic and make it about the other person when you are uncomfortable with a question.”

Hannah’s arm around her went slack. “You might be right.”

Maybe they weren’t as different as Winter had assumed all this time. But then again, admitting she was uncomfortable seemed to be easy for Hannah, while it was anything but for Winter.

“It’s probably because I’m used to rarely talking about myself with clients,” Hannah added.

“I’m not a client.” Winter didn’t want to be like everyone else to Hannah. “I mean, I am right now. But—”

Hannah squeezed her softly. “I know. We’re friends.”

“But that doesn’t mean you have to talk about it if it’s a sore subject. We can be ninja cuddlers.” Winter caught herself wanting to stroke the arm wrapped around her waist. Cuddling did strange things to her.

“No, that’s okay.” Hannah shifted her top leg. Her sock-covered toes brushed against a patch of bare skin along Winter’s ankle, where her sweatpants had slid up, but now it felt intimate without being arousing. “My family has mixed feelings about me being a pro cuddler. On the one hand, they are super supportive. My parents have always taught my siblings and me that we can be anything we want, do anything we want.”

“Bet they didn’t count on you wanting to cuddle strangers,” Winter said.

Hannah chuckled. “They had never even heard of it. You should have seen my dad’s face when I told him I wanted to give up massage therapy to become a pro cuddler. He looked like I had said I wanted to become a gladiator and fight a pride of lions.”

“Let me guess. You got the ‘over my dead body’ speech?”

“No. My parents know I’m an adult and make my own decisions.”

That made one of them. Julian had always felt entitled to tell her what he thought she should do, and her mother had tried to nudge her in Julian’s direction.

“Besides, they know that speech never worked on me anyway,” Hannah added. “Not even when I was five and insisted on putting an egg under my pillow, thinking it would be a baby chicken by the time I woke up.”

The sofa shook under their joined laughter.

“Was it?” Winter asked.

“No. It was a baby omelet, and my parents made me clean it up.”

Imagining the disappointed look on little Hannah’s face made Winter laugh again. Finally, she sobered. “Is that what they are doing now? Letting you do what you want and hoping it won’t create a mess?”

“Kinda. My parents are happy I found a job I love, but they also worry. My mom in particular,” Hannah answered. “Well, not so much right now. She did a little happy dance when I told her about the terms of the trust. She loves the thought of me living with a roommate who knows Taekwondo. If it were up to her, you and I would have to live together for the next forty-four years, not only forty-four more days.”

Hannah knew by heart how many days remained until their ninety-two days were up? Winter had checked the countdown timer several times a day in the beginning, but now she realized she had stopped keeping track a while ago. Then a second realization hit her. Hannah had told her mother Winter knew Taekwondo? What else had she told her mom about her?

“May I ask you a question in return?” Hannah asked. “There’s one thing I’ve wanted to know for a while.”

Winter couldn’t keep from stiffening.

Hannah gave her a light squeeze, then loosened her arm, giving her space to withdraw if she wanted.

It made it easier to nod and say, “Ask away.”

“What did you say to make Summer laugh? I’ve never managed to do that in any of our sessions.”

That’s what Hannah wanted to know? The tension fled from Winter’s body. “We bonded over our season-inspired names.”

“That’s what made her laugh?” Hannah sounded skeptical.

“I told her how I got my name.”

“Ooh! How did you? I always wondered that too.” Hannah lifted her hand as if to touch a strand of Winter’s hair but then withdrew and settled her hand back on the couch an inch from Winter’s belly. “It seems to fit you so well.”

She wasn’t the first person to comment on that, but she was the first whose comment made Winter frown. She wasn’t sure she wanted Hannah to see her as a cold, uncaring person.

“Because of your hair color,” Hannah added as if she could read Winter’s mind.

Spooky. That Hannah could read her so easily made her feel as vulnerable as being cradled in the little spoon position. “So you think I look old?” She peered over her shoulder and arched her eyebrows in a silent challenge.

“No! You look—” Hannah swallowed audibly. “Nice.”

“Nice?” Winter drawled.

“Sorry, I meant to say attractive as hell, Your Royal Hotness.”

Winter’s eyebrows arched even higher, this time without conscious choice. Was Hannah teasing, or did she mean it?

“Did you ever color it?” Hannah asked.

“Once or twice, in my early twenties, when I first started going gray. But it was too much upkeep, and I don’t give a shit about what people think.”

“Right,” Hannah said with a gentle smile in her tone. “For what it’s worth, I like it.”

Winter didn’t acknowledge the compliment. After all, she didn’t care what anyone thought, right?

Hannah nudged her foot with her own. “So? Are you going to tell me how you got your name?”

“My mother had planned to name me Juliana, after Julian. Guess she thought it would make him more likely to play daddy. But when my grandmother found out—”

“She gave her the ‘over my dead body’ speech?” Hannah finished for her.

“Something like that. My grandmother told her she would let her do that when hell freezes over. My mother snapped back, ‘Fine, then I’ll call her freezing cold winter.’”

Hannah lifted her head off Winter’s back. “She didn’t!”

“No. Thankfully, she left out the freezing cold part. It’s just Winter.”

“Phew.” Hannah’s exhale sent a stream of warm air over Winter’s neck.

Her entire body heated even while she shivered. The flame of arousal from earlier flared up again. She tried to distract herself by conjugating all the Spanish verbs she could remember.

“So,” Hannah said, “that’s what made Summer laugh? I mean, it’s kinda funny, but to be honest, it mostly makes me sad to hear how your mom and grandmother turned naming you into a spiteful battle.”

Winter should have known Hannah would see right through the funny part of it. “I played it up for her benefit. I could tell she needed a laugh.”

Hannah put her head back down and rubbed her cheek over Winter’s shoulder blades. “Thank you,” she whispered, and her lips were so close that Winter could feel them move against the fabric of her T-shirt.

She swallowed and said nothing.

For a while, they ninja-cuddled.

Finally, birdsong from Hannah’s phone interrupted the silence.

Winter jerked.

“Sorry. I forgot to tell you.” Hannah stretched to reach the phone and shut off the alarm, making her breasts trail along Winter’s back.

Je-sus. Winter dug her teeth into her bottom lip.

“I always set my phone to give a fifteen-minute warning to help clients get the most of each session,” Hannah said.

Thanks. Mission accomplished. Winter could still feel Hannah’s breasts sliding along her back.

“We have fifteen more minutes before our session is over. Is there anything I could do to make this”—Hannah squeezed Winter’s waist—“feel even better?”

Oh, no, no, no, no. Not going there. Winter called up the memory of having to dissect a frog in middle school to ward off the images trying to invade her mind. But the damn frog didn’t stand a chance against thoughts of Hannah kissing the back of her neck or sliding her hand beneath Winter’s shirt and up her belly to—

“Frog!” Winter said firmly, solidifying the fading image.

“Um, is that a cuddle position I’m not aware of?” Hannah asked.

“What?” Shit, had she said that out loud? Winter’s thoughts raced as she tried to come up with a halfway plausible explanation. “No, I meant big. Big spoon. Could we switch positions?”

“Ah.” Hannah’s low chuckle vibrated through her. “Of course. It often takes a couple more sessions before clients feel completely comfortable with being the little spoon. Big spoon is easier for people who like being in control.”

Winter gritted her teeth. It bothered her that Hannah thought she couldn’t handle being the little spoon, but letting her believe that was better than Hannah figuring out what was really going on. She didn’t want her to think, even for a second, that she was like the client she had kicked out on Wednesday. Grumbling, she rolled over so she could spoon Hannah.

But Hannah didn’t turn with her.

For a few moments, their legs tangled, and their breasts pressed against each other’s.

A gasp echoed through the den, but Winter had no idea if the sound had come from her or Hannah. She couldn’t make sense of anything anymore.

Then Hannah turned away and disentangled their legs, and Winter could breathe again.

Oh God. Fifteen more minutes of spooning, and she wasn’t sure if she should pray for them to rush past in the blink of an eye…or to last forever.

* * *

Winter’s warmth settled against Hannah’s back, and as Winter tucked her longer legs behind her own, a feeling of being safe and protected swept over Hannah.

Deeply, she inhaled Winter’s scent. Mmm, she smelled incredible—like her ocean-scented shower gel. She felt incredible too. Hannah carefully wriggled back until her hips met Winter’s, closing the last inch of space between them. Their bodies fit as if they were designed to spoon each other.

Winter draped one long arm over her, but her hand hovered without finding a spot to settle. “Um, where do I put my hand?”

The question threw Hannah for a moment because it sure as hell didn’t feel as if Winter didn’t know what she was doing. “You could either put it on my stomach or on my leg. Or you could reach up and put your hand on mine.” Hannah lifted her hand to show her where it rested, palm down, next to her head. She congratulated herself on sounding normal and entirely professional, even though this wasn’t like one of her regular cuddle sessions at all. While she had been spooned more times than she could count, it had never felt like this. She was overly aware of every part of Winter’s body that was pressed against hers—her strong thighs, her lean belly, her firm breasts.

Winter hesitated, then lowered her hand toward Hannah’s stomach.

Hannah’s breath caught. When Winter changed course and moved her hand away, she almost groaned in disappointment. Get yourself together!

Slowly, Winter reached up and put her hand on top of Hannah’s.

Something deep inside of Hannah tightened. She intertwined their fingers and fought the urge to draw their hands to her chest and cradle Winter’s fingers to her rapidly pounding heart. She tried to slow her breathing and relax into Winter’s gentle hold.

It was all right to be affected by a cuddle session, physically and emotionally; she had told her clients that a hundred times before. It didn’t have to mean anything.

But unlike the reassurances she gave her clients, what she told herself now didn’t sound convincing. Deep down, she wondered if it was true. Did it really not mean anything?

Her clients associated cuddling with sex, but she was used to the two being separate. She hadn’t felt even a hint of arousal while she was with a client in years. It helped that she wasn’t usually attracted to strangers.

But Winter wasn’t a stranger. Yes, that’s right. She’s your roommate. Your future co-landlady. Your marketing expert. Your friend. All the more reason not to mess this up!

She forced herself to focus on Winter instead of the sensations coursing through her. “How’s this? Better than being the little spoon?”

“I guess.” Winter’s voice came out in a rasp. She shifted behind her, inching back the tiniest fraction so that her breasts were only just touching Hannah’s back instead of intimately pressing against it.

God, had she realized how their closeness affected Hannah? If she had, did it make her uncomfortable…or did she feel the same?

It doesn’t matter.

Professional cuddling wasn’t merely her job. It was her calling. She had built a reputation based on firm boundaries, and she wouldn’t violate those important principles, especially not for some fleeting fun without a future—which was all Winter ever wanted when it came to women.

So she would ignore the tingly feelings coursing through her every time Winter’s breasts pressed against her back as she inhaled. She would do what she advised her clients to do—think of something else. By the time the session ended, she would have forgotten that Winter even had breasts.

That thought made her chuckle. Yeah, right.

“What?” Winter’s gruff voice rumbled through her.

“Nothing, nothing.” She closed her fingers more tightly over Winter’s in a silent apology. At least her little fit of giggles had helped to dissipate the heat swirling through her.

A sense of peace settled over her as their breathing synchronized until they were inhaling and exhaling in the same rhythm.

When her timer went off, signaling the end of their session, Hannah should have felt relief. Instead, she missed Winter’s warmth along her back as Winter immediately disentangled herself and climbed off the couch.

Hannah stood too. “How do you feel?”

Winter bent to smooth down the legs of her sweatpants. “Fine. I told you I could do it.”

“Yeah, you did. I’ll never doubt your cuddle prowess again.”

As Winter straightened, Hannah caught a glimpse of her face. She looked dazed. Not exactly blissed-out and in an endorphin-induced cuddle coma, as her clients often did, but she sported an expression Hannah had never seen on Winter’s face before.

“Are you sure you are—?”

“Yes.” A sharp note entered Winter’s tone. “I’m fine. It was…”

“Adequate?” Hannah finished with a smile.

One side of Winter’s mouth lifted into a crooked grin. “Something like that.”

They stood facing each other in the middle of the den.

Usually, Hannah offered her clients a glass of water or use of the bathroom before they headed out, but Winter lived here, so none of that was necessary. The lack of a script threw her.

“Thanks for the session. I guess I’ll…” Winter pointed in the direction of her office.

“Yeah.” Hannah walked her to the sliding door, where they paused. Finally, she remembered one part of her routine she could do. “Would you like to end the session with a hug?” When Winter gave her a deer-caught-in-the-headlights look, she added, “And remember it’s okay to say no.”

“No.”

Oh. Hannah had to remind herself that a no was not a rejection, just a yes to Winter’s personal boundaries.

“Uh, I meant…” Winter cleared her throat. “No, a hug would be okay.”

“Only if you really—”

“Are you always discussing your goodbye hugs for longer than it takes to actually hug the person?”

“Um, no.” Only with you. She bit back that last sentence before it could slip out. God, apparently, she was the one in a cuddle coma, not thinking straight. Literally.

“Well, then.” Winter gave her an expectant look that clearly said, Let’s get this over with.

Okay. Hannah exhaled a long stream of air and stepped forward into Winter’s personal space. Her hugs were always heartfelt, never only a quick, impersonal goodbye, but this one was different. She knew it even before her body sank against Winter’s.

Winter wrapped her arms around her so carefully, as if Hannah—or she—might shatter otherwise.

Hannah allowed herself to rest her face against Winter’s shoulder and pressed her palms against the small of Winter’s back. The fabric of her T-shirt was damp, as if their cuddle session had made Winter break out in a sweat, but even that didn’t make Hannah want to pull away.

Finally, it was Winter who let go first, after one last squeeze.

Hannah quickly moved back.

They nodded at each other, then Winter stepped through the open sliding door and crossed the living room with long strides.

“Oh, Winter?” Hannah called just before she could reach the hall.

Winter slowly turned and warily glanced back. “Yeah?”

“Thank you for your trust,” Hannah said.

For a moment, Winter looked as if she would wave her away and insist cuddling had been no big deal and hadn’t required any trust at all. But finally, she nodded. Then she whirled around and disappeared around the corner.

Hannah stood clutching the sliding door for a while before she trudged to the couch, dropped onto it, and picked up her phone.

Just got done with the last session for today, she tapped out a message to Valentina. I’m fine.

Then she stared down at the phone and wondered how true that really was.


 

Chapter 19

The next evening, Winter pressed the pause button on Gentleman Jack—a show that had Hannah’s full approval because the two main characters looked nothing alike. Was that the doorbell?

“What are you doing?” Hannah stretched across the couch cushion between them and tried to wrangle the remote control from her. “I think they are about to kiss!”

The doorbell rang again before Winter could explain.

“I’ll go,” Winter said. “Keep watching.”

“No, I’ll wait. You’re missing the best part.”

Winter got up and walked to the door. “I’m not watching for the romance.”

“Right,” Hannah called after her. “You are watching to find out if she ever sinks her own coalpit.”

Chuckling, Winter swung the door open.

In front of her stood Mrs. Kline, their oldest tenant. “Hello, dear. Thank God you’re home. My kitchen sink is leaking, and I can’t get a plumber to come fix it today because it’s the Fourth of July weekend. I know you’re not yet our landlady, but would you mind taking a look?”

Truth be told, Winter had no idea how to fix a leaking sink, but she wasn’t about to admit that to Mrs. Kline—and especially not in front of Hannah, who now stepped next to her.

“Of course, Mrs. Kline,” Hannah answered before Winter could say a word. “We’ll head downstairs with you and check it out.”

Winter nodded. “Yeah. Just let me see what tools I have here.”

Over the past few weeks, she had slowly brought over more of her stuff, including a small toolbox, which she now got from her bedroom.

As they stepped into the elevator with Mrs. Kline, Hannah nudged her with a grin. “Ooh, a lesbian with a toolbox,” she whispered quietly so eighty-five-year-old Mrs. Kline wouldn’t hear. “Be still my heart.”

“The stereotype is tool belt, not toolbox,” Winter muttered. She refused to think about whether Hannah was only teasing or really found women wielding tools attractive.

Luckily, Mrs. Kline kept up a constant stream of conversation as they headed toward her apartment on the first floor, providing a distraction. “I’ve had so much bad luck with that sink recently, Mr. Allen—the plumber—is going to think I’m sweet on him. I had to call him a few days ago because the sink wouldn’t drain.”

Mrs. Kline unlocked her apartment door and led them into the kitchen, where the doors under the sink stood open. She had put a towel down beneath the pipes to catch the dripping water.

From where Winter stood, she couldn’t tell where it was coming from. The hanging lamp in the kitchen threw a circle of light across the table, but it barely reached the area under the sink. She set down the toolbox, opened it, and rummaged around for her flashlight. “Do you have a bucket or a big bowl?”

When Mrs. Kline handed her a bowl, Winter placed it beneath the U-shaped pipe and crouched down to take a closer look.

Hannah walked up behind her. “Want me to hold the flashlight so you’ve got your hands free?”

“Yeah, that’d be great.”

As Winter handed over the flashlight, their fingers brushed.

Warmth rushed up Winter’s arm and through the rest of her body. Quickly, she returned her attention to the pipes.

“Wait,” Hannah said. “I can’t see where I’m pointing the light if I’m behind you.” Before Winter knew it, Hannah had bent and stuck her head under the sink too, except on the side where the garbage disposal was. As she squatted down next to her for a better angle, her thigh brushed Winter’s.

Both leaned forward so far that even their shoulders were beneath the sink to examine the pipes, and Hannah craned her neck until they were almost cheek to cheek. Every move made their shoulders press together or Hannah’s bare forearm slide along hers.

Winter’s heart beat so rapidly that it seemed to echo through the small space. Hannah’s incredible scent—probably the lotion she used—filled the air and made Winter’s head spin. The heat of Hannah’s body drew her in, and she struggled against the urge to turn her head and—

No! Never again would she try to kiss Hannah. She had promised Hannah that, and she would keep her word, even if it killed her.

“Did you find the leak?” Mrs. Kline asked from somewhere behind them.

Winter jumped and hit her head. “Ow. Not yet.”

“Call me if you need me,” Mrs. Kline said. “I’ll get out of your hair and set the table in the living room so we can have some blackberry pie when you’re done.”

When her footsteps faded away, they went back to work.

The beam of the flashlight shook a little as Hannah directed it along the pipes.

Did she feel the pull between them too? She had to, right?

Stop thinking about it and fix the damn leak! Winter slid her hand along the U-shaped PVC pipe, where water dripped down, and then rested it on the upper plastic nut. “Here. I think it’s coming from here.”

Hannah cleared her throat. “Yeah, seems like it.”

“Maybe some duct tape would fix it for now,” Winter said.

Hannah shook her head. Her tousled dark-brown hair tickled Winter’s cheek and created ripples of goose bumps down her arms and back. “I had a leaky sink once, and duct tape didn’t help. Let’s remove the P-trap and see if anything looks off.”

“P-trap?” Winter asked.

“This part here.” Hannah tapped the pipe. “Hold this.” She pressed the flashlight into Winter’s hand and slid the bowl into a better position right beneath the P-trap.

“Why isn’t it called a U-trap?”

If Hannah provided an explanation, Winter completely missed it because she was transfixed by the sight of Hannah unscrewing the two plastic nuts with her bare hands. Water dribbled out, running along her nimble fingers and down her forearm.

Winter sucked in a breath. This was starting to look too much like that scene in Bound, where the mobster’s girlfriend dropped an earring down the sink on purpose so she could call the female plumber over to retrieve it…and to seduce her.

For the first time in her life, she understood what lesbians found so hot about a woman with a tool belt. It wasn’t the tool belt; it was the confidence of the woman wearing it, knowing she could fix stuff.

Hannah removed the P-trap and carefully emptied the water sitting in it into the bowl.

Winter peered into the pipe, hoping the sight of a hairball or other gunk that had collected inside would cool off her libido.

No such luck. The pipe was clean. On second thought, that wasn’t surprising since the plumber had fixed the clogged-up pipes only a few days ago.

Winter gripped the flashlight more tightly and followed Hannah’s fingers with the beam as she slid them along the pipe, searching for a crack. Phew, it was really growing hot in the tiny space.

“Higher,” Hannah said in a low, raspy voice.

Christ, she couldn’t say stuff like that, not in such a sexy tone! Heat spread through Winter’s body.

“Um, I mean, can you point it at the nut where the tailpipe goes into the P-trap?” Hannah nodded at the spot she meant.

“Sure thing.” Winter tried to sound cool as a cucumber, but her voice came out as husky as Hannah’s had.

The flashlight’s batteries were getting weaker, so they both had to lean closer to the pipes.

Hannah slid the plastic nut up, revealing a rubber ring at the end of the pipe leading up to the sink. “Aha! I think I found the problem. Someone put the washer on upside down. The broader end needs to face upward, and the tapered end goes into the joint, sealing it. See?” She pulled off the ring to show Winter the two different ends.

But Winter only had a fleeting glance for the washer. She instead stared into Hannah’s eyes, which seemed to glow in the flashlight’s weakening beam. One strand of hair had fallen onto her face while she’d worked, and she now swiped it away with the back of her hand, never once interrupting their eye contact.

Winter couldn’t look away either. Did Hannah have any idea how special she was? A woman who didn’t only give the most tender hugs Winter could imagine but who also knew how to correctly put a washer on a P-trap… God, competency was sexy!

Hannah stared back. Her pupils widened, and Winter was so close that she saw a tiny reflection of herself in them.

Only inches separated their faces, and the air between them seemed so thick that Winter could barely breathe. Or maybe she was hyperventilating. She was no longer sure.

Hannah seemed to have the same problem. Her breath came in quick puffs that washed over Winter’s face, sending shivers down her body.

The washer slipped from Hannah’s grasp and clattered into the bowl. Still, neither of them looked away. Time seemed to slow as they hovered inches apart, caught in each other’s gaze.

Hannah licked her lips. God, those beautiful lips.

Out of reflex, Winter mimicked the gesture. It took every bit of strength she had not to lean closer.

“Winter?” Hannah whispered.

Winter had no idea what she was asking, and her vocal cords had stopped functioning anyway, but Hannah seemed to read the answer in her eyes.

With a low groan, Hannah bridged the remaining space between them and touched her lips to Winter’s.

Winter’s eyes fluttered shut. Oh wow. So silky and warm.

Hannah slid her lips across Winter’s in a tentative, almost cautious way, as if worried Winter might stop her.

And she really should. She would. In a second.

But when Hannah pressed closer, seeking more, she forgot that this was a bad idea, forgot that they were stuck under a leaky sink, forgot everything but how wonderful Hannah’s mouth on hers felt. She kissed her back with growing urgency, then traced Hannah’s bottom lip with the tip of her tongue.

Hannah let out a low moan that made Winter quiver. Willingly, she opened her mouth beneath Winter’s, allowing her to dip inside.

At the first slow brush of their tongues, heat flared through Winter. She needed more—more of those sexy noises, more of Hannah.

Instead, another sound—Mrs. Kline’s voice—sliced through the haze of pleasure. “…okay down there?”

They jerked apart, tearing their mouths from each other’s. Hannah bumped her head on the garbage disposal, while Winter hit hers on the tailpipe.

“Yeah,” Winter called back, even though it was a lie. She wasn’t okay “down there” at all…or “up here” either. She reached up to rub her temple as if that would help her process what had happened but instead bumped her hand on a pipe.

“We found the problem,” Hannah added. “It’ll only take a minute to fix it.”

If only the mess they had created were as easy to fix.

Hannah’s fingers visibly trembled as she slid the rubber washer onto the pipe the right way around, fit the pipes together, and tightened the nuts with her hands.

Winter tore her gaze away. Staring at those slender hands, admiring Hannah’s skills, was what had started all of this. She got out from under the sink and stood on legs that felt as gooey as overcooked noodles.

Oh, come on. It might have been a while, but she had shared passionate kisses with women before. In the tight space beneath the sink, they hadn’t even been able to freely touch each other. The simple caress of their lips and tongues shouldn’t have affected her like this.

And yet it had.

When Hannah stumbled to her feet, Winter caught her elbow to steady her. Her body buzzed with the awareness of having Hannah so close.

This was silly. What had happened to not being able to stand having anyone in her personal space? Abruptly, Winter let go and turned her attention to the sink. “Let’s see if that took care of the leak.” She turned on the cold water and stuck her pounding pulse point under it for a moment before ducking under the sink.

Water rushed through the pipes. Winter touched her fingers to the nut and gave a grim nod when they came away dry.

The pipes beneath the sink were in full working order.

Too bad the same couldn’t be said for her overloaded brain.

* * *

Having pie with Mrs. Kline seemed to take forever. Afterward, Hannah couldn’t even say what kind of pie they’d had. The only thing she could think of was the kiss.

When they stepped into the elevator, Winter avoided looking at her. Her poker face was firmly in place, but she gripped the handle of her toolbox so tightly that her knuckles had turned white.

The elevator doors slid open on the top floor. Winter still hadn’t said a word.

Was she going to ignore their kiss? Pretend it had never happened…and expect Hannah to do the same?

That wasn’t an option for Hannah. She already knew she would never forget that kiss. This time, it hadn’t been an emergency stop button. But what exactly did it mean, then?

Only one way to find out. She opened her mouth to ask.

“Who taught you how to fix a leaky sink?” Winter broke the silence as she stepped out of the elevator.

The doors nearly closed on Hannah as she stood rooted to the spot and stared after her. Quickly, she hopped out but continued to stare. They had just shared the best kiss of Hannah’s life, and Winter wanted to know about her plumbing skills? She couldn’t really be that indifferent, could she? The way she’d kissed Hannah had been anything but.

Hannah caught up with her at the door. “Jules,” she said quietly.

Once, at the beginning of their acquaintance, when Jules had still come to her apartment for their sessions, Hannah had been under the sink when he’d arrived, trying unsuccessfully to fix a leaky pipe. Instead of being annoyed, he had rolled up the sleeves of his expensive dress shirt, crouched down next to her despite his achy knees, and showed her how to fix it.

Winter gave her an incredulous look.

“He loved fixing stuff,” Hannah added.

Winter thrust the key into the lock as if stabbing someone. “Not just stuff. When he found out I was gay, he suggested sending me to therapy to fix me too.”

“Oh my God. Really? I had no idea he was homophobic. One year, I hung a rainbow flag in my apartment for Pride Month, and he didn’t bat an eye.”

“Strangers being queer didn’t bother him. But no daughter of the great Julian Lambert was allowed to be. It’s the irony of life that he ended up with two.” Winter shoved the door open and stormed through instead of letting Hannah enter first, as she usually did. “Let’s finish Gentleman Jack another time. I’m tired, and talking about Julian just killed the mood for watching a first-kiss scene.” She strode toward her room without waiting for a reply.

No, no, no. Hannah wouldn’t let her escape and hide out in her room like that. She rushed after her. “I didn’t want to talk about him in the first place. I wanted to talk about…”

Winter stopped at her bedroom door, turned, and fixed her with an intense stare.

“…the kiss,” Hannah finished.

Winter blinked as if she hadn’t expected Hannah to have the courage to say it. Then she dropped her gaze to the toolbox, which she held in front of her like a shield. “I’m sorry, okay? It won’t happen again. I know I promised before, but…”

Hannah’s throat burned as she dragged in a breath. “I’m sorry? That’s all you have to say? I don’t want an apology.” She also didn’t want it to never happen again, but she bit her lip before she could tell her that. “You didn’t break your promise. I was the one who kissed you…and I’m not apologizing for it.” She lifted her chin and refused to look away first, even as she wondered what Winter would see in her eyes.

Finally, after a few heartbeats, the ice in Winter’s blue irises seemed to melt, and her mouth tipped up into a smile. “Good. I don’t want an apology either. That kiss was”—she trailed her thumb along her bottom lip as if she could still feel it—“really something.”

Winter’s husky voice sent a thrill of pleasure through Hannah’s body. She couldn’t help smiling back. “And here I thought you were going to say ‘adequate.’”

Winter barked out a rough laugh. “That too.” She sobered. “Look. I think you know by now that I don’t make friends easily.”

Friends. Hannah’s stomach lurched into a downward spiral. She nodded weakly.

“I’m even worse at relationships.” Winter switched the toolbox from one hand to the other. “Like father, like daughter, I guess.”

Why did everything always have to come back to Julian? This wasn’t about him. It was about them. Not that there was a them. Hannah held out a hand, palm out. “I wasn’t talking about a relationship. We were just talking about the kiss, weren’t we?”

Winter regarded her with what looked like a mix of affection, amusement, and sadness. “I know you can cuddle without it becoming sexual or romantic, but do you really think you’re the type to be my kissing buddy or sleep with me without eventually wanting to be more than that?”

She was right. Of course she was. Hannah wouldn’t be happy with the kind of arrangement Winter had with Shanice. She had never been interested in casual sex, and Winter had never been interested in anything else. “Right,” Hannah forced out past the lump in her throat. “I’m not. What was I thinking?”

“Probably the same I was,” Winter said. “Something along the lines of Oh God and so soft and more.”

They both laughed a tad too loudly at that.

When their laughter trailed off, Winter studied her. “So, are we okay?”

Hannah nodded.

Winter kept looking at her with that intense gaze. “Are you okay?”

Hannah nodded again. It had been just a silly, weird moment. She’d get over it. Right?

But as Winter returned the nod, stepped backward into her room, and closed the door between them, it felt as if she had instead shut the door on her heart, ending anything between them before it had even started.

Stop being so melodramatic. It’s not like you’re in love with her.

No, of course she wasn’t. Hell, seven weeks ago, they had barely tolerated each other. And even though Winter had started to let her catch glimpses behind her aloof exterior, Hannah had always known Winter didn’t do relationships. So why did she feel so devastated now?


 

Chapter 20

Winter hardly slept the entire night. Twice, she dozed off, yet even in her dreams, she relived those moments beneath the sink—Hannah’s thigh pressed to hers, their arms brushing, their lips meeting with a tenderness she wasn’t accustomed to.

Once, a sound jerked her back into wakefulness. She listened into the darkness, but now everything was quiet.

She rolled over in bed and pulled the covers up over her head as the mental slideshow started again. It wasn’t only the kiss she thought about. Weirdly, the image that kept flashing through her mind was the vulnerable look in Hannah’s eyes as Winter had pointed out she wasn’t the type for a casual fling.

So what? It was the truth, wasn’t it? She had only tried to protect Hannah.

Just Hannah? a sarcastic voice in the back of her head asked. It sounded annoyingly like Brooke.

“Fuck off,” Winter said into the too-quiet room.

She tossed and turned for another couple of hours. Finally, when the first light of dawn crept into her bedroom, she threw off the covers and trudged to the bathroom. Maybe a cold shower would shock her back to normalcy.

The apartment was quiet. Was Hannah fast asleep, or was she lying awake too?

Stop thinking about her! What Hannah had once said about her clients was true for her too: Hannah was responsible for her own feelings, whatever they might be. It was okay to have them and work through them, as long as she didn’t act on them.

And that was exactly what they would do. No more Bound moments for them.

Winter firmly closed the bathroom door behind herself and took the coldest shower she could stand. It distracted her, but only for a few minutes.

As she headed for the coffee machine, her gaze once again went to Hannah’s bedroom door. Still no sound and no glimmer of light drifted through the tiny crack beneath it. It was probably for the best. Winter didn’t know what to say to her anyway.

Winter forced herself to turn her back on Hannah’s door. Coffee. Now. Then she would lose herself in work, Fourth of July weekend be damned. Maybe she could get a head start on testing the ad copy for the solar cell company she had just taken on.

A yellow sticky note was attached to the espresso machine, as it had been a month ago, when she had avoided Hannah for days after trying to kiss her.

How on earth were they in the same situation again? Only this time, it had been Hannah who had kissed her…and Hannah who was avoiding her, or so it seemed.

While Winter didn’t know what to say to her right now, the thought of not talking at all turned her mood darker than the darkest espresso roast. In the past few weeks, she had gotten used to chatting over coffee, discussing her latest marketing idea for the Snuggle Den, and bantering back and forth as they watched TV. Would it all end now?

Her fingers felt unsteady as she pulled the sticky note off the espresso machine. It was only the lack of sleep.

The handwriting was Hannah’s, but it looked more scrawly than usual, as if she had written the note in a hurry or her fingers had been trembling.

Winter’s throat tightened, and she braced herself as she read the words.

 

Winter,

I have to leave. I’ve got a family emergency. My mom’s in the hospital. I don’t know the details or when I’ll be back.

Hannah

 

Oh shit. Winter’s mind raced along with her heart. Why the hell had Hannah snuck out of the apartment instead of waking her up? At this time of day, Hannah was barely awake enough to drive safely. She didn’t even own a car, did she? If she had borrowed or rented an unfamiliar car and drove it while she was upset, with tears blurring her vision…

Images of horrible car accidents flashed through her mind. She tried to push them back by reading the note again, but, of course, it didn’t tell her anything more the second time around.

I don’t know when I’ll be back, Hannah had written.

Would she even be back at all?

Winter knew her well enough by now to realize she wouldn’t return before her mother was doing better. Even if she stayed for only one night and drove back tomorrow, she wouldn’t really have a home to return to.

The realization hit Winter like a punch. Clutching the note, she sank onto the nearest chair.

Hannah would lose her half of the building. The conditions in the trust document stated that they had to live together for ninety-two consecutive days and couldn’t spend even one night elsewhere without losing their claim on the building. Julian hadn’t written in any exceptions for family emergencies. If Hannah didn’t return by midnight and someone found out, she wouldn’t inherit anything.

Dammit, Julian! If Winter hadn’t already hated her father before, she did now. Hannah needed the inheritance. Without it, she wouldn’t be able to have a cuddle studio. Julian had dangled her dream in front of her like a carrot, only to snatch it away at the last second.

In the blink of an eye, Hannah would be gone from the building. From Winter’s life. Maybe for good because what reason was there to hang around if they lived in different parts of the city and didn’t need to deal with tenants together?

No! Winter jumped up. She wasn’t ready to accept that, and neither was she willing to leave it up to chance and hope neither Mr. Woodruff nor Brooke would find out Hannah was gone. As she had told Hannah, she didn’t make friends easily. Even if they would never be more than that, she wasn’t willing to lose their friendship—or have Hannah lose her snuggle den.

She unlocked her phone and scrolled through her folder of important files until she found the scan of the trust document. Jaw clenched, she swiped through the file until she found the section that described the conditions.

 

The right, title, and interest in and to the real estate located at 1405 SW Park Avenue in Portland, Oregon, shall be given to Hannah Elizabeth Martin and Winter Louise Sullivan in equal parts, provided that they live there, rent-free, for a period of ninety-two consecutive days. During this period, neither can spend the night under a different roof.

 

Winter paused with her finger on the last line. Under a different roof… The condition had seemed clear-cut the first time she had read the trust document. But if you wanted, you could interpret it in an alternative way…and Winter very much wanted to.

If she spent the night wherever Hannah was right now, they wouldn’t be under a different roof, right? Well, maybe different from the roof of 1405 SW Park Avenue, but not different from each other.

Okay, she had to admit it was a bit flimsy. If Brooke caught wind of them being gone, she could claim they had both failed to meet Julian’s condition. Winter could end up losing her half of the building too. Brooke would inherit it all, winning big and once again leaving Winter as the illegitimate daughter who would forever be second-best.

It was a huge risk, one she never for a second would have considered taking for anyone or anything two months ago.

But now it was a risk she couldn’t not take. Not when Hannah needed her—not just to fulfill the trust condition but also for emotional support.

She sprinted to her bedroom, hastily tossed a change of clothes and a new toothbrush into her laptop bag, and grabbed her phone, wallet, and keys. Within minutes, she was out the door.

It was absurd. Completely unreasonable. She didn’t even know what hospital Hannah’s mother had been taken to or where they lived—maybe in Sunriver, the tiny town Hannah had mentioned once.

Still, she took the stairs two at a time, not bothering to wait for the slow elevator. She would call Hannah from the road and find out where she was.

* * *

The dry, sagebrush-covered plains to either side of the road flew by as Winter stepped on the gas to overtake a dirt-spattered pickup truck.

Up ahead, the four-lane highway narrowed to two lanes, and she didn’t want to get stuck behind it for miles. Otherwise, she had managed to be good and stick to the speed limit. Okay, mostly.

In the distance to her right, the snow-capped Cascade Mountains peeked out above stands of juniper trees. It was just a few miles to Bend now.

She pressed the phone button on the steering wheel. “Call Hannah.”

The call went straight to voice mail—same as it had the half dozen times she had tried before. Hannah either had no reception, or she’d switched off her phone once she had reached the hospital. Or maybe a mix of both. A couple of times when Winter had tried calling, she hadn’t had a reliable cell signal either.

Yet she had kept driving, even though her destination was complete and utter guesswork at this point. Hannah had mentioned moving from Sunriver to Portland to become a licensed massage therapist. Hopefully, that was her hometown, and her parents still lived there.

Winter had googled the tiny resort town when she had stopped for coffee and had found out that the nearest hospital was in Bend, so that was where she was headed.

She had never done something so impulsive in her life. In her job, she never relied on guesswork. Every decision was based on careful testing and data analysis. And yet she was taking more shots in the dark than she could count. Maybe Sunriver wasn’t where Hannah’s parents lived. Maybe Hannah hadn’t meant Sunriver in Central Oregon but Sun River in Montana. Maybe her mother had been taken to a hospital in another city. Even if she found the right hospital, the staff probably wouldn’t confirm that Mrs. Martin was a patient.

It wasn’t too late to turn around. In about three and a half hours, she could be back in Portland. No one needed to know she had ever been gone.

But the thought of Hannah possibly losing her mom and her cuddle studio on the same day kept her going. She might be helpless to stop the former, but if there was any chance—no matter how small—of preventing the latter, she would.

If she struck out at St. Charles, she would keep calling Hannah until she reached her. She would pretend to just check in with her, without telling her where she was. If it turned out she was in the totally wrong place or Hannah didn’t want her there, she would act as if she were at home. Her little road trip would remain her secret.

Decision made, she pressed her foot down harder on the gas pedal.

Half an hour later, she parked the SUV in the hospital parking lot in downtown Bend and got out. Argh. Her entire body had stiffened up because she’d been clutching the steering wheel so tightly. She tried to loosen her shoulders as she marched toward the entrance and looked around.

Signs to her right pointed at different buildings within the complex, and all around her, people were getting in and out of cars. Her chances of finding Mrs. Martin and Hannah in this busy hospital were slim.

She jogged across the drop-off circle and headed toward the sliding glass doors.

A young man was sitting on a bench, smoking, although Winter wasn’t sure it was allowed so close to the main entrance. Ash rained down on his head as he tried to run the hand that held the cigarette through his hair.

Clearly, he was having a shitty day too. He looked familiar. Winter studied him more closely as she passed him. Honey-brown eyes stared back at her, yet she had a feeling he didn’t even register her. His lips were clamped into a tight line around the cigarette, but Winter could easily imagine the dimples that would form in his cheeks when he smiled.

The photo in their living room! That’s where she knew him from!

Winter whirled back around to face him. What were the chances? “Sorry to bother you, but are you Hannah Martin’s brother?”

* * *

Hannah had always thought her father looked young for his nearly seventy years, but as he slumped against the back of the worn vinyl couch in the surgical waiting room, worry had carved deep grooves into his tan face. He sat stock-still, as if one wrong move would shatter his composure, only glancing up every time someone in scrubs entered.

She sat next to him and tried not to fidget or check her watch every two minutes. It was only nine o’clock in the morning, even though it felt as if days had gone by since she had scribbled a note for Winter…and a lifetime since she had kissed her under Mrs. Kline’s kitchen sink.

A few steps away, Sabbie paced along a row of plastic chairs. Hannah had never seen her big sister so pale.

“This can’t be happening,” Sabbie whispered. “We can’t lose her.”

“We won’t,” Hannah said firmly. She stood and hugged her sister, who immediately burrowed against her as if seeking shelter. “She’ll be fine, Sabbie. Someone will be out any minute to give us the good news.”

That’s what the nurses kept telling them every time they asked. Except, of course, they hadn’t said good news but update.

“That’s what they said when they tried the endoscopy, but it didn’t help,” Sabbie mumbled with her face buried against Hannah’s shoulder.

When Hannah and her brother had arrived at the hospital, things hadn’t looked so bad. Apparently, their mom had a gastric ulcer that had, over time, destroyed the inner lining of her stomach and then, last night, damaged a blood vessel. She had made it through a procedure in which the physicians had clamped shut the affected vessel.

Just when they had all breathed a sigh of relief and got ready to see her, she had to be rushed to the OR because the bleeding had started again.

The waiting was even harder the second time around. It had been nearly three hours. Why wasn’t there any news?

Hannah rubbed her sister’s back. “Have some trust. They’ll fix it.” If only her belief were as firm as her voice. With every second that ticked by, her worries grew, but she tried to hold it together for her family. She had always been the optimist among them, and if she fell apart, they would follow; she knew that from experience.

Sighing, Sabbie freed herself from her embrace and returned to her pacing, while Hannah settled back down next to their father.

“I think I’ll go check on Wes,” she said after a while. “He’s been out there forever. I bet he started smoking again.”

But before she could get up, someone entered the waiting room.

They all looked up.

Instead of a nurse or a doctor, as Hannah had hoped, it was her brother. “Hey, Hannie. I found something for you,” he said with a weak grin. “Well, someone.” He stepped aside and—

Hannah stared. Then stared some more. Her exhausted brain had finally learned how to form mental images. That was the only explanation for what she was seeing.

Winter stood two steps into the waiting room. In a white T-shirt she usually wore only around the house and with dark shadows beneath her eyes, she was the most beautiful sight Hannah had ever seen. “Hi.”

“W-what are you doing here?”

“I thought I’d drop by and see how your mom is doing,” Winter said as if she had just been in the neighborhood instead of one hundred and seventy miles from home.

Since being startled awake by her father’s call, Hannah had held it together by focusing on being there for her family—taking over the driving after her brother picked her up on his way through Portland, holding her father’s hand as he told them about their mom vomiting blood until the bathroom looked like something from a slasher film, and getting them all to eat at least a few bites of the sandwiches they’d picked up from the hospital cafeteria.

But the moment she saw Winter and realized she was really there, all strength fled her body. She stood on shaky legs, teetered across the waiting room, and launched herself into Winter’s arms.

* * *

The impact of Hannah’s body against her own should have made Winter stumble back, but it didn’t, as if her subconscious had fully expected Hannah to end up in her arms all along. She held her gently, with one arm wrapped around her back while she cradled Hannah’s head against her shoulder with the other hand.

Hannah’s tears wet her T-shirt, and she felt as if every single person in the waiting room was staring at them, but she didn’t care.

When one bald guy at the other end of the room wouldn’t look away, she sent him a glare so icy that he suddenly felt the urgent need to devour a copy of Car and Driver that was probably five years old.

Hannah seemed oblivious to it all as she clung to Winter. She had grabbed onto the back of Winter’s shirt with both hands and buried her face against her shoulder.

“Hey,” Winter whispered when she couldn’t stand the silent sobs anymore. “Remember what you told me when I was hiding out in my room, refusing to talk to you?”

Hannah shook her head without taking it off Winter’s shoulder.

“You said I was the most stubborn person you knew, with your mom being a close second. You know us stubborn people. We hang in there, no matter what.”

Hannah’s grip on her T-shirt increased, as if she was hanging on not only to her but also to her words. Finally, she exhaled a shaky breath that warmed Winter’s neck, straightened, and dashed the back of her hand across her eyes. “Sorry.” She tugged on the wet spot she’d left on Winter’s T-shirt. “I…”

“No need to be sorry,” Winter said gently.

Hannah patted the pockets of her jeans, apparently searching for a tissue, but didn’t seem to find one.

Hadn’t she cried at all so far? Oh, Hannah. Winter wanted to draw her back into her arms and hold her until she had let go of all the pain and fear. Instead, she reached into her own pocket, found a tissue that seemed clean, and handed it to her.

“Thanks.” The look in Hannah’s still-damp eyes revealed that she was thanking her for so much more than the tissue. She blew her nose, then took Winter’s hand as if it were the most natural thing in the world and tugged her over to the vinyl couch. “Dad, this is my friend Winter.”

Friend. The word scraped along her skin like sandpaper, which was weird because that was what they had agreed to be yesterday. But what had happened between them didn’t matter right now, so she ignored that scratchy, not-quite-right feeling.

“Winter, this is my father, Phillip, and my sister, Sabrina, and you apparently already met my brother, Wesley.”

Winter let go of Hannah’s hand to shake those of her family members.

Hannah’s father seemed to be in his late sixties, yet his thinning hair still held more sandy-brown than gray. An I’d rather be fishing T-shirt stretched over his barrel chest. “Call me PJ,” he said. His handshake was firm, even though he appeared pretty shaken, and he held on a beat longer than usual while he studied Winter.

“How’s your wife?” Winter asked to divert his attention.

“Still in surgery,” he answered, his jaw tight.

Winter looked from him to Hannah, then back. “What happened?”

“Connie woke up with heartburn at around two. She mumbled something about getting a glass of water. Next thing I know, I hear a crash coming from the bathroom. Guess her legs gave out. At first, I thought she had hit her head because there was blood everywhere, but it turned out she had vomited blood.” PJ shivered and paled beneath his tan.

Hannah took hold of Winter’s hand again and squeezed her father’s arm with her free hand.

A physician in green scrubs entered the waiting room. Her face was carefully neutral as she scanned the people in the room, then looked at their group. “Are you Cornelia Martin’s family?”

“Yes.” Mr. Martin and his children rushed toward her, and Winter followed because Hannah didn’t seem eager to let go of her hand.

“I’m Dr. Sharma, Mrs. Martin’s surgeon.”

“How is she?” Mr. Martin asked as they huddled around her.

“As you know, Mrs. Martin developed a gastric ulcer that eroded into a blood vessel. We managed to stop the bleeding earlier today by putting clips on the affected blood vessel. But then the bleeding started again. This time, the ulcer perforated, which basically means it burned a hole into the outer wall of the stomach, so stomach contents leaked into the abdominal cavity. That’s why we had to operate immediately.”

Oh shit. That didn’t sound good at all. Winter fought the sudden impulse to cradle Hannah’s hand between both of hers and press it protectively to her chest.

“The good news is that we were able to close the hole and stop the bleeding,” the doctor continued. “Barring any complications, she should make a full recovery.”

“Oh, thank God,” Hannah said on an exhale.

The Martins tumbled onto one another like a litter of kittens, hugging and holding one another up.

Winter found herself in the middle of it all. Her eyes felt as if they were bugging out as Mr. Martin thumped her back. Worse, the Martin siblings embraced her in a group hug, clearly assuming she and Hannah were a package deal. She held still and let it happen. It was so much better than the alternative.

Dr. Sharma met her gaze over the chaos and smiled.

Finally, Hannah’s father stepped back. “Can we see her?”

“Yes,” the doctor said. “As soon as she’s out of recovery and settled in the ICU. She’s just waking up from the anesthesia right now and will still be tired and weak, so please keep it short and only go in two at a time.”

They all nodded repeatedly.

“Thank you so much, Dr. Sharma.” Mr. Martin engulfed the surgeon’s hand in both of his and shook it.

“You’re very welcome. A nurse will come get you when you can see her. It might be another hour.” With a nod and a tired smile, the doctor walked away.

Mr. Martin plopped down onto the vinyl couch, while Hannah’s siblings squeezed in next to him, one on each side. Clearly, this family was not afraid of physical contact.

Hannah leaned into Winter’s shoulder in much the same way. She reached over and rubbed her older sister’s arm, letting go of Winter’s hand in the process. “Sabbie, why don’t you go in with Dad to see Mom? Wes and I will drive over to the house to see that everything’s all right.”

“Are you sure?” Sabrina asked.

The siblings exchanged meaningful glances.

Ah. Hannah was planning on cleaning her parents’ bathroom so it would no longer look like something from a slasher movie by the time her father returned home.

Hannah and her brother nodded.

Was this what having a sibling should be like? Winter doubted Brooke would be willing to clean a blood-splattered bathroom for her. But truth be told, she wouldn’t have volunteered to scrub blood from tiles for Brooke either.

They all embraced again, and Winter got a few pats and squeezes too. Christ, had this family ever met a stranger?

Finally, Winter, Hannah, and Wesley made their way down the hall and through the hospital’s main lobby.

“Give me a minute,” Hannah said to her brother when they reached a battered SUV. “I’ll walk Winter to her car.”

They walked across the parking lot in silence, so close together that their hands dangled down only inches from each other. After holding Hannah’s hand in the waiting room, it felt strange not to reach over and intertwine their fingers. Just to provide comfort to her touch-positive friend, of course.

They paused in front of Winter’s Audi and stood looking into each other’s eyes. Hannah’s were red-rimmed and exhausted yet sparkling with renewed optimism now that she knew her mother would be fine.

“Thank you,” Hannah whispered. “Just…thank you. You can’t imagine what you showing up in that waiting room meant to me…even though I’m still not sure how you found me. You’ll have to tell me everything when I get home.”

Winter’s brain was a bit slow, but finally, she understood why Hannah had insisted on walking her to her car. “You think I’m driving back to Portland?”

Hannah blinked. “You aren’t?”

“Wasn’t planning on it. I’ve always wanted to see the beautiful town of Sunriver.”

A loud snort escaped Hannah. “I bet you’ve never even heard of it before today! Seriously, Winter, I’d love to have you, but you should head back. It’s bad enough that I’ll lose my part of the inheritance. I don’t want you to lose your half of the building too.”

Winter flashed her a sharklike grin. “You won’t.”

“Won’t…what?”

“Lose your part of the inheritance. I read the fine print of the trust document again. The condition says we have to spend ninety-two days under the same roof. It doesn’t say which roof.”

Hannah put her palm against the passenger-side door as if she needed the support to stay upright. “That’s a very, um, adventurous interpretation.”

Winter shrugged. “What’s life without a little adventure?”

“Winter, I can’t let you do that. I want to, but… It’s too risky.”

“It’s worth it,” Winter replied softly.

Hannah stared.

Winter stared back, just as surprised. Where had that come from? “I mean, can you imagine me and Brooke as co-owners?” she added hastily. “The building would collapse around us because we would never agree on anything. I can’t take that risk.”

“Right.” A ghost of a smile darted across Hannah’s face. “Okay. Let me go tell my brother that I’ll drive over with you.”

“I have a feeling he already knows.” Winter pointed at a battered SUV driving past them with a grinning Wesley behind the wheel. “He probably saw you hold my hand in the waiting room and thought we were ‘roommates,’ wink, wink, nudge, nudge.”

A flush covered Hannah’s pale face. “Um, sorry.”

Winter pressed the button to unlock the SUV and opened the passenger-side door for Hannah. “It’s fine,” she said and realized she meant it. Being mistaken for Hannah’s girlfriend wasn’t so bad.


 

Chapter 21

Winter swept her gaze over Sunriver and the surrounding mountain peaks.

The sun beamed down from a crisp, blue sky, filtering through the pine forest. Horses grazed behind a white fence, and a deer crossed the paved path without any hurry, as if no human had ever caused it any harm. The scent of freshly cut grass drifted over from a nearby golf course.

Hannah’s charming little hometown seemed as unreal as her family. Winter had always thought people like that and places like this only existed in Hallmark movies.

“What?” Hannah asked between sips of the salted caramel latte she had bought at one of the coffee shops in the quaint village, where people were setting up for the Fourth of July festival tomorrow.

Winter took a swig of her black coffee. “Nothing. Just… It’s interesting to imagine you growing up here, a place where most people only come for a vacation.” She swept her arm toward several rental cabins and vacation homes nestled beneath giant ponderosa pines.

“I didn’t,” Hannah said. “Not really. We only moved here when Mom got a job as a manager at the spa when I was fourteen.”

Winter looked around again. “Ugh. Did you hate it? There doesn’t seem to be much to do for a teenager.”

“Are you kidding? There’s tons of stuff to do—kayaking, rock climbing, skiing, horseback riding… And with all the tourists and part-time residents, there were always new people around to make friends with, especially in summer.”

Winter gave an exaggerated shudder, which earned her a nudge from Hannah. “I didn’t take you for the outdoorsy type.”

“I’m not, but you can do all types of stuff outdoors,” Hannah said with a shrug.

“Ooh, really?” Winter drawled.

Another nudge hit her side, and a pink tinge settled on Hannah’s cheeks. After how pale she had been earlier, when they had cleaned the nasty-smelling bathroom, it was good to see some color on her face. “Ha ha. Not that kind of stuff. I meant I spent a lot of time with a book, reading while I lay in the grass by the horses…or while floating down the river in one of those tubes we saw earlier. The current is gentle here, so it’s not like you’re whitewater rafting or anything, but once, when I was reading a particularly good book, I forgot to pay attention, and by the time I looked up, I was several miles downstream.”

A white horse with big, brown patches stretched its neck across the fence.

Hannah paused to scratch its neck. “Hey, Chewy.”

“You seriously know its name?”

“Of course I do. You can pet her.”

Carefully, Winter held her hand out for the horse to sniff it. Or was that just what you did with dogs?

Chewy gave a moist snort, which made Winter flinch back.

Hannah laughed. “Don’t worry, city girl. She won’t bite off your fingers.”

“Well, with a horse named Chewy, you never know.” It was great to see Hannah laugh, even if it was at her expense. Not about to let Hannah think she was scared of a horse, she slid her hand along Chewy’s cheek, then along her neck.

The horse leaned into the touch, forcing Winter to put some weight into the caress so she wouldn’t topple over. When she slid her fingers into her mane and scratched beneath it, Chewy made a low noise that sounded like a pleased sigh.

Winter grinned in triumph. “Hey, she clearly likes it. Not bad for a city girl, huh?”

“No,” Hannah murmured, in a tone Winter couldn’t interpret, “not bad at all.” She watched Winter pet her new fan for a while longer, then said, “Come on, let’s go home. I want to check in on my dad and make sure he’s all right.”

* * *

When her father opened the sliding glass door and stepped onto the deck, Hannah looked up from where she sat on the wicker love seat.

“Ah, so that’s where my jacket went,” he said.

Hannah cuddled more deeply into its fabric. She had nearly forgotten how cool evenings could get in Sunriver, even in July. “I left home in such a hurry that I didn’t bring one of my own, so I borrowed yours.”

Her father sat next to her. In the faint light from the living room, he looked beat and pensive. “How are you holding up, kiddo?”

Hannah leaned her head on his shoulder. “I’m fine, but I’ll be even better once I see Mom tomorrow.”

“She’ll be okay,” her father said, then nodded a few times as if repeating it to himself until he fully believed it. “She was still pretty out of it from the anesthesia, but the only thing she seemed worried about was the mess in the bathroom. Thanks for taking care of that, by the way.”

“Winter did most of it, to be honest.”

“Hmm. Seems like a trooper.”

“She is,” Hannah said. “I still can’t believe she put two and two together and found us, just when I needed her most.”

The wicker creaked beneath her father as he shifted to face her more fully. “I didn’t know you were seeing someone.”

Heat rushed through her, warding off the chill. “Whoa! I’m not. Winter and I…we…” We what? There was so much that could be said about them. “We’re friends.”

Her father studied her. “So you’re telling me I shouldn’t send her to get apple fritters from the bakery off Circle 8 tomorrow morning?”

“Dad! No, absolutely not!” It was a practical joke he’d played on every boyfriend and girlfriend she had ever brought home…not that there had been many. Sunriver was famous—or maybe infamous—for its traffic circles, numbered from one to eleven. Circle 8 was missing, though. It had been part of the community’s original plan but had never been built.

He held up his hands, and Hannah was glad to see a grin on his face. “All right, no apple fritters.” He sighed. “I should probably lay off fried food for a while anyway. No doubt the doc will tell your mom to avoid it, and if she can’t have it…”

He wouldn’t have it either. Aww. Hannah kissed her father’s weathered cheek. She could only hope she would one day have a relationship like the one her parents shared.

They sat in silence for a while, listening to the nighttime sounds from the pine forest around them and looking up at the stars.

“I love living in Portland, but I really miss the stars,” Hannah said.

“Oh, the stars?” He poked her, making Hannah giggle as if she were five again. “Not your wonderful parents?”

“Yeah, yeah, them too.”

“Well, you could visit more often. You and Winter.”

“Dad!”

“Just saying I wouldn’t mind if you bring her along. I’ve never seen Sabbie’s kids as quiet and well-behaved as they are right now, playing with Winter.”

“What?” Hannah’s head jerked around, and she stared through the glass door. When she had last seen Winter half an hour ago, she had withdrawn to a quiet corner of the living room with her laptop. She had said she needed to check in on some Facebook ads she was running, but Hannah knew what she really needed was a break from the lovable but chaotic Martin clan.

Now the laptop sat on the table, closed and abandoned.

Winter lay stretched out on the living room floor, flanked by Hannah’s niece and nephew, a huge pile of LEGO bricks in front of them.

“Wow.” Her father pointed at the building Winter was assembling. “That looks like the building you’ll inherit. Is she an architect or something?”

Yeah, wow. Hannah’s attention wasn’t on the LEGO construction. Winter being able to build an exact replica of their apartment building didn’t surprise her. But playing with Sabbie’s kids, especially after a day like the one they’d had… It was unexpected…and cute as hell.

Winter’s face was the picture of concentration. That little diagonal line above her nose deepened as she added a bay window to the building.

Liv, Hannah’s five-year-old niece, reached over and added a brick that was the wrong color.

Winter frowned at the offending piece, clearly tempted to replace it with a reddish-brown one.

Then eight-year-old Benji added a yellow brick.

Winter raked her fingers through her sexy, tousled hair and glanced down at the row of reddish-brown, blue, and yellow pieces. Finally, she shrugged and added a gray brick.

Liv regarded it for a moment, then removed it and replaced it with a green one.

The look on Winter’s face was priceless.

Hannah burst out laughing. God, she had needed that. She leaned over and kissed her father’s cheek. “I’d better go rescue her.”

When she entered the house, Winter glanced up with an expression that clearly said, Help!

Liv ran to Hannah. “Aunt Nini, we showed Winter how to build a house! She never played with LEGO before.” She put her hands on her hips and gave Hannah a scandalized look.

“Aunt Nini?” Winter mouthed to Hannah, grinning. She used the opportunity to get up from the floor and patted down her pants as if she had crawled through a field.

Embarrassed Winter really was cute.

“Actually, I did, but it’s been a while.” More quietly, Winter added, “Not since Julian told me I was too old for LEGO when I was twelve.”

“But it says four to ninety-nine.” Benji showed her the box.

“You’re never too old for”—a yawn interrupted Hannah—“LEGO. Or for going to bed before everyone else. Which is what I’m doing now. I’m beat.”

“Yeah, it’s long past bedtime for these two too.” Sabbie’s husband, Kevin, put his wineglass down and stood to take the kids to bed.

But Liv dragged her heels. “Aunt Nini, can I sleep with you and Winter?”

Hannah’s cheeks heated. Why did everyone keep thinking she and Winter were a couple and/or sleeping together? Then she realized that they would probably sleep together…in the same room. It had been such a chaotic day that Hannah hadn’t thought about the sleeping arrangements until now. All other beds in the house were taken, so she and Winter might have to share hers. The heat in her cheeks swept down until it engulfed her entire body.

“No, Liv,” Sabbie said to her daughter. “But you get to sleep in Uncle Wes’s room.”

“Where am I sleeping?” Winter asked when they were finally alone.

“With me, I guess. Um, I mean, in my room.” Hannah avoided looking at her. “Sorry, we don’t have a guest room, and Wes is sleeping on the couch.”

Their house wasn’t one of the big, fancy, modern ones that were rented out to tourists. It was among the first homes built in Sunriver, and Hannah loved how cozy it was, but now she wondered what Winter would think of her childhood bedroom.

“I don’t care,” Winter said as they headed upstairs. “Just point me to a corner with a blanket, and I’ll crash.”

Instead of stopping on the first floor, Hannah led her up the narrow staircase to her converted attic bedroom.

Someone—probably her dad—had already pulled out the futon, which folded up into a couch and took up all the space along one slanted wall. It was just broad enough for two, if those people didn’t mind being close.

Hannah really didn’t. After the day she’d had, the thought of cuddling up to Winter and forgetting everything was heaven.

Her father had also placed T-shirts for them to sleep in at the end of the futon—one of her mom’s for her and one that had a big trout on the front, along with the words I’m a great catch, for Winter.

Very subtle, Dad.

Winter looked around with her usual poker face.

“It doesn’t have a lot of wall space, and we’ll have to go downstairs to use the bathroom Sabbie and I shared, but I loved having the highest place in the house to myself as a kid.”

Winter’s gaze trailed over the bookshelf that had been built around a support beam, with tiny LED lights strung all the way up to the sloped ceiling. “I like it. It’s very…you. Did your parents leave all of your bedrooms the way they were when you moved out?”

Hannah nodded. “Yeah. They wanted us to still have a home here.”

“Huh.” The expression on Winter’s face was the same as the one she’d worn at different times throughout the day while watching Hannah interact with her family—as if she were observing the traditions of a strange culture, something she had never experienced herself.

A knock came at the open door, and Sabbie entered with an already inflated air mattress under one arm and a sleeping bag plus a pillow under the other. “Dad said you might need this after all.”

“Oh. Um, thanks, Sabbie.” Hannah tried not to let her disappointment show. She was an adult, and she’d slept alone since she and Max had broken up two years ago. So what if she didn’t get to share the futon with Winter? At least she’d get a good night’s sleep, right?

* * *

Winter had been sure she would fall asleep within seconds. Instead, she lay with her arms folded behind her head and stared up at the stars twinkling down on them through the dormer window. It wasn’t the air mattress that kept her up since it was surprisingly comfortable.

Every time she started to nod off, Hannah tossed and turned on the futon next to her.

“You okay?” Winter asked after it had happened three or four times.

Hannah froze. “Yeah. I just can’t sleep. Sorry for keeping you awake. I’ll try to lie still.”

Winter rolled onto her side and raised up on one elbow, trying to make out Hannah’s face. But the moon was only a thin crescent, which didn’t allow her to see Hannah’s expression. “What’s wrong?”

“I’m fine. My brain just won’t shut up with all the what-ifs.”

Okay. She had to find a solution to get Hannah’s brain to behave; otherwise, they would both be awake for the second night in a row. Suggesting she count sheep or imagine a relaxing stroll at the beach wouldn’t work for Hannah, and Winter wasn’t great at talking about what was troubling Hannah.

What else might help her sleep?

Any attempt to sing her a lullaby would induce nightmares since Winter’s singing sounded like that of a crow with a bad case of laryngitis. A glass of hot milk and honey was out too because in order to get to the kitchen, they would have to pass through the room where Hannah’s sister and brother-in-law were probably sleeping by now.

The only solution her unruly brain could come up with involved lots of naked skin.

Oh, shut up. Hannah sure as hell wasn’t up for anything like that. Neither was Winter, to be honest. But maybe her misbehaving mind wasn’t completely wrong. Some physical comfort might be exactly what Hannah needed right now.

Without allowing herself to question her decision, Winter unzipped her sleeping bag, stood, and put her pillow next to Hannah’s.

Hannah turned her head. The white of her eyes gleamed in the faint moonlight as she stared at Winter. “What are you doing?”

Winter lifted up a corner of Hannah’s covers and got into bed with her, watching her the entire time for any sign that she might not be welcome. “Holding you so you can sleep.”

Hannah swallowed audibly. “You don’t have to,” she whispered, but she was already turning toward Winter and moving closer.

“We both need sleep, and I have no idea what else to do to help you settle down.” Winter flopped onto her back, surprised at how easily she had said that. Usually, she hated revealing her insecurities to anyone. Then she shrugged. That was the least of her problems right now.

The covers rustled as Hannah slid closer until she lay flush against Winter’s side. She wrapped one arm around Winter’s waist beneath the covers and settled her head on Winter’s shoulder.

It was the Koala in a Tree position, which they had tried during their first cuddle session, but it felt very different now. It didn’t even compare to how it had felt to spoon Hannah during their second session. Hard to believe that had been only two days ago. So much had happened since then. Something had changed between them, and it wasn’t just the kiss they had shared beneath the sink.

Seeing Hannah with her family, witnessing her being strong for them, then having her break down in Winter’s arms… It had created an intimacy that went even deeper than cuddling.

Hannah hooked her leg over Winter’s just above her knee. The warm, bare skin of her calf brushed Winter’s shin.

Winter stiffened, afraid of how her body would react to having Hannah this close. But it didn’t, at least not the way Winter had expected. While she was very aware of every inch where their bodies were touching, the urge to roll Hannah over and kiss her passionately was strangely absent. All she wanted was to hold her close until all worries faded away and Hannah fell asleep peacefully.

So she slid her arm beneath Hannah’s pillow and placed the other one on top of Hannah’s around her waist. She leaned her cheek against Hannah’s head and deeply inhaled the scent of her hair.

Hannah let out a breath that sounded as if she’d been holding it since she’d gotten the call about her mother. Her restlessness seemed to seep away. She murmured something—Winter’s name and something else—but since Hannah’s face was burrowed against her shoulder, Winter couldn’t make out what it was.

“What did you say?” she whispered.

Hannah didn’t reply. She had already fallen asleep.

A warmth that had nothing to do with their shared body heat filled Winter’s chest. She hadn’t expected to follow her immediately, but after a few moments of holding Hannah, her eyes fluttered shut, and she drifted off to sleep, lulled by Hannah’s quiet breathing.

Just once during the night, she jerked awake and found that they had changed positions and she was now spooning Hannah, who had a hold on her left hand and pressed it to her upper chest with both of hers.

“Winter?” she mumbled.

“I’m here,” Winter whispered.

Hannah drew Winter’s arm more tightly around herself. Her breathing evened out in seconds as she went back to sleep.


 

Chapter 22

Wes had already been to see their mom earlier that morning and had assured Hannah she was doing great, but as the smell of disinfectant and other cleaning products engulfed her, she couldn’t help swallowing nervously.

Winter looked over. For a second, Hannah thought she would take her hand, but then she just cleared her throat. “Did you know there’s no Circle 8 in Sunriver?”

Hannah groaned. “He didn’t!”

“Yep, he did. Took me half an hour to find the bakery when I volunteered to get brunch for everyone earlier.”

When Hannah had woken up, Winter had been gone—not only from bed but from the house as well. So that was why it had taken her so long to return. Hannah had assumed Winter needed some space after holding her close all night, and it was great to find out that wasn’t it at all. The dark shadows beneath Winter’s eyes had disappeared, so maybe she had slept as deeply as Hannah had.

“Does he play that trick on everyone?” Winter raised her voice to be heard over the squeaking of her shoes on the hospital floor.

“No, only on—” Hannah stopped herself before the words my partners could slip out. “Um, people he likes.” She peeked at Winter, who seemed to be blushing the tiniest bit.

When they reached room 121, Hannah paused to slide her clammy hands down the outer seam of her jeans.

Winter stepped close and squeezed her shoulder.

Hannah glanced back and met her eyes. Amazing how warm Winter’s eyes could be even though she’d thought of them as icy in the beginning.

“Are you sure you want me to go in with you?” Winter asked. “I’d be fine waiting in the cafeteria.”

“No. Come in with me. I want you to meet my mother.” Ugh. She hoped that didn’t sound too much as if she wanted to introduce her new girlfriend to her parents.

After a quick knock, she entered her mother’s hospital room, with Winter following two steps behind her, offering silent support.

Her mom sat upright in the hospital bed, propped up with pillows. She was still pale, but her eyes were alert, and she immediately extended the arm that wasn’t hooked up to an IV toward Hannah. Pieces of tape held gauze pads in place on her arm, indicating where needles had been earlier.

Tears of relief stung Hannah’s eyes as she hurried toward her. “Mom! How do you feel?”

“About how I look, I imagine.” Her mother chuckled.

Hannah hugged her gently, careful not to jostle her. “You look great!”

“Good to know the reason you’re single isn’t that you have no clue how to compliment a woman.” Her mother returned the embrace with her right arm, clinging to her in a way that revealed how scared she’d been yesterday, even though she tried to hide it behind a joke.

It felt so good to be able to hold her after fearing she might never get to do it again.

Finally, her mother released her and peered past her at Winter. “Oh, hello.” She glanced at Hannah. “Maybe you’re not so single after all. Who’s this?”

Winter stepped forward and extended the yellow lilies they had picked up on the way to the hospital. “Winter Sullivan. Nice to meet you, ma’am.”

“Connie, please. Thank you so much for the flowers.” Her mother motioned for her to put them down on the overbed table. “Wait, are you the Winter? Hannah’s roommate?”

Oh no. Hannah feverishly tried to remember what she had told her mother about Winter. The last time she had talked about Winter regularly had been during the weeks they had argued constantly. She hadn’t mentioned her lately because what was she supposed to say? She tried to kiss me during a cuddle session, and then I kissed her under a leaky sink?

Winter nodded. “The one and only.”

“So you drove Hannah all the way from Portland? That’s so nice of you!”

“Um, no. I rode up with Wes, Mom. Winter tracked me down later so I wouldn’t lose my half of the building.” When her mother squinted at her, Hannah added, “Remember the condition of the trust? No sleeping under different roofs and all that?”

“Oh my God!” Her mother clutched Hannah’s hand. “Please don’t tell me you—”

“No, Mom. It’s all fine. Please don’t get upset. Think of your stomach, okay?”

Her mom tapped the IV line. “They are pumping me so full of acid-blocking drugs, my poor stomach couldn’t produce a drop of acid, even if it wanted to.” She looked back and forth between Hannah and Winter. “So you two…”

“Um, Winter, do you think you could get my mother some more water?” Hannah pointed at the nearly empty water container. She couldn’t tell her mom everything with Winter in the room.

“Sure.” Winter strode to the door as if glad to make her escape.

As soon as she was gone, Hannah’s mom patted the bed next to her.

She perched on the hospital mattress and gently held the hand that had soothed away her pain so many times.

Her mother studied her from head to toe. “How are you?”

“Me? You’re the one in a hospital bed!”

“And you are the one who looks… I don’t know, but something’s different. It’s her, isn’t it?” Her mother nodded toward the door. “Winter. I should have known. Normally, people don’t get under your skin the way she did from the start.”

Hannah had never been able to keep anything from her for long—and she didn’t want to. In fact, she ached with the need to tell her everything. She searched for the right words to explain how they had slowly grown closer and Winter had started opening up to her. “I kissed her,” she finally blurted out.

Her mother smiled as if she had suspected all along. “Can’t blame you. Have you seen those eyes?”

Hannah laughed shakily. “Yeah, Mom, trust me. I’ve noticed them.”

“But? Don’t tell me she didn’t kiss you back!”

“No, she did.” God, did she ever! Hannah pressed her fingertips to her lips. “It was one of the best kisses I’ve ever had. If we hadn’t been halfway under a sink, with our elderly neighbor nearby, it would have been the best kiss of my life.”

“Under a sink?” Her mother chuckled. “And here I thought romance was dead.”

Hannah looked down at her mom’s hand in her own. “Winter doesn’t want romance,” she said quietly.

Her mother studied her with the kind of gaze that had always seemed to see into the deepest recesses of her mind. “And you do? With her?”

Hannah’s heart appeared to stumble, then lurched into a frantic staccato beat. For some time now, she had tried to convince herself Winter wasn’t her type; she only had the hots for her. But if her mother’s medical emergency had proven one thing, it was that life was too short to lie to yourself. She wasn’t just attracted to Winter’s dazzling blue eyes or her long, lean body; she was drawn to who she was as a person—not only her dry wit or the confident, fiercely independent exterior she showed everyone else but also the kindness and the vulnerability she tried so hard to hide. Those rare moments when Winter opened up touched Hannah to her very core. “Yes,” she said quietly. “I think if I let myself, I could really fall in love with her.”

Silence filled the hospital room.

“Wow,” her mother finally said.

Yeah, wow. How on earth had that happened?

“Oh, honey, that’s wonderful…isn’t it?”

“No, Mom, it’s really not. Winter isn’t in a position where she could ever return my feelings. She’s been hurt by people who were supposed to love her unconditionally, and that has convinced her she’s not the relationship type. Two months ago, she wasn’t even the friendship type!”

“Yeah, clearly. All that pesky being there for each other… That’s obviously not her thing. Must be why she dropped everything and drove all the way to Sunriver.”

“It’s not that easy, Mom.” Or was it? Did Winter just have to realize that she already was great at that being-there-for-each-other stuff?

“Here’s your water,” Winter said from the doorway.

Hannah dug her fingers into the hospital covers. Had Winter heard what they had been talking about?

But Winter’s face gave nothing away as she walked toward them, carrying a bottle of water. “The nurse mentioned you could also have some Jell-O.”

“Thank you. Maybe later,” her mom said. “Are you driving back to Portland from here, or are you staying for a few days?”

“We’re hitting the road,” Hannah said. “We don’t want to push our luck by staying away too long and have Winter’s sister find out. Unless you need me to stay for a bit longer?”

“No. I feel like I could sleep for the next two days, and then I’ll use my week in this luxury resort to catch up on my reading.” Her mother leaned back against the pillows. “Your ninety-two days are up in just over a month. By then, I’ll be home and doing better, and you can come back for a longer visit.”

Just over a month… That would have been reason to celebrate a few weeks ago, but now Hannah didn’t want to think about what would happen once they didn’t have to live together anymore.

They kept her mom company for a while longer until she yawned for the third time, clearly exhausted but not wanting to admit it.

Winter seemed quiet. Not that she was a chatterbox even under normal circumstances. Maybe she was just all talked out and needed a week with zero social interaction to recover. Or was she thinking about the end of their time as roommates too?

Finally, Hannah stood and placed a tender kiss on her mother’s cheek. “I love you. Please take it easy, okay?”

Her mother nodded. “I love you too. You two drive carefully.”

When Winter extended her hand for a shake, Hannah’s mom instead tugged her closer and gave her a quick hug. “Thank you for being there for her.”

Winter tilted her head in acknowledgment, even as she put on an I-barely-did-anything expression.

But the memory of Winter climbing into bed with her to hold her was still fresh in Hannah’s mind, warming not only her body but also her heart.

They both were silent as they walked to the car.

* * *

It was about eight o’clock when they finally turned onto their street. Winter hit the brakes. “Shit! Of course she has to show up now of all times!”

Hannah followed Winter’s fiery stare.

Brooke was crossing the street, walking back to her car from their building. Or maybe walking wasn’t the right word. Sauntering was more like it. She wore high heels and a black halter-neck dress that hugged her slim body, drawing the attention of every person in the nearby park.

“Oh no.” Hannah’s stomach churned as if she, too, had an ulcer. “What is she doing here, especially in a dress like that?”

“Forget the dress. She’s checking up on us. I bet she’ll do it more often now that we’re getting closer to meeting Julian’s trust condition and she knows her silly dare didn’t work the way she had planned.” Winter hit the horn with her fist, just as Brooke was about to get into her car.

Hannah jumped. “Winter! Give me fair warning next time you do that. One hospital visit is enough for this week.”

“Sorry, but we can’t let her leave without seeing us, or she might start to suspect we were gone. Better not risk it.”

Brooke looked over with an almost bored expression.

When their gazes met through the windshield, Hannah gave a cheerful wave.

Winter parked the SUV three parking spots down from Brooke’s car, and they got out.

Hannah’s legs felt unsteady as she walked toward Brooke, and it wasn’t only from being stuck in traffic for the past four hours.

Brooke observed them like a queen watching her subjects approach for an audience. “Well, well, look what the cat dragged in,” she drawled.

“What are you doing here?” Winter asked. “Dressed like that, shouldn’t you be at some posh soirée, drinking overpriced wine with all the other bigwigs?”

“That’s where I’m heading,” Brooke said as if she hadn’t noticed Winter’s insult. “But I thought I’d stop by to check in on my baby sister.” She studied their rumpled T-shirts. “What have you been up to?”

“Not much.” Winter’s face was a study in casual coolness. “Just a little day trip to Sunriver to visit Hannah’s family.”

Even Brooke’s tastefully applied makeup couldn’t hide the trace of hurt that flashed across her face. “Since when are you into family get-togethers? Why would you celebrate Independence Day with Hannah’s family when you never even wanted to spend it with us?”

When Winter had told Hannah about growing up as the unwanted illegitimate child and being dragged to spend the weekend at Jules’s house, Hannah had focused only on what it had done to Winter. Now she wondered for the first time what it had been like for Brooke.

“Just because the same man fathered us doesn’t make us family,” Winter said in a tone that could have frozen lava.

Brooke’s lipstick-covered mouth compressed into a deep-red line. “Oh, and Hannah’s folks are?”

“Yeah, kind of. That’s why we went down there for their Fourth of July family brunch. Hannah’s parents wanted to meet the woman their daughter is dating.”

What? Hannah swiveled around to stare at her.

Thankfully, Brooke was doing the same, so she didn’t seem to notice Hannah’s reaction. “Dating?” She drew out the word as if it couldn’t possibly apply to her sister. “You? And her?”

A protective growl that sounded pretty convincing rose from Winter’s chest. “Don’t talk about Hannah in that tone, or I’ll—!”

“How about both of you don’t talk about me like I’m not right here?” Then Hannah realized she was supposed to be Winter’s loving girlfriend. She quickly took Winter’s hand, lifted it to her mouth, and pressed a tender kiss to her knuckles. The warm skin made her want to nuzzle her face into it. “I mean, thanks for defending my honor, honey, but it’s not necessary.”

“Sorry.” Winter swiped her thumb across the back of Hannah’s hand.

Hannah struggled to ignore the rush of excitement Winter’s touch brought. It was a dangerous game they were playing, at least for her. Even though it was merely for Brooke’s sake, it didn’t feel fake at all.

Brooke studied her half sister through narrowed eyes. “Is this an attempt to get your hands on the entire building?”

Winter stiffened, and her fingers tightened around Hannah’s. “Of course you’d think that. You can’t imagine any motivation other than money, can you? You’re just as unable to feel any real emotions as your father was.”

“Our father,” Brooke snapped. “And you’re one to talk. It’s not like your mother ever really loved him. All she loved was having the attention of a powerful man…and his child support payments, of course.”

Winter leveled a murderous glare at her. “You little…!” When Hannah caressed her knuckles again, she snapped her mouth shut. Her shoulders heaved under several breaths. “You know what? It doesn’t matter if she loved him or not or if Julian was able to love anyone. I decided it’s time to step out of their shadows and just live my life.”

Wow. Hannah had wanted to keep watching Brooke to see if she bought it, but she couldn’t look away from Winter. Was there even anything to buy? Poker face aside, Winter wasn’t that great an actress. This was real, wasn’t it? Not their pretend relationship, of course, but Winter wanting to let go of the past. Hannah wished it to be real. Winter deserved to be happy, even if it might not be with her.

“Now you’ll have to excuse us,” Winter added coolly. “We’re going to go and create some Fourth of July fireworks of our own.” She strutted away, and only the tug on her arm made Hannah wake up from her stupor and rush after her.

“You’re really trying to give me a heart attack!” Hannah said once the front door had closed between them and Brooke.

“Sorry. I needed to improvise.” Winter held the second set of double doors at the other end of the small entrance hall open for Hannah, then seemed to notice that she was still holding her hand and quickly let go.

Hannah missed the warm touch immediately. She distracted herself by pressing the button for the elevator. Once the doors slid closed behind them, she leaned heavily against the elevator wall and studied Winter. “That was real, wasn’t it?”

The muscles in Winter’s throat worked as she swallowed. “No, of course not. I was just trying to con—”

“You really want to step out of your parents’ shadows,” Hannah added.

Winter blinked, then her gaze steeled. “Who says I was ever in their shadows?”

“Bullshit.” Hannah paused and realized they were acting out their elevator tradition again.

They grinned at each other, and the tension seemed to dissipate.

The metal doors opened on the top floor, yet neither of them moved to get out.

“You know,” Winter said quietly, “I realized I’ll never understand Julian. I don’t even know if I can ever forgive him. But I nearly missed out on a friendship that is pretty…adequate”—they shared another smile—“because I was so focused on hating him. I don’t want to keep doing that.”

Hannah’s heart seemed to grow until it filled her entire chest. “I’m so glad for you.”

“Yeah, well, enough of this touchy-feely stuff.” Winter pressed the button to open the elevator doors again and strode through before Hannah could say anything else. “And don’t worry about having to put on an act in front of Brooke for the next few years,” she said over her shoulder as she unlocked the door to their apartment. “She knows I never wanted a relationship, so she won’t get suspicious if we’re no longer a happy couple the next time she comes over.”

Hannah’s heart crash-landed. “Oh, good,” she got out. And maybe it was good to hear a reminder like that. In Sunriver, it had felt as if there was something between them…something they might be able to build a relationship on. But just because Winter was ready to let go of her hatred and bitterness didn’t mean she was open to starting a relationship with her. “You know what? I think I’ll take a long shower, then go to bed. I’m exhausted. Good night and thank you again. For everything.” She walked past Winter and down the hall without waiting for a reply.

* * *

Winter stared after her. She hadn’t been prepared for such a hasty good night. Usually, she was longing for some time alone after having spent days around other people, but now she found herself disappointed that they wouldn’t have dinner or watch a TV show together. “Hannah, wait!”

Hannah turned. The expression on her face was warier than Winter had ever seen it.

What had happened? Was Brooke to blame somehow? Or her ridiculous idea to pretend they were a couple? She should have come up with another excuse, but it had been the first thing that popped into her head.

“Yeah?” Hannah said when Winter remained silent.

Thoughts tumbled through Winter’s mind. Talking to Hannah had always been surprisingly easy, but now she didn’t know what to say. “Will you be able to sleep?” she finally asked. This afternoon, when she had returned with water for Connie, she had heard Hannah mumble something like “it’s not that easy.” Apparently, something was still troubling her—and that troubled Winter more than she cared to admit.

“I think so. Seeing my mom doing so well really helped.” Hannah hesitated, then added quietly, “And you. Having you there helped more than you’ll ever know.”

“Oh. Good.” Winter had no idea what else to say. Or do. Should she offer to hold Hannah tonight, in case the what-ifs started racing through her brain again? But Hannah had said she probably wouldn’t have a problem falling asleep, so snuggling up to her was unnecessary.

Why did that make her feel like a queen who’d lost the key to her realm? Why did it have to make her feel anything at all? Maybe she should go to bed early too. She clearly needed sleep.


 

Chapter 23

The week after their trip to Sunriver was weird, although Winter couldn’t put her finger on what made it so.

They’d fallen back into the same routine they’d had before Hannah’s mother had surgery. In between Hannah’s cuddle sessions was coffee time in the kitchen. They updated Hannah’s website together, and Winter had even dragged her out for a run once. Most evenings, Hannah kept her up way too late by pleading to watch “just one more episode” of the latest queer TV show she had introduced Winter to.

Still, something was different since their return from Sunriver.

Late on Sunday evening, in the middle of the season finale of Motherland: Fort Salem, she glanced over at Hannah—and it hit her what the difference was: there were at least two feet of space between them!

Two months ago, it would have made her breathe easier not to have Hannah in her personal space. But now it felt weird not to have their knees or shoulders brush when one of them shifted position.

Was Hannah pulling back because she was embarrassed to have relied on Winter for comfort so much during their time in Sunriver? Or was this about the kiss?

But why would that change anything? Why couldn’t they be friends who casually touched each other just because of a few hormones? They were both adults. Physical attraction wasn’t a big deal. Hannah had said so herself.

Hmm, but she had said it during a cuddle session. Clearly, that was the context in which Hannah could accept and give touch most easily. Even though Winter hadn’t been a fan at first, she could now see the advantages of professional cuddling: it provided human contact with all its health benefits but without the accompanying emotional baggage. Maybe she and Hannah were making things more complicated than they needed to be, and a cuddle session with its preexisting rules would help them.

As soon as the episode was over and they had said good night, Winter retreated to her room and called up Hannah’s website on her phone.

A few taps and a quick look at her calendar and she had a cuddle session booked at the Snuggle Den.

* * *

“You really shouldn’t work so late,” Hannah said when she entered the kitchen the next morning.

Winter looked up from tamping the grounds for her coffee. “Work late?” She hadn’t—not in a while, actually. Nowadays, when she stayed up too late, it was because she spent time with Hannah, not because she was trying to figure out the ad targeting for one of her clients.

Hannah reached around Winter for the spoon and bowl Winter had set out for her. “Yeah. Tweaking the booking system. I didn’t know you were still fiddling with it. Whatever you changed, it seems to be working. I got the notification.”

“Oh.” Hannah had assumed she was testing the booking software, like the last time she had booked a session. “Um, actually, I wasn’t. Working late, I mean.”

“Nice try. The time on the notification said one in the morning.”

“Yeah, but… It wasn’t work. It wasn’t a test.” Winter swirled her finger through traces of coffee grounds that had fallen to the counter, still not turning to look at Hannah. “I’d like to book another cuddle session. Third time’s the charm, right?”

Hannah didn’t answer. The silence in the kitchen was so deep that Winter wasn’t even sure she was still there.

The little hairs on the back of Winter’s neck prickled. She set down the portafilter and turned around.

Hannah was still there. She stood in the middle of the kitchen, clutching her empty cereal bowl. “No.”

The single word seemed to echo through the kitchen.

“No?” Winter repeated. Professional cuddlers believed everyone deserved positive touch experiences. They were supposed to cuddle with anyone who requested a session. Why would Hannah reject her of all people?

“I’m really glad you’re starting to enjoy cuddling, and I’d be happy to recommend another pro cuddler, but—”

“I don’t want another cuddler.” The words burst out of Winter, and she barely stopped herself from adding, I want you.

Hannah set the bowl down and slid it to the middle of the table as if she had lost her appetite. “I’m sorry, Winter, but I can’t accept you as a client anymore.”

It shouldn’t sting, and yet it did. “Why not?” Winter asked, her voice rough.

Hannah studied the spoon intently, as if trying to make out her reflection. “Because as a professional cuddler, I try to maintain healthy boundaries and—”

“You think I would overstep your boundaries?” The sting in her chest became a stabbing sensation. Before, Hannah had seemed to trust her not to hit the emergency stop button again. What had happened to make her lose that trust?

“What? No!” Hannah took a step toward her, then stopped. “I’m not worried about you. It’s just… When I cuddle with you, it makes me feel things that, um, aren’t exactly platonic.” She peeked at Winter’s face, then at the floor.

“Oh.” A grin tried to tug up the corners of Winter’s mouth, but she reined it in with every bit of self-control she could muster. She didn’t want Hannah to mistake relief for making fun of her. “That’s not a big deal.”

Hannah glanced up, lashes fluttering. She looked almost wounded, and Winter didn’t understand why. “It is for me.”

“So just because you’re the cuddle pro, you hold yourself to higher standards? It’s okay if I get turned on when we cuddle, but it’s not okay for you?”

A flush rose up Hannah’s neck, then spread to her cheeks. “No, I-I… That’s not… I mean, yes, but…”

“Relax, okay? Knowing you’re not completely unaffected makes me feel like less of a creep.” Of course, knowing Hannah felt drawn to her during cuddling too, not only in that surreal moment under the sink, would also make it harder to hold back and behave in their next session, but she was an adult. She would manage. Somehow.

“I wasn’t talking about that.” Hannah scrubbed both hands over her face as if trying to scrape away the scarlet color, but that only made it flare a deeper red.

“You weren’t?” Winter felt as if she were breathing through a thick cloth and couldn’t draw enough air into her lungs. Great. She had put all her cards on the table, only to find out Hannah wasn’t playing the same game at all. Now Hannah would definitely never cuddle with her again.

“No,” Hannah said. “What I’m feeling when we cuddle… It’s not just arousal.”

A jolt zinged through Winter, leaving her stunned and tingly and strangely euphoric. She tried to shake it off. “It’s endorphins,” she told herself and Hannah. “Just oxytocin that is released when you’re cuddling. It’s easy to mistake that for romantic feelings. That’s what you said, right?”

“Yes, I said that, but—”

“It must happen to you all the time…or maybe not all the time, but I bet it does happen, with you getting so intimate with people, your body thinks you must be developing a romantic interest.” Jesus, was she babbling? She did not babble!

Hannah smiled wistfully. “No, never. I know myself. I know that this”—she tapped her chest—“isn’t just oxytocin. I could handle that. But I care about you, Winter.”

Hannah had told her that the last time they had cuddled. But now the way she’d said it held a different note. An overwhelming urgency gripped Winter, yet she couldn’t say what she so urgently craved—for Hannah to stop speaking or for her to continue and say what Winter thought she might be trying to say.

“I already care a lot, and if I’m not careful…if I keep cuddling with you, it might tip me over the edge and make me fall for you.”

Everything within Winter seemed to still, like that moment when the water receded right before a tsunami hit, then a shock wave crashed through her, threatening to pull her legs out from under her. She sank against the counter behind her and couldn’t stop staring. Hannah might fall in love with her! She tried to sort through her emotions and find the right words, but the loud pounding in her ears made it hard to think.

It was her heartbeat, she realized. The damn organ jackhammered against her ribs as if it were trying to come out on the other side. For a minute, she couldn’t tell whether it was leaping with joy or she was having a panic attack.

Then she decided it was a mix of both.

If she stopped trying to bullshit herself, she knew she hadn’t booked the third cuddle session for its health benefits. She wanted to be close to Hannah, and making a cuddle appointment was easier than coming right out and admitting it, the way Hannah had. Hannah’s courage stunned her. Making herself that vulnerable was scary.

The things that scare us most are often the things we need the most. Hannah’s words echoed through Winter’s overloaded brain.

But that was the thing: needing anyone…needing Hannah was what scared her most. Her mother had desperately needed Julian’s love, had chased after it her entire life, and it had earned her nothing but pain and humiliation.

When the silence between them stretched on, Hannah added, “So that’s why I think it would be better if we don’t cuddle anymore.”

“No.” The word fell from Winter’s lips like a stone dropping into a pond, spreading ripples out across the water.

“No?” Hannah repeated, her eyes wide and her gaze fixed on Winter as if trying desperately to make sense of her facial expression.

Winter hadn’t even been aware she had opened her mouth, but now there was no way back—and she realized she didn’t want a way back. Last week, she had told Brooke she was trying to step out of her parents’ shadows. She needed to stop clinging to past hurt to avoid potential future hurt. She wasn’t her mother, and she had to trust Hannah not to be like Julian.

One hand pressed to the jackhammer in her chest, Winter straightened from where she’d slumped against the counter. “No,” she said more firmly. “I don’t want to stop cuddling with you.”

“I don’t really want that either, but I have to protect myself.” Hannah had crossed her arms in front of her chest and clutched her upper arms with both hands.

“Not against this. Not against me.”

A pained sigh escaped Hannah. “Winter…”

Winter took a step toward her, thankful when her legs didn’t buckle. “It’s okay,” she murmured, half to Hannah and half to herself. “Really. If it tips you over the edge, so be it. That’s a risk I’m willing to take.”

Hannah stared at her. Her eyes shone, not with joy as Winter had expected, but with tears.

Oh no. Please. Not tears. She was making a mess of things already. That had sounded too one-sided. As if she didn’t care if Hannah fell in love and got her heart broken, as long as she could have her cuddle time. “That didn’t come out right. Hannah, I…” She centered herself and took a leap—everything to stop the tears shimmering in those honey-brown eyes. “I want to cuddle with you. Not as a client.” She ran her tongue over her desert-dry lips and added in a whisper, “As your girlfriend.”

Hannah released the hold she’d had on her upper arms. Her hands dropped down and dangled at her sides as if she didn’t have the capacity to control them. She was too busy staring at Winter.

Winter squirmed. She felt naked under Hannah’s intense perusal. Not the sexy kind of naked, unfortunately.

“You want to have a relationship?” Hannah whispered. “With me?”

Winter fought against the urge to release her almost unbearable tension by jokingly saying, No, with Mrs. Kline. No more emergency stop buttons. “Yeah. But I have no idea how to do this. So I’m warning you: I might be complete shit at it.”

Hannah made a sound somewhere between a laugh and a sob. “Well, if you’re serious, I could give you some pointers.”

“Serious as a heart attack.” Her heart was still hammering away in her chest, so a heart attack might not be a total exaggeration.

They stared at each other, and Winter saw her own shock mirrored in Hannah’s eyes. Are we really going to do this?

For the first time in her life, Winter was determined to try. “So, what’s step number one?”

Hannah threw her head back and laughed—a sound so joyful that Winter’s chest expanded. “You could come over here and kiss me.”

Winter didn’t usually appreciate being ordered around, but she wasn’t about to argue now. She was too busy crossing the kitchen in two long strides.

* * *

Anticipation rose in Hannah’s chest, making it hard to breathe.

Was this really happening? Was Winter really going to…?

Then her thoughts trailed off as Winter paused in front of her, so close that Hannah felt the heat emanating from her body. Winter’s familiar scent engulfed her.

Instead of claiming her in a passionate kiss, Winter reached out, achingly slowly, and stroked her thumb up and down Hannah’s jawline while looking deeply into her eyes. It was a gesture so tender and intimate that Hannah nearly melted on the spot.

Winter’s irises seemed to burn brightly, and Hannah dimly remembered having read somewhere that blue flames were the hottest of all.

Her breath hitched as Winter trailed her thumb higher, to the corner of Hannah’s mouth. Since when was that spot so sensitive to the touch? But maybe it wasn’t the spot. Maybe it was Winter. Everywhere she touched seemed to turn into an erogenous zone. When Winter traced the edge of Hannah’s bottom lip, a pleasant shiver rushed down her body.

“Winter,” Hannah whispered. “Please.”

With an answering groan, Winter slid her hand around, cupped the back of Hannah’s head, and pulled her close. Time seemed to slow as she brushed her warm lips against Hannah’s in a whisper of a kiss.

Both pulled back a fraction of an inch and inhaled at the same time.

For a moment, Hannah feared Winter might retreat, but then her mouth was back on hers.

Hannah wrapped her arms around Winter’s back and lost herself in the feeling of their lips sliding against each other.

Winter kissed Hannah’s top lip, then took her bottom lip between hers and nibbled gently before tracing it with the tip of her tongue.

Heat flared through Hannah’s body. She moaned against Winter’s mouth and sought her tongue with her own.

A low rumble of sound escaped Winter. She trailed her fingertips down Hannah’s spine, setting off sparks along their path, then settled her hands on Hannah’s hips to pull her closer.

Still not close enough. Hannah threaded her fingers through Winter’s hair, enjoying its soft texture, and pressed their bodies together. God, she could drown in Winter and the incredible feelings she evoked with her lips and her tongue.

Winter mapped the curve of Hannah’s hips with her hands, then trailed her fingertips back and forth along the hem of her T-shirt as if tempted to slip beneath to explore her bare skin.

Hannah arched against her in silent encouragement.

Instead, Winter pulled back with a gasp, breaking the kiss.

They stared at each other, both breathing raggedly.

Winter was gorgeous. Her irises formed thin rings of intense blue around her dilated pupils, and her hair was tousled in that sexy-messy style Hannah loved.

Love? Slow down. Hannah knew she would overwhelm Winter if she rushed this. While Winter had clearly mastered the art of kissing, she was new to relationships. Making herself vulnerable by admitting that she had no clue how to do this had already been a huge leap for her.

“So?” Winter asked, her voice husky. “Is that a check for step one?” Her kiss-reddened lips curled up into a slightly cocky grin, and Hannah couldn’t resist leaning forward to kiss it off her mouth.

Before their lips could make contact again, Winter’s watch beeped.

Winter stabbed at the device as if wanting to kill it. “Shit. I have a Zoom call with a client in ten minutes, and I need to reread my notes. Won’t even have time for coffee.” Her gaze went from Hannah’s mouth to the espresso machine, then to her office and finally back to Hannah’s lips. With a murmured “Fuck it,” she leaned back in to kiss her again.

Hannah’s knees wobbled, but she managed to stop Winter’s forward movement with a hand to her upper chest. She let her palm rest there but fought the impulse to caress her collarbone with her thumb. “Go look at your notes. I’ll bring you coffee in a minute.”

Winter hesitated, and Hannah had a feeling it wasn’t just a reluctance to stop the kissing and focus on work. Knowing Winter, she had never before given anyone else control over her beloved espresso machine.

“I watched you make coffee a hundred times. I know how to do it. Trust me.”

The last two words seemed to hang in the air between them.

Finally, Winter nodded, brushed her lips across Hannah’s in a brief kiss, then walked toward her office with her typical confident stride.

Hannah watched her for a moment, then looked away. Her head was still spinning, not only from Winter’s lips and hands on her but also from the words she had whispered earlier. As your girlfriend, Winter had said.

Giddy laughter bubbled up from deep inside of her. Winter Sullivan was her girlfriend! Somehow, they had skipped a few steps, like going on a date. But then again, they were already living together, at least for thirty-three more days. She tried not to think about what would come after.

Focusing on preparing the perfect long black, Winter’s preferred drink in the morning, was a good distraction. She twisted the portafilter with the coffee grounds into the espresso machine, filled a cup exactly three-quarters of the way with hot water, then pressed the button to add a double shot of espresso.

The fine layer of crema on top looked perfect.

She carried the cup to Winter’s office and presented it with a smile.

Winter glanced up from the file she was reviewing on her laptop. “Thank you.” She stood to take the cup from Hannah but instead cradled her hands for a few moments.

Every touch between them now seemed electric.

Finally, Winter cleared her throat. “No latte for you?”

Hannah shook her head. She didn’t need caffeine to make herself even more jittery. Winter’s kisses had managed to do that already.

Winter took the cup from her, brought it to her lips—which looked sexier than it should have—and took a careful sip before putting the cup down. Then she slid one hand onto Hannah’s nape beneath her hair and captured her lips in a kiss that was soft yet intense at the same time.

When it ended, Hannah clung to Winter’s hips with both hands.

Winter hummed. “Delicious.”

“Me or the coffee?”

“Both.” Winter kissed her again, just a brush of her lips this time, then tore herself away and sank into her office chair.

Hannah’s entire body tingled as she walked to the door. When she reached it, she turned.

Winter’s gaze was still on her. She looked as dazed as Hannah felt.

After a moment, Hannah forced herself to break eye contact. She closed the door behind herself and sank against it. Wow. And now she had to go and prepare for the platonic snuggle session that would start in an hour.

Being a professional cuddler had been easier when she’d been single.

A happy chuckle rose in her chest.


 

Chapter 24

Winter was torn between wrapping up work early to spend time with Hannah and staying safely behind her desk for a few more hours.

This was day three of officially being in a relationship, but she still felt as if she were faking it. Not her feelings. God, no. Any time they kissed—which was pretty much any chance they got—her entire body prickled with awareness.

Even when they weren’t kissing, everything felt more intense. Their thighs touching along their lengths while they watched a TV show, a brush of their hands when they cooked together, a light nudge to her side in the grocery store when Hannah wanted her to grab her favorite cereal off the top shelf… It all felt larger than life.

Maybe that was why Winter felt like a faker. This was big. Intense. Important. And Winter had no idea if she could handle it or would, somehow, find a way to mess things up, as her parents had.

She decided to work a little longer. If she was behind her desk, at least she couldn’t do anything wrong in the girlfriend department.

Right, that annoying inner voice that sounded like Brooke said. Ignoring your girlfriend is the way to make her happy.

As annoying as inner Brooke was, she was probably right. Winter shut down her computer and got up.

Only as she walked to the door did she realize that her entire body had stiffened up while she’d worked at the keyboard. She massaged her aching right shoulder as she left her office and headed to the living room.

Hannah looked up from where she was playing Wordle on her phone. The dump-taking squirrel balanced on the mug next to her, but this time, Winter didn’t make fun of it. The welcoming smile Hannah gave her made Winter feel like a jerk for staying in the office for so long. “Hey. Stressful day?”

Winter plopped onto the couch next to her. “Nah. It was fine.” Work was actually good, but she couldn’t very well tell Hannah that their brand-new relationship made her tense.

Hannah put the phone down and slid around until she was sitting cross-legged, facing Winter. She circled her finger. “Turn around.”

“What?”

“Turn around,” Hannah repeated. “I’m going to give you a massage.”

Old instincts rose up, urging Winter to shake her head and decline, but she tamped them down. Hannah wasn’t a one-night stand; she wanted to touch her outside of the bedroom too.

Not that they had touched inside the bedroom yet. Whenever Winter felt too out of control, she’d slowed them down. She knew sleeping with Hannah wouldn’t be just sex. Hannah wanted the whole package—making love, baring souls—and that was as scary as it was appealing.

Finally, Winter turned around.

Hannah slipped her warm hands beneath the neck of Winter’s T-shirt. “Wow,” she whispered as she started to expertly work Winter’s muscles. “Your levator scap is really tight.”

Winter’s head lolled forward as her muscles turned to putty. “Hmm?”

“Oh, sorry. That’s massage therapist jargon for levator scapulae. That’s the muscle that goes from here”—Hannah touched the top of Winter’s shoulder blade—“to here.” She traced her finger up to Winter’s neck.

This touch felt different, more like a caress, especially as she trailed a single fingertip back down.

A shiver went through Winter.

“Sorry. I got distracted for a moment.” Hannah went back to kneading her muscles with steady pressure. Her slender fingers were amazingly strong.

Winter let out a hiss as the knots in her shoulders loosened. “You are so good at this.”

Hannah’s breath tickled Winter’s neck as she chuckled. “I’d hope so. I did this for a living, remember?”

“Mmm. You should have made millions.”

“I wish.” Hannah massaged the area next to her shoulder blades in tiny circles. “Next time, I’ll do this the right way, with massage lotion and without the shirt, but I need to get ready in a minute.”

Visions of Hannah stripping her shirt off danced through Winter’s mind, distracting her so much that it took her a minute to grasp what she had said. “Ready for what?”

“I have a client tonight.”

“This late?”

“Things are picking up thanks to your marketing help. I didn’t want to say no to a brand-new client, so I squeezed him in tonight.”

“I see.” The tension that had receded beneath Hannah’s expert touch flooded back into Winter’s muscles. She wasn’t jealous. Not really. She knew Hannah would never cross the line from platonic to erotic with a client. But the thought of Hannah touching her so lovingly, then getting up to cuddle with someone else…

Fierce anger bubbled up from the pit of her stomach. Grinding her teeth, she forced it back down.

What did you expect? Hannah couldn’t just give up her job now that they were together. She needed the income from those cuddle sessions. Unless she could replace that income somehow…

Hannah tried to peer around her to see her face. “You okay?”

“Hmm, yeah.” Winter’s mind galloped as she tried to think of a solution.

Hannah continued her gentle massage. “I’m hosting a cuddle party this weekend, but the weekend after that, I’d love to do something fun with you. Who knows? We might even get adventurous and leave the house.”

Winter laughed. It was true. They had both become such homebodies, completely content with each other’s company. “It’s a date.”

“Yes,” Hannah said, a smile in her voice. “It is.” She gently kneaded her neck, then rested her palms on Winter’s back as she leaned forward and brushed her lips against the top of her shoulder. “There. All done. Now where’s my million?”

Winter shifted on the couch until she was facing her. “Sorry. I don’t have any cash on me. Do you accept kisses instead?”

Hannah hummed, already leaning forward so her breath teased Winter’s lips. “It’s my favorite currency…at least when you’re the client.”

As Winter bridged the remaining inches between them to deliver a generous payment, all thoughts about Hannah having to see a client soon faded. For the moment, she was the one holding Hannah, and the rest of the world stopped existing.

* * *

“Keep your eyes closed,” Winter whispered, her breath tickling Hannah’s ear and making her shiver. She covered Hannah’s eyes with one hand. “No peeking or you’ll spoil my surprise.”

Winter’s warmth against her back would have made Hannah’s eyes flutter closed even if Winter had taken her hand away. “Why do I get a surprise? It’s not my birthday.”

“Just because,” Winter said. “It’s what girlfriends do, right?”

Her voice indicated that she was grinning, but there was also something else in her tone—something so rare for Winter that Hannah needed a moment to recognize it. Or maybe she was distracted by the rush of excitement that swept through her at the word girlfriends.

It had been five days—five amazing days—since Winter had first used it, yet it still gave her a thrill every time they referred to each other that way.

They were halfway down the hall when it hit Hannah. That strange inflection in Winter’s voice had been insecurity. Winter’s question hadn’t merely been rhetorical; she really didn’t know what it was girlfriends did.

She paused in mid-step, making their bodies collide. Without opening her eyes, she turned and slid her arms around Winter. “Have I told you…?”

Winter wrapped her arms around her, one hand splayed against the small of Hannah’s back.

The close press of their bodies made Hannah forget what she’d been about to say.

“Told me what?” Winter’s amused drawl vibrated through Hannah. She definitely wasn’t insecure about her ability to make Hannah breathless.

“That you’re pretty good at it?”

“It?”

“The what-girlfriends-do thing,” Hannah said.

Winter’s grip around her tightened. “Good? Just good?” Her usual confidence was back in her tone. “Hmm, seems like I’ll have to up my game. Let’s see if this helps.” She guided her down the hall with one hand on Hannah’s hip and the other still covering her eyes. The hand on her hip retreated, then a door creaked open, and Winter’s touch was back.

“Bedroom?” Hannah asked as they entered.

Winter laughed. “I thought you’d never ask.”

“Ha ha.” Hannah bumped her with her hip, then kept leaning against her. “I meant, the surprise is in your bedroom?”

“See for yourself.” Winter lifted her hand away from Hannah’s face.

Slowly, Hannah opened her eyes.

They were indeed in Winter’s bedroom. It looked exactly the way it had the only other time Hannah had seen it, at least as far as she could tell. The details were a little fuzzy since she had been focused on Winter’s half-naked body, not on the furniture.

One thing definitely hadn’t been there two months ago.

In the middle of the room stood a massage table—and not just any table. This one was high-end, with wheels on one side, an electric lift, and a price tag she could never afford. She slid her fingers over its buttery-soft artificial leather.

Hannah stared at it, then at Winter. “What’s this?”

“A massage table,” Winter said with the pride of a cat who’d brought its owner a mouse. “It’s electric, so you can raise and lower it by pressing a foot pedal.”

Hannah still had no idea what to make of this. “Um, I guess you really enjoyed that shoulder rub I gave you.”

“I did, but the table isn’t for me. It’s for you. For your clients.”

“My clients?” A spiraling sensation started deep in Hannah’s gut as she began to suspect where this was going. “Winter, I’m a professional cuddler. I haven’t seen a massage client in months.”

“But now you could.” Winter swept her hand toward the massage table. “You’re still great at it, and now that you’re no longer single, being a massage therapist would be a lot less…complicated.”

Hannah’s stomach dropped as if she’d hit a pothole. “Less complicated? For whom?”

Winter’s brows pinched together as if she hadn’t expected Hannah’s reaction at all.

Had she really thought Hannah would enthusiastically thank her and drop her cuddle clients right away? It hurt to think how little Winter seemed to know or respect her.

“For you, of course,” Winter said.

“No, Winter. You did this”—Hannah tapped the padded face cradle with her fist—“for yourself, and I don’t appreciate being steamrollered.”

Winter crossed her arms over her chest. “I’m not steamrollering you. I—”

“Bought a massage table that easily cost a thousand dollars, without even asking me,” Hannah said. “Clearly, you expect me to use it.”

Winter scowled down at the floor and kicked at an imaginary pebble. “I just want you to be safe. What’s wrong with that?”

Hannah tried to gentle her voice. “Nothing. But like I told you before, I don’t need you to be my bodyguard. Besides, I’ve had my ass grabbed and been asked for ‘a little extra’ as a massage therapist too.”

Winter’s hands clenched into fists at her sides. “God. Maybe you need a massage table that zaps people when you press the pedal.”

“No. I don’t need a massage table at all. I love being a professional cuddler.”

“I get that, but…what about us?”

“I love us too.” Hannah had shot back her answer in the heat of their debate, without considering how close to a declaration of love it would sound. Quickly, she added, “Being in a relationship with you is wonderful, but it changes nothing.”

Winter’s expression shuttered, but not before Hannah glimpsed a flash of hurt.

Her heart clutched. Crap. She slid her hand onto Winter’s and carefully loosened her tightly fisted fingers until she could intertwine them with her own. “I didn’t mean that. Being with you changes a lot of things—but not my ability to do my job. You wouldn’t ask me to give it up if it were any other job.”

“But it’s not. And why do I even have to ask? Shouldn’t you want to stop cuddling with other people now that you’re with me?”

They were getting closer to what was really the core of Winter’s concern. Hannah sensed it but still couldn’t quite grasp it.

A phone started to ring down the hall.

“That’s mine.” Winter slid her hand from Hannah’s grasp. “I’d better get that. Could be work.”

Before Hannah could answer, she was out the door, leaving Hannah with the massage table and a knot in her stomach.

* * *

Winter was breathing hard as she snatched up the phone, not from jogging across the office but from the emotions churning inside of her.

The name Shanice Burford flashed across the screen.

Shan didn’t often call and never if she didn’t have a good reason, so after a moment’s hesitation, Winter pressed the accept button and lifted the phone to her ear. “Hey, Shan. What can I do for you?”

“Wow, straight to the point, not giving me a chance to gather my courage.” Shan laughed.

Winter flopped onto her office chair. Why would Shan have to gather her courage to talk to her? “What’s up?”

“Well, long story short, I haven’t heard from Hannah.”

Even just hearing her name made Winter’s pulse quicken like a Pavlovian reaction. Being in a relationship did weird things to her. “Was she supposed to call you?”

“Not exactly, but I was hoping she would. Do you know if she’s seeing anyone?”

“Uh…” Winter reached for a letter opener so she would have something to fiddle with. “Yes, she is.” They’d just had their first fight, and nothing felt resolved, but that didn’t mean they had broken up, did it?

Shan sighed. “Must be pretty new, or she wouldn’t have flirted with me at the photo shoot.”

“Please! She didn’t flirt with you; you flirted with her!”

“Jealous much? You’d think you’re the one she’s dating.”

The letter opener clattered onto the desk.

“Winter? You still there?”

Winter squared her shoulders. So far, she hadn’t told anyone about their relationship. She didn’t really have anyone to tell. But Shan deserved to know. “Actually, I am.”

“Still there?” Shan asked.

“No. Yes. That too. But I meant…I’m the person Hannah is dating.”

A loud smack made Winter flinch back. “You’re shitting me!”

The disbelief in Shan’s voice made Winter feel like snapping at her. “Hey, I’m a great catch. At least that’s what her dad’s T-shirt said.”

“What?”

Winter waved her hand. “Forget it.”

“I know you are,” Shan said quietly. “I tried to catch you, but you weren’t interested in giving up the wild, open sea. What happened?”

“Julian forced me to spend time with Hannah.” Winter stared at the shiny letter opener, which showed her a distorted reflection of her own stunned expression. That wasn’t what Julian had intended to happen all along, was it?

No, it couldn’t be. The old fox couldn’t have predicted that they would be interested in each other. Even if he had, he had been as homophobic as they came and had never given a shit about her happiness.

“And that was all it took?” Shan asked.

“That, a leaky sink, and a few cuddle sessions,” Winter said with a fond grin. Then she sobered. “Are you okay with that? With us?”

Shan chuckled. “What, you think I’m heartbroken because you’re off the market? No, I’m just stunned.”

“That makes two of us,” Winter muttered. “But I was talking about you being okay with us because you wanted to ask Hannah out. I mean, I get it. She’s pretty great.”

“Yeah, she’s got a great—”

“Hey!” Winter said sharply.

“Personality! Girl, calm down. What has you so worked up?”

Winter sighed. Should she tell Shan? Was it okay to talk about relationship problems with someone else? She still felt as if she were in the middle of an important game without understanding even the basic rules.

“What’s wrong?” Shan asked. “You know you can talk to me, right?”

“I’m just…struggling with a few things.”

“Such as?”

Winter picked up the letter opener again and pressed the pointed end against her thumb. “Hannah is still cuddling with other people, and that makes me a little uneasy.” Okay, very uneasy.

“Knowing you, you didn’t tell her that.”

“I did! Well, kind of. I bought her a massage table so she can go back to her old job.”

An incredulous laugh escaped Shan. “Maybe it’s a good thing you and I didn’t end up together. I might have dodged a bullet.”

“Oh, come on. Are you seriously telling me you wouldn’t have any objections if your girlfriend cuddled with other people for a living?”

Shan was silent for a while. “No. I get why you’re struggling with it, but you have to get over it.”

“Me? Why do I have to be the one who—?”

Shan cut her off with an impatient tsk. “Stop being such an ass! You’re acting like she’s cheating on you! It’s her job!”

Winter let her head sink against the back of her chair. But it was more than a job to Hannah, something she did for money. She did it because it made her happy, and it irked Winter that she couldn’t be the one to do that. If she was honest, it scared her.

“Damn,” she muttered. “Do relationships always require so much navel-gazing?”

Shan laughed. “Not always, but sometimes they do.”

And that was why Winter had never wanted one—until now. She wanted them to work out more than she wanted to avoid all that damn introspection. “Sorry to cut this short, but I have to go.”

“Yep. Go and apologize.”

Winter grimaced. “Bye, Shan.” She moved her thumb to the end call button, then reconsidered. “Shan?”

“Yeah?”

“Thanks. You’re a good…um, friend.” Now she had a friend and a girlfriend. How on earth had that happened?

“Anytime,” Shan said, a big grin in her voice.

* * *

Hannah stayed exactly where she was, even though part of her itched to storm out and hole up in her own bedroom. But if she wanted their relationship to work—and she wanted that desperately—they needed to clear the air and talk about what was going on.

She hoped Winter realized that too and wouldn’t try to hide behind her work.

Thankfully, it didn’t take very long before Winter returned, pale and with messy hair.

Hannah couldn’t bear it. She rushed toward her, then stopped herself at the last moment. “Do you want a h—?”

Before she could finish the sentence, Winter engulfed her in a fierce embrace.

“Oof.” All air rushed from Hannah’s lungs, but she clung to Winter just as desperately.

“I told you I’d be complete shit at this relationship thing,” Winter murmured into Hannah’s hair. “Looks like I was right.”

Hannah drew back a few inches so she could look into her eyes. “You’re not. You just need a little practice. I confess I’m pretty rusty too.” She slid her hands down to Winter’s slim hips and squeezed. “Talk to me. What’s upsetting you so much about me being a professional cuddler? I hope you know I would never cross a line and kiss or—”

Winter lifted one hand to stop the words, then touched her fingers to Hannah’s cheek. “I know.” A hint of her typical confidence shone through as she flashed Hannah a teasing grin. “If you could resist me during our first cuddle session, you can resist anyone.”

“Our first cuddle session…both of them…weren’t like any of the sessions with my clients. I hope you know that too.”

“No?” Something urgent vibrated in Winter’s question, and she searched Hannah’s face with an intensity Hannah had rarely seen, even from Winter.

“No. Cuddling with you was different from the start.”

Winter hung on her every word. “How?”

She needed this, Hannah realized. Needed to hear this. Hannah had missed it before because she had been so busy defending her boundaries.

“I mean, there are only so many cuddle positions, right?” Winter clearly tried for a more casual, matter-of-fact tone. “When you cuddle with your clients, you use the same positions you use with me.”

Hannah tilted her head. “Yes, but I bet you used the same basic coding and design for my website that you use for all of your clients, right?”

Winter nodded.

“So my website isn’t special to you at all?”

“No, of course it is. It’s yours,” Winter said as if that explained everything.

Hannah gave her a meaningful look.

“So…” Winter swallowed hard. “What you’re trying to tell me is that just because you do the same with others doesn’t make our relationship less special?”

“No. What I’m trying to tell you is that what I’m doing with my clients is not the same at all. It might look the same, but it’s not. I’m friendly with my clients, but I’m not their friend. I treat them in a loving way, but I don’t love them romantically.” She looked into Winter’s eyes, hoping she understood because she couldn’t say much more without scaring Winter off with too much, too soon.

“But it’s not an act,” Winter said, seemingly oblivious to what Hannah had just implied. “You care for them.” It wasn’t a question.

Hannah smiled. Winter knew her pretty well after all. “I do—the same way a doctor or therapist cares for their patients. But it’s a one-way street.”

“No give-and-take,” Winter repeated what Hannah had told her weeks ago.

Hannah nodded. “It’s about their needs, not mine.”

“Needs.” Winter drew out the word as if examining it under a microscope. She pulled back a little more and stuffed her hands into the pockets of her jeans. Her mouth opened, but then she hesitated.

Hannah took her hand, pulled her over to the massage table, and tugged her down until they sat side by side.

Winter patted the extra-thick upholstery. “At least it’s good for something,” she said with a crooked grin. Then it faded away, and she studied their intertwined fingers. “So if there was ever something you needed…something you’re not getting from me…you would tell me, right? You wouldn’t just…”

Cheat? Hannah nearly blurted out, but she stopped herself. No, it wasn’t about that. This went deeper. She searched Winter’s burning gaze. “Wouldn’t what? Please, Winter. Tell me what really has you so worried.”

Winter pulled their joined hands onto her thigh and examined each of Hannah’s fingers with great interest. “I guess part of me wonders if you don’t want to give up professional cuddling because it fulfills an emotional need that I can’t meet.”

A croaky sound escaped Hannah. That was what Winter was afraid of? It wasn’t about Hannah at all. It was about her own insecurities…and once again, it probably had to do with Jules, who hadn’t found fulfillment in his marriage, so he had looked for it elsewhere.

Hannah pulled their hands over into her own lap and tightened her grip. “No, of course n—” She stopped herself and reconsidered. “You know what? That’s not true, actually.”

Winter’s hand stiffened in her grasp, and Hannah cradled it soothingly in both of hers.

“I do look to my clients to meet a need that you can’t. It’s called professional fulfillment. The feeling of being good at the service I provide. Of being able to help a client. Probably the same thing you’re looking for in your job.”

Winter lifted their hands and pressed them to her chest, directly above her rapidly pounding heart. Then she burst out laughing. It was a sound of pure relief. “Jesus, Hannah! Couldn’t you have led with that? You scared me half to death!”

“I’m sorry. I think I need more practice too.”

“Well,” Winter said, her voice raw, “I’m willing to be your practice partner if you’re willing to be mine.”

Hannah’s eyes burned. Her chest burned too, and yet she couldn’t help beaming. “Deal.”

They sat on the massage table side by side, their bodies touching from ankle to shoulder, their fingers holding tightly to each other.

“Hannah?” Winter murmured after a while.

Hannah didn’t look up from where her head was resting against Winter’s. “Hmm?”

“Do you have any massage therapist friends?”

“I’ve kept in touch with a few,” Hannah answered. “Why?”

She sensed Winter’s smile against her cheek. “Because I have a massage table to sell at a really good price.”


 

Chapter 25

The next Friday evening, Winter parked her SUV in front of their building and jumped out. She rushed around to open the passenger-side door and offered her hand.

Hannah took it and smiled. She’d had a feeling Winter would be like this on a date. Despite her tough exterior, there was something incredibly sweet about her, and it made Hannah feel special that she was the only one who got to see this side of Winter.

“What?” Winter asked.

“Nothing,” Hannah said, still grinning. “I’ve had a wonderful time.”

“Yeah?”

Hannah got out of the car. Instead of releasing Winter’s hand, she tugged her closer and brushed a kiss onto her lips. “Yeah. Didn’t you?”

They had gone to see a sci-fi comedy that made them laugh, interspersed with a few tense space battle scenes, which had given her an excuse to grab Winter’s hand. Not that either of them had needed an excuse. Even during dinner at a Sri Lankan restaurant, they had held hands across the table several times.

Winter nodded. “It was—”

“Adequate,” they finished together.

They chuckled as they crossed the street, still hand in hand.

Of course, Hannah knew it had been far better than adequate. She had been able to relax without the usual need to impress a new person she was dating, while also enjoying the thrill of excitement that filled the air between them.

At their building’s front door, both pulled out their keys, then paused and smiled at each other as their hands brushed at the lock.

With a sweep of her arm, Winter indicated for Hannah to go ahead.

“You know what?” Hannah said as she unlocked the door and they crossed the small lobby together. “I really like living with the person I’m dating, but there is one big disadvantage.”

Winter pressed the button for the elevator, then turned toward Hannah and arched her brows. “Which is?”

“No good-night kiss at the door.”

“Who says there isn’t?” Before Hannah could answer, Winter pulled her into the elevator and swept her into her arms. She kissed her, gently at first, then with a growing passion as Hannah slid her arms around Winter’s neck.

Hannah barely noticed the elevator doors closing. Their bodies pressed together, they sank against the metal wall, and Winter slapped at the button for the top floor without taking her lips off Hannah’s for even a second.

The contradiction of cold metal against her back and Winter’s very hot body against her front sent Hannah’s senses reeling. Her hips surged against Winter, creating enough space for Winter to slide a hand around the curve of her hip and beneath the hem of her shirt.

Winter’s hand on her bare skin made Hannah moan into her mouth. Eager to feel more of her, she trailed one hand down and tugged up Winter’s shirt until she could touch her skin too. Mmm, so soft.

With a ping, the elevator doors opened on the top floor.

Hannah was tempted…so tempted…to drag Winter out of the elevator, into their apartment, and straight to bed. But she knew, despite what her body might tell her, it wasn’t the right time. She would stop. In a second.

Before she could, Winter was the one to break the kiss. “Wait,” she rasped out against Hannah’s lips, her breathing as ragged as Hannah’s own. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I think we should, um, talk.”

“Yeah, I think we should.” Still weak-kneed, Hannah followed Winter into their apartment.

Tension of a different kind lingered between them as they settled on opposite ends of the couch.

Hannah instantly missed Winter’s closeness, but it was less tempting this way.

They looked at each other, both clearly waiting for the other to start.

“What did you want to talk about?” Hannah finally asked.

“Sex,” Winter said. “You?”

Her bluntness startled Hannah, but in a way, it was also a relief. “Same. Or rather, I wanted to talk about not having it.” Ugh, that sounded wrong. “I don’t mean that we shouldn’t have sex at all. God, no. Just…not yet. I want you. You could probably tell a second ago just how much. But what I crave even more is the emotional intimacy, and I’d really like to take things slow to make sure we’re building a solid foundation first. I know your past relationships—”

Winter firmly shook her head. “There were no past relationships.”

“That’s what I mean. All you had were one-night stands, focused on a couple of hours of physical pleasure. I want more than that.”

“I don’t think I’ll be done with you in a couple of hours.” Winter’s voice lowered to a seductive rasp, and her gaze turned smoldering. She blinked as if to clear her mind of its lustful haze. “I didn’t mean it like that. All right, I did. But I also meant this…us…it’s not a casual one-time thing for me either. That’s why I wanted to suggest waiting a bit too.”

Hannah couldn’t believe it. They had been on the same page all along? “Really?”

“Mm-hmm. Although my body is in fierce opposition to that plan.”

Hannah chuckled. “Yeah, mine isn’t a fan either. But I think we need a plan. Otherwise… I mean, we live together. We don’t say good night at the door. What’s stopping us from turning a kiss or two during Netflix night into…well, a night where zero Netflix is being watched?”

A fierce scowl settled on Winter’s face. “So kissing on the couch isn’t allowed?”

“No! It is. It definitely is,” Hannah hastened to say.

A playful grin replaced Winter’s scowl. “What about kisses in the elevator?”

“Allowed and encouraged,” Hannah said.

“Good. Because I like our new elevator tradition better than the old one.”

Hannah laughed. “Me too. Let’s just take it slow on everything else.”

“Agreed.” Winter slapped her own thigh as if beating her libido into submission. “Come on, then.” She took Hannah’s hand and tugged her up from the couch.

“Um, what are you doing?” Hannah asked as Winter led her through the hall. “Didn’t we just agree not to take this to the bedroom?”

“I’m walking you home.”

Hannah melted at so much cuteness. “All the way home?” she asked with a teasing grin.

Winter nodded regally. “Of course. I know how to treat my date.”

“You do. You really do.” She paused in front of her bedroom door and smoothed her fingers through Winter’s hair.

Winter dipped her head, and then Hannah was treated to the best good-night-kiss-at-the-door experience of her life.

* * *

The next afternoon, Valentina dove into the box of doughnuts Hannah had placed between them on the couch. “What?” she mumbled around a mouthful of doughnut. “Why are you grinning at me like that?”

“Because I’m happy you’re back and because your accent is always stronger for a while after you return from Brazil.” She had also been grinning a lot lately, but Hannah couldn’t say that because she hadn’t yet had a chance to tell Valentina about her still-new relationship.

Valentina nodded proudly. “That’s why I have to go every year. The sexiness needs to be maintained.”

“Oh yeah, sexiness.” Laughing, Hannah pointed at her friend’s frosting-smeared face.

Not bothered, Valentina took another big bite of her blueberry bourbon basil doughnut. “So,” she said once she had swallowed, “what have you been up to while I’ve been gone? How are things going with that hot roomie of yours?”

It was Valentina’s standard question, but now Hannah’s standard answer—insisting she didn’t find Winter hot at all—no longer applied. Truth be told, Hannah had eagerly awaited Valentina’s return from her three-week trip to Brazil. She was bursting to tell someone about them, and she had wanted her best friend to be the first to know.

Valentina sat bolt upright on the couch next to Hannah. “You’re blushing! Does that mean…? No way!”

Hannah fanned herself. “Oh, way.”

With a delighted squeal, Valentina took Hannah by the shoulders and bounced up and down, shaking them both. “Details! All of them! Pronto!”

“Calm down. There are no details like that…yet.” Except for increasingly hot kisses. Their plan to take things slow would definitely not be easy to stick to.

Valentina squealed again. “Yet! I knew it! Come on, tell me everything.”

So Hannah did, minus a few details to protect Winter’s privacy.

Once Hannah was done, Valentina flopped onto her back and threw her feet into Hannah’s lap. “Nossa! So is it, like, a fully committed relationship? Or more of a situationship?”

“Situationship?” Hannah massaged Valentina’s sock-covered feet. “What on earth is that?”

“Kinda like a relationship, only more chill. No labels. No commitment…or at least you haven’t talked about it yet.”

That wasn’t what they were, right? Winter had said she wanted more than a one-night stand. But what exactly did more mean to her? They hadn’t talked about what would happen once the ninety-two days were up. The terms of the trust created a safe space for them, like a trial period where they could explore their connection without any pressure, because living together wasn’t a choice. But in only three more weeks, Jules’s condition would be fulfilled, and then they’d have decisions to make. Hannah knew what she wanted, but would Winter be up for a long-term commitment, especially so fast and even though she had avoided it all her life?

Valentina poked Hannah’s belly with her toes. “Earth to Hannah!”

Hannah hastily continued the foot massage. “Sorry. I spaced out for a moment. I don’t think it’s a situationship. I mean, Winter called me her girlfriend several times.”

The couch shook beneath Valentina’s giggles. “Ai meu Deus, you’re so cute! You glow any time you say her name, and you beamed like a kid on Christmas when you mentioned she called you her namorada.”

“Did not,” Hannah said.

“Did too! Admit it, you’re head over heels!”

Hannah gripped Valentina’s feet. There was no denying it. It wasn’t just a little crush for her. Her feelings for Winter deepened every day they spent together. “Shh! Winter is home, and I haven’t told her yet that I’m”—she peeked toward the hall and lowered her voice—“in love with her.”

“Are you going to?” Valentina asked.

“Yeah. I mean, eventually.” Not anytime soon, though. Winter likely wasn’t ready to hear it. Taking not only the physical but also the emotional part of their relationship slowly was probably a good idea.

Valentina let out an admiring whistle. “You’ve got ovaries, girl! I’d be too scared that she would level me with that cool gaze of hers and say, ‘How nice for you.’”

“No, she’d never do that, even if she—” Hannah bit her lip, not wanting to say the words, doesn’t love me back. How could Valentina think that of Winter? Hopefully, she would get to know her better in the future and learn to look beyond her intimidating walls of ice.

“I’ll have to take your word for it.” Valentina poked her again. “Why don’t you bring her to game night tonight so she can meet the gang?”

Hannah hesitated. Was Winter ready for that?

Before she could decide, steps approached, and Winter appeared in the living room. When she saw Valentina, she paused in the doorway. She took in Hannah’s hands on Valentina’s feet, but her expression was unreadable. She wasn’t jealous, was she? Hannah had always been affectionate with her friends, and she wasn’t planning on changing that.

Valentina waggled her eyebrows at Winter as if something scandalous had been going on in the living room.

“Behave!” Hannah pinched her toes.

“Okay, okay.” Valentina swung her legs down and sat up. “Oi, Winter. So, do you eat pizza?”

“Only when I run out of newborn kittens,” Winter answered with a straight face.

Hannah burst out laughing, mostly at the horrified expression on Valentina’s face. “She’s joking.”

“Yeah,” Winter said. “It takes too long to get all that fur out of my teeth.”

Now Valentina’s lips twitched. “Well, if your feline dietary limitations allow it, do you want to join us for pizza and board games tonight? We’d love to get to know you better.”

Winter arched both eyebrows.

“Um, I told Valentina about us. I hope that was okay.”

Winter’s poker face—the one she wore with nearly everyone—stayed firmly in place, but the fine muscles around her mouth softened the tiniest bit.

Oh, wow. Winter actually liked that she’d told her friends!

“Glowing again,” Valentina stage-whispered.

Hannah ignored her.

“It’s fine,” Winter said. To Valentina, she added, “I’ll be there. Should I…we bring anything?”

Giddiness swept through Hannah, and she didn’t care if she was glowing or beaming or both. Winter would come to game night with the gang, and she had said we, acknowledging their relationship in front of Valentina! It might be a small thing, but Hannah knew for Winter, it was huge.

“Maybe some wine if you’re not a beer person,” Valentina said. “And make sure to wear lots of layers.”

Hannah gave her a questioning look. Why would Winter have to wear layers? She preferred her in a button-down that revealed a V of bare skin and the sexy indentation at the base of her throat.

“So you won’t lose so fast at strip poker,” Valentina said with a grin.

Hannah pushed her playfully. “Don’t listen to her. We’re playing Catan, not strip poker.”

Winter raked her gaze over Hannah’s body. “Too bad,” she said, then walked out.

Hannah fanned herself. Game night promised to be interesting.

* * *

Winter glanced in the long mirror that hung in the hall and tugged on the collar of her crisp, white button-down. She felt more than heard Hannah step behind her. “I’m not overdressed, am I?”

“Wear whatever you’re most comfortable in,” Hannah said, as she had the other two times Winter had asked. She slid her arms around Winter from behind, kissed her shoulder through her shirt, and searched Winter’s eyes in the mirror. “Are you nervous?”

“No, of course—” Winter stopped herself. Letting Hannah see her insecurities, even the little ones, was still terrifying, but each time she did it, it brought them closer.

Mmm, so much closer. Hannah was pressed against her so tightly that Winter felt her soft breasts on her back.

“Not nervous per se, but I know your friends are important to you, so I’m trying to make a good impression.”

Hannah kissed her neck, sending goose bumps across her skin. “Just be yourself.”

That was the problem. Winter knew she didn’t fit in with Hannah’s affectionate friends. She had learned early in her life not to care, but now she did.

“Don’t worry. They’ll like you.”

“Hmm. But not half as much as I like your dress.” Winter turned without freeing herself from Hannah’s arms.

Hannah peeked down at herself. “Really? It’s nothing special.”

If anyone else had been wearing it, Winter might have agreed. It was a casual denim dress with short sleeves. At first glance, it looked a little like a shirt that was too long for her…as if she had borrowed it from Winter’s own closet—and maybe that was why Winter found it so sexy. Or it could have been the buttons trailing down the front or the denim belt that might open with a single tug.

Or maybe it was the woman wearing it. Winter gave up on her analysis. “It’s hot.” Not giving Hannah a chance to object, she bent her head and kissed her.

Hannah responded immediately, surging against her. With both hands in Winter’s hair, she deepened the kiss.

Hannah’s kisses left her body quivering and her head spinning. Finally, Winter tore her lips away. She really should put the brakes on. They had to leave in a minute, or they’d be late for game night. But Hannah looked so lovely, all flushed, with reddened lips, that Winter couldn’t resist brushing her hair away from the side of her neck so she could kiss her there too.

The sexy little moan that escaped Hannah’s throat made Winter wonder what else she could do to elicit noises like this and how Hannah would sound when she came.

The ping of Hannah’s phone was like a bucket of ice-cold water that someone had poured over their heads.

Hannah groaned, now sounding more frustrated and less sexy. She pulled her phone from the faded canvas messenger bag slung across her chest. “It’s Valentina. Reminding me to bring wine if you want any. We usually drink beer at game night.”

God, Hannah’s friends seemed to think she was a spoiled, rich, forty-dollar-a-glass wine drinker, like Brooke. “Who needs wine?” she grumbled. “Or friends?”

But after their fight last week, she knew Hannah did. Not even the best partner could fulfill all her needs, and she was learning to be okay with that.

Hannah quickly kissed her once more, then took her hand and pulled her toward the door.

* * *

A bald, burly guy in his fifties opened the door.

Winter stared at him, then at Hannah. Did they have the wrong house?

The guy’s booming laughter echoed through the neighborhood. “Let me guess… No one’s told you Tammy is the straight one in the group and married to little ol’ me? Come on in, you two.”

Hannah stepped into the house. “Hi, Frank.”

He gave Hannah a gentle hug, cradling her against a massive shoulder, then reached out in Winter’s direction. “You must be Winter. I’m Frank. Welcome.”

Ugh. Hugs. The evening wasn’t off to a good start.

But he never made contact. Instead, he dropped one arm and offered Winter his hand for a shake.

It was the same with Hannah’s other friends as they entered the living room. Handshakes and warm smiles all around, even from Max, Hannah’s ex, but no one tried to hug her.

Ah. Hannah must have instructed her friends. Winter was grateful. Mostly. A tiny part of her was also annoyed, without even knowing if it was at Hannah or herself. She could have taken a hug or two, right?

Hannah’s friends had no such inhibitions with Hannah. Even Valentina hugged her as if they hadn’t seen each other in months instead of just this afternoon. At least Max was smart enough to keep his hug short.

“Where’s Mama Bear?” Hannah peered around.

“Still in the bathtub,” Frank said. “But she’ll be right out.”

They all exchanged knowing looks.

What was going on? Winter felt as if she didn’t speak the same language as everyone else.

“The tub is Tammy’s happy place,” Hannah said. “That’s where she relaxes and comes back into herself after a tough session.”

Did Hannah have a place like that? There was so much she still didn’t know about her.

Tammy rushed into the room. Her buzz cut was still wet and her cheeks rosy from her bath.

Everyone crowded around her, like a team huddling around an injured player. Hannah hugged her, and her husband pressed a bottle of beer into her hand.

“Divorce?” Valentina asked.

Tammy nodded.

Definitely another language. Like Xhosa.

Frank grinned and offered her a beer too, which Winter took gratefully. “One of her clients is going through an ugly divorce,” he said.

Winter still didn’t understand how that led to a bubble bath.

“For clients like that, a lot of emotions come up during the cuddle session,” Hannah said. “It’s very taxing for the cuddle pro.”

“We don’t earn our money by just lying there for an hour, you know?” Valentina threw in. “It can be very emotionally draining.”

Winter’s hackles rose, but she reined in her temper. She wasn’t going to fuck up again. This was too important. Hannah was too important. “I know that,” she said, trying not to sound defensive but probably not quite managing.

Hannah slid her hand into Winter’s. “Come on, everyone. Let’s set up the game before the pizza gets here.”

Completely off-balance, Winter stared down at Hannah’s hand holding hers. They hadn’t talked about public displays of affection. While they had held hands on their date last night, doing it in front of Hannah’s friends felt different.

Hannah seemed to have grasped her hand without realizing. Now she stared down too and started to withdraw.

But Winter didn’t let go. Hannah’s gesture of support actually felt good, and so did the slow caress of her thumb against the back of Winter’s hand—a touch Hannah probably wasn’t even aware of.

With a warm squeeze, Winter followed her over to the table.

Just as they had finished setting up the hexagonal game board, the doorbell rang.

“Pizza!” Tammy cheered like a six-year-old. “Someone give me a hand, please.”

Everyone rushed after her as if they were starving.

Winter stayed behind and found herself alone with Valentina. She took a big swig of her beer, all the time feeling Valentina’s gaze on her, then looked up.

Valentina met her eyes in a silent challenge.

Ha! Winter had spent too many weekends to count in a house where everyone hated her. She could easily stare her down. By the time Hannah and the rest of the group returned, Valentina would be a pile of icicles.

She sighed. No. Hannah probably wouldn’t appreciate that. Besides, she had a feeling that Valentina’s unwavering stare wouldn’t be broken by all the ice in the world. She seemed to be a loyal friend, and Winter could appreciate that. “So…” She drew out the word because she had no idea how to finish the sentence. “If Hannah has a client like that…what do I do to support her afterward?”

Valentina stared.

Winter stared back. Where the hell had that question come from? She hadn’t meant to admit that she might not know how to take care of her own girlfriend! But she wouldn’t take it back. Hannah’s well-being was more important than her pride.

A smile broke across Valentina’s face—not a mocking smirk, but a big, happy grin. She threw her arms around Winter and squeezed her tightly.

Uh. Winter held the beer bottle off to the side with one hand and awkwardly patted her back with the other.

“Valentina!” Hannah’s alarmed voice came from the doorway. “I said no hugs.”

“It’s okay.” Winter patted once more. “Valentina was just giving me some pointers.”

Hannah carried a big pizza box into the room. “Pointers on what?”

Valentina and Winter exchanged a long look.

“On how to win at Catan,” Valentina said.

Winter gave her an appreciative nod. Maybe Hannah’s friends weren’t so bad after all.

“Ha!” Hannah bumped Winter’s hip with hers as she walked past her with the pizza. “You won’t be winning. I will.”

“Ice cream,” Valentina whispered as they all headed toward the table.

It took Winter a moment to understand. Oh, of course! She had seen Hannah dig into a pint of ice cream after a tough session more than once. “With whipped cream and sprinkles?”

Valentina pointed at her. “Now you’re catching on.”

A cloud of steam rose, and the heavenly scent of melted cheese wafted out as Hannah opened the pizza box. She looked up and met Winter’s gaze across the lid. Her eyes shone with happiness, and Winter knew it had nothing to do with the yummy food.

She had put that happiness into Hannah’s eyes, just by making an effort with her friends. Her throat tightened, and she had a feeling her eyes held the same expression as Hannah’s.

Maybe she wasn’t complete shit at relationships after all.

* * *

The next Wednesday, Hannah closed the door behind her last client of the day, then sank against it. Oof. That would teach her not to schedule back-to-back sessions with clients who’d been referred to her by Dawn. Every bit of energy seemed to have been sapped from her body. She hoped they felt better than she did.

When she shuffled into the kitchen, Winter looked up from the tomatoes she was cutting for a salad. “Client gone?”

Hannah nodded.

Winter put the knife down. The diagonal line above her nose deepened. “Uh-oh. Divorce?”

Hannah was too exhausted to grasp what she meant. She slumped against the counter and gave her a tired smile. “Um, Winter, we aren’t even married yet, and you want a divorce?” Then her sluggish brain caught up with her mouth. Crap. She’d said yet, hadn’t she?

Luckily, Winter didn’t seem to have noticed. “Nah. I’ll keep you for now. I meant, was your last client someone who’s going through a divorce?”

“Oh.” Hannah finally connected the dots. After last week’s game night, Winter probably assumed whenever Hannah looked as if she’d been put through the wringer after a session, it must mean she’d cuddled with a client getting a divorce. God, she was cute. “No. The last two were referrals from a therapist friend of mine.”

Winter eyed the tomatoes. “Salad isn’t going to cut it, is it?” Without waiting for a reply, she grasped Hannah by the shoulders and steered her toward the living room. “Get comfy on the couch. I’ll be there in a sec.”

Hannah was too tired to argue. She stretched out on the couch.

Porcelain clattered in the kitchen, then the refrigerator door thumped closed. It wasn’t long before Winter appeared, carrying a bowl. “Sit up a bit and scoot forward.”

When Hannah did, Winter slid in behind her with her back against the armrest, one leg along the outside of Hannah’s, while the other rested on the floor. She patted her chest, inviting Hannah to use it as a backrest. Once Hannah leaned back, she settled both arms around her and set the bowl on Hannah’s lap.

It was ice cream, piled high with whipped cream, garnished with rainbow sprinkles and a light drizzle of chocolate syrup.

“Oh yum.” Hannah’s mouth watered. “I didn’t know we had sprinkles.”

“We didn’t.”

Moisture gathered in Hannah’s eyes. She clutched the spoon Winter had handed her. “You bought emergency sprinkles?”

“Mm-hmm. Now dig in before it melts.”

But there was something Hannah craved more than ice cream. She craned her neck around, pulled Winter’s head down, and kissed her.

By the time they finally dragged their mouths apart, the ice cream had melted a little, but Hannah didn’t care.

She dug into the salted caramel brownie ice cream while Winter slid her fingers through Hannah’s hair in soothing strokes. Pleasant shivers coursed up and down her body. If heaven existed, it had to be like this. After she’d been there for her clients all day, it felt so good to have someone else be there for her. No, not someone. Winter.

“You know you don’t have to do this, right?” Hannah forced herself to say. “Just because I love cuddling doesn’t mean you have to.”

Winter paused her head massage to kiss the rim of her ear. “I know I don’t have to. But I have to admit, it has its moments.”

Hannah grinned. “Ooh, so I’ve turned you into a cuddle bug?”

“Just when it comes to you. Now eat your ice cream.”

Finally, the decadent dessert was gone. Winter took the bowl from her and set it on the coffee table, then continued to run her fingers through Hannah’s hair.

If only her friends could see them now! No one would ever believe how loving Winter could be. A long sigh escaped Hannah as her tension receded, and she cuddled back more fully against Winter’s chest.

Winter leaned her head over Hannah’s shoulder to see her face. “Does that feel good?”

Hannah used the opportunity to turn her head and brush her lips over Winter’s. “Very. Don’t stop.”

Winter made small circles along her scalp with her fingertips.

Hannah’s head lolled back against Winter’s shoulder, and her eyes drooped closed. Her thoughts drifted aimlessly—to her clients, to her mom…she would call her later to make sure she wasn’t overdoing it now that she was home and feeling better…then returned to Winter. “Can I ask you something?”

Winter stiffened behind her, even as she said, “Sure.”

Hannah caressed the arm wrapped around her. “You don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to, but I was wondering… You rarely talk about your mother. Is she…?”

“Dead?”

Hannah tried not to flinch at her bluntness. “Um, yeah.”

Winter stopped the head rub and settled her right arm around Hannah too. “No. She moved to Arizona at the beginning of the year, saying the weather in Portland was making her depressed. I haven’t talked to her since.”

The beginning of the year… So likely right around the time Jules had died. Hannah put her arms on top of Winter’s, keeping them wrapped tightly around herself. “I’m sorry. I can’t imagine going a week without talking to my mom. Not talking to her for seven months…”

“It’s okay. Not like we ever talked much,” Winter said, making it sound as if she were talking about her mail carrier. “Sometimes, I think she only needed me to keep Julian in her life, and now that he’s gone, we really have no reason to talk to each other anymore.”

Hannah hugged Winter’s arms to her more closely. Winter might sound emotionless and completely removed from the situation, but she knew her better than to believe her mother’s lack of interest wasn’t hurting her. “I’m sorry,” she repeated. “It’s her, not you. I hope you know that. If she doesn’t love you with every single cell in her body, it’s because she doesn’t have it in her, not because you’re not lovable.”

Winter stilled against her.

Had her passionate speech sounded too much like a declaration of love? It was getting harder every day to keep her feelings inside. Hannah swallowed but refused to take it back. Quickly, she added, “Jules too. It’s his deficit, not yours.”

Finally, Winter gave her a light squeeze. “Thank you. But I’m over it.”

Hannah didn’t quite believe that, but she respected that Winter didn’t want to dive deeper into the topic.

They cuddled in peaceful silence for a while, with Winter trailing her fingers through Hannah’s hair again and again. The pattern was so hypnotic that Hannah nearly dozed off twice, even though it was only half past nine.

The third time it happened, she loosened her grip on Winter’s arms and sat up. “Will you come to bed with me?”

Winter’s eyes widened. “I thought the plan was to wait?”

Hannah ducked her head. “To hold me,” she blurted. “I’m not up for changing the plan tonight. I have to turn my sexuality off for work, and after two clients like that, I don’t have the energy to find the on switch, no matter how hot I think you are. Plus I’m about to start my period, so I kinda feel like—”

“I’d love to,” Winter said.

Hannah blinked.

“Hold you,” Winter added with a smile, which then turned sheepish. “But do you think…?”

“Yeah?” Hannah realized she was holding her breath.

“…I could finish making some salad? I haven’t had dinner yet, and I’m starving.”

“Oh my God!” Hannah buried her face in her hands. “I’m the world’s worst girlfriend!”

Winter pulled her hands away, laughing, and tugged her up from the couch. “No, you aren’t. Come on. There’s a salad calling my name.”


 

Chapter 26

Traveling to an on-site meeting at the client’s location had always been a fun change of pace for Winter in the past. But that had been before Julian’s ridiculous trust conditions had made traveling anywhere outside the Portland metro area a logistical nightmare.

The client, a fast-growing educational tech company based in San Francisco, had wanted her on-site for two days, but Winter hadn’t been willing to risk staying away overnight, in case Brooke was sniffing around. So she had left home yesterday at five in the morning to catch a flight to San Francisco and had only gotten back after midnight, and today wouldn’t be any different.

It made her grumpier than an alligator with a bad tooth.

Unnecessarily complicating things had always pissed her off. It absolutely wasn’t because she had only nine days left until their ninety-two days were up and she wanted to spend every single minute with Hannah. Or because she missed her. Nope. Absolutely not. She had never missed anyone in her life. That would mean needing them, and she wasn’t quite ready to admit to that.

As soon as they took a short break at one o’clock, Winter did a lap around the client’s parking lot and called her.

“Hey, you,” Hannah’s warm voice drifted through the phone. “How are things going?”

Winter pressed the phone more firmly to her ear. “About as badly as yesterday. Complete waste of time.”

“Did they at least read the email you sent them last night?”

“Yeah, but that’s about the only progress we made. I just left a two-hour meeting with twelve people from four different departments, and we didn’t make it past the first slide. They discussed the color and placement of a button on their website for an hour and a half! Two of the guys looked like they were about to get into a fistfight, and I wasn’t that far from knocking a few heads together myself.” Winter growled. “It’s a complete and utter shit show.”

“So everyone’s a turd?”

Winter barked out a laugh at the unexpected joke. No one else had ever been able to make her laugh when she was pissed off. Maybe she did miss Hannah after all. “Pretty much.”

The sounds of the refrigerator opening and closing reverberated through the phone.

“Are you eating ice cream?” Winter asked. Now she wished even more she was home, holding Hannah on the couch.

“No, putting it away. I just got home from the store and stocked up on your favorite, in case you need it tonight.”

Winter sighed. “I’ll probably be home late. If we continue like this, I might not even make my flight.”

“Hey, don’t stress. I’ll wait up, no matter what, so we won’t be sleeping under a different roof.”

Winter glanced at her watch. The break time was up. “I need to get back. I’ll see you tonight. Unless I get arrested for murder.”

“You can do this. I’ll see you tonight. I love you.”

It sounded so natural, as if she had said it a thousand times before. For a moment, Winter thought she had misheard. No way would Hannah just say those three words as if they were no big deal…would she?

Hannah had gone very quiet. Had she ended the call already? Before Winter could check the screen, Hannah cleared her throat. “I shouldn’t have said that,” she whispered.

“Oh.” Winter dug the toes of her dress shoes into the gravel of the parking lot.

“I mean, on the phone and while you’re with a client. But”—Hannah’s voice became even quieter—“it’s true.”

“Oh.” Why couldn’t she say anything else? Like a real sentence? Something with a subject, a verb, and an object, for starters. I love you too might work. And she did love her. God, she really did. Deep down, she had known it for a while. But saying it… The thought of blurting out those three words made her throat tighten up.

The company’s CEO stepped outside and waved urgently, as if they were about to launch a space shuttle and she were the only available flight controller. “We’re ready for you.”

Winter clenched her fist around the phone hard. “I have to go. I… We’ll talk about it tonight, okay?”

“Yes, of course. Hang in there.” Hannah ended the call.

She had sounded normal. Not angry or upset.

But Winter knew she had hurt her. Why hadn’t she said it back?

Because you’re a chickenshit; that’s why.

Oh, great, there it was again—that annoying Brooke voice. Even more annoying was that inner Brooke was right. Unlike Hannah, she hadn’t had the courage to say it.

The CEO held the door open, waiting for her to head back into the building.

She walked in with him, but the phone in her pocket weighed heavier with every step. “You know what, Steve?” she said when they reached the meeting room. “I just got off the phone with my partner.”

“I didn’t know you had one. I thought it was just you.”

He was talking about her marketing consultant business, of course, assuming that’s what she had meant.

“It was just me so far, but…well, recently, I’ve been convinced that bringing on a partner makes sense. Complementary skill sets, shared workload, all of that, you know?”

He nodded.

“Anyway, my partner and I think it’s unethical to charge you for another eight-hour workday plus travel expenses when your team clearly isn’t ready.” Winter pointed at some of his employees who were immersed in a heated debate—probably about something ridiculous like the font for that button. “This would be way more efficient if I would create some visual mock-ups, send them to everyone, get some feedback, and then we meet again when there’s a consensus about the basics.”

“Uh, so…you’re leaving?”

Winter was already striding to her seat to collect her laptop and her bag. “Yes. You’ll have the mock-ups in your in-box by noon on Monday.” She had never done anything like that—just walked out of a meeting, but even if it meant losing this client, she couldn’t stay.

“All right. I, uh, guess that would work.”

Winter shook his hand, then strode out. She didn’t even wait until she reached her rental car before she pulled out her phone. For a moment, she was tempted to tap on Hannah’s name at the top of her favorites list.

No. If she managed to say it, she wanted to do it in person and see the look in Hannah’s eyes.

Thumbs flying, she tapped out a search for an earlier flight.

* * *

It had been five hours and fourteen minutes since she had accidentally blurted out “I love you” on the phone, and she hadn’t been able to think of anything else since then.

The awkward silence that had followed her blurted confession had cut deep, leaving a hole that neither of them seemed to know how to fill.

She knew—okay, more like hoped with all her heart—Winter hadn’t been silent because she didn’t return the sentiment. Winter’s feelings for her showed in every little and not so little thing she did for Hannah, from buying emergency sprinkles to following her to Sunriver when her mom had been sick.

Winter just hadn’t been ready to say it…maybe even to hear it, and Hannah could have kicked herself for rushing her like that. She never should have said it, especially at the worst possible moment, when Winter was in tough-businesswoman mode. But she had felt Winter’s frustration with the client and had tried to send something supportive through the phone—and “I love you” was what had slipped out.

God, she hoped she hadn’t made things awkward between them.

She clung to the thought that at least Winter wasn’t running away or avoiding her. “We’ll talk about it tonight,” she had said.

Hannah had run through possible scenarios for that conversation ever since but only succeeded in making herself as jittery as if she had drunk a gallon of Winter’s strongest espresso.

Finally, she grabbed her keys and wallet and headed to Sesame Donuts to get some of Winter’s favorites.

When she returned, she felt calmer. The fresh air and a chocolate-frosted doughnut with sprinkles had improved her mood. She set the box of doughnuts on the kitchen counter and washed bits of frosting off her hands at the sink. She shut off the tap and dried her hands, but weirdly, the sound of running water continued. It was coming from the bathroom.

Hannah frowned. Oh no. Was there a leak? Or had she been so out of it earlier that she’d left the shower on when she’d freshened up after her last client had left?

She tossed the dish towel onto the counter and rushed to the bathroom.

But before she could reach it, the patter of water stopped.

Was she imagining things now?

It couldn’t be Winter. She wouldn’t be home for at least another five or six hours.

She hesitated in front of the bathroom door. What? You think it’s an especially hygiene-conscious ghost? Mentally rolling her eyes at herself, she yanked the door open—and froze.

Winter was home.

And she was naked.

She stood on the bath mat with only a towel draped across her shoulders. A cloud of steam wafted around her like a perfectly planned film effect.

Hannah’s gaze trailed up long legs, lingered on a triangle of neatly trimmed, silvery-gray curls, then continued up Winter’s flat belly. The ends of the towel covered half of Winter’s small breasts, but what they revealed was enough to take her breath away.

She stood rooted to the spot as a sense of déjà vu overcame her. But this time, Winter wasn’t the roommate she could barely tolerate. She was the woman she was in love with.

Belatedly, she realized she was still staring and whirled around. “Sorry. I… W-what are you doing here?”

“Taking a shower.” Amusement colored Winter’s tone, but there was also something else there—insecurity, and Hannah could tell it wasn’t because she was basically naked.

“I could see that.” Inadvertently, her voice dipped into the husky porn-star register. She shook her head to clear the lusty haze from her brain. “No, I mean, why are you home so early?”

“You can turn around,” Winter said. “I’m decent.”

Slowly, Hannah turned.

Winter had wrapped herself in a bigger towel, which reached mid-thigh, but there was still a good deal of her long legs on display. A few droplets of water slid down her bare shoulders.

Hannah stared, transfixed. She was dimly aware that Winter was speaking, but the words didn’t register. Finally, she forced her attention back to Winter’s face so she could catch the rest of Winter’s explanation.

“…told the client I was going home and would be back once they get their shit together.”

Wow. Hannah couldn’t help admiring her. Confident, in-control Winter was sexy.

“But to be honest, that shit show wasn’t the reason I came home early.”

“No?”

Winter shook her head. “When you said that you, um, loved me…” A flush spread over her fair skin, and Hannah could track its path from the top of the towel to her hairline. “It took me by surprise.”

“I know I shouldn’t have. I—”

“Good surprise,” Winter added. “It’s just that no one has ever said that to me before, and I’ve certainly never said it to anyone…or imagined that I ever would. I thought love would make me weak. And I was right, because when you said it, you could have knocked me over with a feather.” She ran one hand through her wet hair. “Christ, I’m rambling.”

Hannah smiled and reached for her hand, careful to focus on Winter’s face so she wouldn’t be distracted. Vulnerable, rambling Winter was even sexier than confident Winter.

Winter swallowed. She captured Hannah’s gaze, her blue eyes blazing with intensity. “What I’m trying to say is… I love you too.”

The words blew Hannah away, making her soar higher than all the cuddle hormones in the world could. She swayed forward and launched herself into Winter’s arms.

Their lips met in an outburst of emotion, caressed each other, then parted.

A moan escaped Hannah, mingling with Winter’s, as their tongues explored.

Winter held her pressed against her towel-clad body with one arm, while she trailed her other hand up Hannah’s arm, along her shoulder, and over her neck until her fingertips touched her cheek. She kept them there as she deepened the kiss.

The tender contact made Hannah weak in the knees. She slid her fingers into Winter’s short, wet hair and pressed against her so tightly that she could feel both of their hearts thrumming urgently.

The heat of Winter’s nearly bare skin made her gasp into her mouth. She wanted to touch every inch of her. But not here. Reluctantly, she pulled back a few inches. “Winter…”

Winter leaned down and kissed a path up Hannah’s neck, sending ripples of pleasure down her body. “Hmm?”

Hannah arched her head back to give Winter space to explore. “Do you think…?”

Winter’s warm breath brushed her earlobe, then she nipped it.

Oh God. Hannah clutched her back with one hand, the other still in Winter’s hair. “Do you want to make love with me? In the bedroom?”

With a low moan, Winter pulled back. Hunger flared in her eyes, the wild, intense look gentled by the love Hannah could now see shining brightly. “Well,” she said with a rakish grin, tugged at the towel, and dropped it to her feet, “seeing as I’m already conveniently naked…”

Hannah stared at the newly bared skin, then couldn’t help laughing. Her chest felt as if it would burst with all the emotion if she didn’t show Winter exactly how she felt. She clasped her hand and led the way to Winter’s bedroom.

* * *

Winter had never been nervous when taking a woman to bed before. But now it was Hannah who led her toward the bedroom, and her body was vibrating with a mix of nerves and desire.

God, you’d think I’d never had sex.

But deep down, she knew this was different. She wanted it to be different. For the first time in her life, she wanted to let her guard down and make love, not only have sex. She just hoped she could show Hannah, an expert in communicating via touch, how much she meant to her.

When they paused in front of her bed, Hannah’s gaze raked over her, heating every inch of skin it touched.

Unable to wait any longer, Winter pulled her against her body and captured her mouth in a slow, deep kiss that quickly grew more passionate.

Hannah trailed her hands over Winter’s hips, her back, her shoulders, up her nape, and into her still-damp hair, as if desperate to feel all of her.

Winter ached to feel her skin too. She pulled away for a moment, reached for the hem of Hannah’s shirt, and raised it up. Below her breasts, she paused and looked up into Hannah’s eyes. Consent, she reminded herself. Hannah lived by that rule as a pro cuddler, so it was probably important to her right now too. “Can I…?”

Hannah smiled as if she knew exactly why Winter had paused—a big, happy smile full of love. It brought out her dimples, so Winter leaned in and kissed each of them.

“Yes,” Hannah whispered before their lips met again.

They separated just long enough for Winter to pull the T-shirt up and over Hannah’s head.

As the shirt dropped to the floor, Hannah stood in front of her, barefoot, in only a pair of faded jean shorts and a cream-colored bra that was slightly too small, as if she’d run out of the better-fitting ones as laundry day approached.

The snug fit made the ensemble even sexier in Winter’s eyes. She yearned to kiss the swells of Hannah’s lush breasts that peeked out above the edge of the bra. But first, she would drink in her beauty.

Hannah’s cheeks flushed as she followed Winter’s gaze, taking in her bra. “I think it doesn’t match my panties.” She pulled the waistband of her shorts away from her hips and peeked beneath. “Nope, it doesn’t.”

Winter nearly melted on the spot. How could one woman be so cute and so hot at the same time? “Well,” she said, her voice husky, “then we’d better take them off to avoid the mismatch.”

Hannah chuckled. “Mmm, I love a creative woman.” She reached down to unbutton her shorts.

“Oh no.” Winter gently brushed her hands away from the button. “I was never one to let anyone else open my gifts, and I’m not about to start now.”

“Gift, hmm?”

“Yeah.” That was what Hannah was to her, and she was about to show her—all night long.

Hannah’s breath was hot on Winter’s neck, making her hands a bit unsteady as she undid the button, then slowly slid the zipper down. The knuckle of her index finger brushed along a black pair of panties.

Hannah inhaled sharply but stood still and let Winter undress her.

She hooked her fingers under the waistband of Hannah’s shorts and pulled them down along with the mismatched panties, allowing her hands to trail over Hannah’s generous hips as she went. When she reached Hannah’s soft thighs, she knelt to draw her shorts and panties down the rest of the way, which brought her lips level with the curve of Hannah’s belly. She kissed it once, gently, then a second time, just an inch above the curly patch of hair.

Her nostrils flared as she took in Hannah’s slightly musky scent and allowed herself a second to fantasize about sliding her mouth down and—

She stopped herself and glanced up along Hannah’s body. Would Hannah allow that? Would she enjoy it?

Hannah stared back with dilated pupils. She laughed shakily. “You’d better come up here, or you won’t get to enjoy your gift for very long.” Her chest was heaving, reminding Winter that the bra really needed to come off.

“We can’t have that.” She wanted to explore every inch of Hannah’s beautiful body before she let her tumble over the edge. “Maybe later, then.” She brushed one last kiss onto Hannah’s lower belly, then rose to her feet. Her already hard nipples slid over Hannah’s skin, making both of them shiver. If they continued like this, they both wouldn’t last for very long.

She put one hand on Hannah’s hip, steadying herself, as she reached around her with the other. Maybe she hadn’t lost her entire skill set because the hooks of Hannah’s bra gave way on the first try. Grinning in triumph, she drew first one strap, then the other down Hannah’s shoulders and kissed the red lines they had left on her pale skin.

The bra dropped to the floor, and Hannah stood in front of her completely naked.

Ignoring her body’s protest, Winter took half a step back to admire her.

Their bodies looked nothing alike—Hannah was all soft curves where Winter had the long lines and slender, wiry muscles of a runner—but Winter could already imagine how perfect Hannah would feel against her.

Hannah reached up to pull the rubber band from her hair. The movement raised one full breast higher, lifting the rosy nipple toward Winter’s appreciative gaze. Her chocolate-brown hair tumbled down over her bare shoulders.

Holy mother of hotness! She was gorgeous.

Winter needed to have her—love her—now. She couldn’t wait one moment longer to feel every inch of Hannah’s skin against hers. “I need you on the bed. Now.”

The note of command in her voice made a visible shiver run through Hannah.

Ooh. Hannah liked her taking charge. Her old confidence settled over Winter like a familiar jacket. She guided Hannah backward, onto the bed, and immediately followed her down.

Hannah parted her legs, making space for Winter to settle between them.

The first brush of skin against skin, breast against breast made both of them moan.

As much as she wanted to devour Hannah, make her cry out, she forced herself to slow down and take in every little detail. In the past, she had allowed herself to be passionate but not tender. Being affectionate had always made her feel weak, but it was different with Hannah.

She shifted so she was reclining half next to Hannah, half on top of her. Braced on one elbow, she started with feathery caresses of her face, tracing her nose, her cheeks, the contours of her ears, first with her fingertips, then with her lips.

Hannah’s pulse thrummed against her mouth as she trailed kisses down the side of her neck. She explored the smooth skin of one shoulder, the crook of her elbow, the sensitive spot on the inside of her wrist.

Each touch caused a reaction—a shiver, a quiet gasp, a scattering of goose bumps that Winter tasted with her tongue.

“Mmm, you feel incredible.”

“Me?” Hannah chuckled hoarsely. “You’re the incredible one. You make me feel like I’m being worshipped.”

“Good.” But there was a lot more of Hannah to worship. She reached up and tucked a wayward strand of hair behind Hannah’s ear. “Tell me if I do something you don’t like, okay? Or if I miss a favorite spot.”

Hannah caught Winter’s hand and nibbled her finger, setting off unexpected sparks much farther down Winter’s body. Heat simmered in Hannah’s eyes. “I’m finding new favorites as you go, but you missed my top three so far.”

“Don’t worry,” Winter said huskily. “I’m confident I’ll find them.”

She pressed open-mouthed kisses to Hannah’s upper chest, getting closer and closer to the swell of her breasts, then couldn’t resist tasting the salty skin with light flicks of her tongue. As she slid a little lower in bed, she glanced up to make sure Hannah was still okay with what she was doing. “Am I getting any closer?”

Hannah met her gaze with passion-flushed cheeks and parted lips. “Yes,” she whispered. “God, yes.”

Winter lowered her head and, with the tip of her tongue, trailed smaller and smaller circles on one breast until Hannah squirmed against her.

“Winter, please.”

The desire in Hannah’s voice sent a ripple of need down Winter’s own body. She cupped one breast with her hand and lowered her mouth onto the nipple.

With a moan, Hannah tunneled her fingers into Winter’s hair, holding her in place.

Winter caressed her breast with her lips and her tongue while she stroked the other breast, teasing the nipple with the pad of her thumb.

Hannah arched against her. Her fingers tightened in Winter’s hair, and her hips bucked upward to press against Winter’s thigh, coating her skin with wetness. “Winter,” she gasped out again.

Winter had never loved her name so much. She gave Hannah’s nipple one last kiss, then lifted her head to look up at her.

The raw desire in Hannah’s eyes made an answering need spiral through Winter’s lower belly.

“Please,” Hannah whispered. “Touch me.” She took Winter’s hand that had been on her breast and directed it down her body.

A sharp surge of arousal rushed through Winter. A woman who wasn’t afraid to show her what she wanted was hot.

She trailed her hand down Hannah’s silky belly and through her damp curls.

Hannah’s guiding hand left her own to clutch Winter’s back. A needy sound escaped her throat, making Winter’s head spin.

God, that sound. She pressed her lips to Hannah’s as she slid into her wetness.

Hannah gasped against her mouth. She ran her hands restlessly across Winter’s back. The light scrape of her nails sent pulses of desire through Winter’s body.

She kept looking at Hannah’s face as she started to stroke her—small, light circles, then long swipes, needing to know what would make Hannah shiver or gasp again. “Like this? Or this?” She went back to tracing circles.

“Yes,” Hannah rasped out. “Both. Everything. Please. Can you…?” She reached down, slid her fingers along Winter’s forearm, and pressed her hand lower.

Winter’s own stomach tightened as she eased one finger inside.

Hannah let out a wordless cry and surged up against her.

Their mouths connected again with searing urgency.

Winter withdrew, then pressed back in with two fingers.

Hannah broke away from the kiss to draw in a ragged breath. She dropped her head back with complete abandon and rocked her hips against Winter’s fingers, driving them deeper.

The little sounds she made turned Winter inside out. Watching her get lost in pleasure was the most erotic thing she’d ever seen. Hannah’s unguarded response to her was sexy and scary at the same time.

Winter stroked her, long and deep, not taking her eyes off her face for a second because she saw it all there, every sensation, every emotion Hannah felt. So hot. Bone-melting hot.

Hannah’s eyes drooped shut.

“No,” Winter whispered, voice raw. “Please. I love your eyes. I want them on me when I make you come.”

Hannah made a low, urgent sound deep in her throat that sent need blazing through Winter’s belly. Her eyes fluttered open, and their gazes connected.

Winter’s breath caught in her chest at the intimacy of the moment. Without pausing her strokes, she rubbed the heel of her hand over Hannah’s clit.

A long moan tore itself from Hannah’s chest. She clutched at Winter’s back with both hands. Her nails dug into Winter’s skin as she surged up against her one last time.

Winter felt as if she would burst into a million pieces right along with her. She followed Hannah down as she collapsed back onto the bed and kissed her damp neck, the corner of her mouth, her reddened lips.

When the flutters around her fingers ebbed away, she gently withdrew and took Hannah into her arms.

Hannah was still trembling. Then Winter realized they both were.

Tightly, Hannah wrapped her arms around Winter. Her soft thigh slid between Winter’s, making her acutely aware of her own arousal.

She pressed down with her hips, searching for some friction, but Hannah was having none of it.

She rolled out from under Winter and urged her onto her back, then settled between her legs. Her passionate gaze swept down Winter’s body as if trying to decide where to start. Finally, she captured Winter’s mouth in a searing kiss that left Winter dizzy with desire. She nipped at Winter’s earlobe, which made her shudder, so she did it again.

Winter tried to steady her out-of-control breathing as Hannah sucked on the sensitive spot beneath her ear, then slid her lips lower, down her neck, where she covered every inch with teasing nips and hot kisses. When she reached Winter’s chest, she paused and nuzzled the damp skin between her breasts.

Winter let out an agonized grunt. “You’re missing all the top spots too.”

“You mean this one?” Hannah grinned against her skin, then pulled back a little and touched Winter’s nipple with one finger.

The barely there touch sent a jolt of desire straight to Winter’s core.

“Or this one?” Hannah rubbed her thumb across the other nipple.

Winter groaned. She should have known Hannah would be like this—tender, passionate, playful, and entirely maddening.

“Mmm, this is a good spot.” Hannah hummed against her nipple, then took it into her mouth.

Winter arched into the touch and clutched the sheet with both hands.

“Or did you mean this one?” Hannah slid her lips down Winter’s stomach, leaving a trail of open-mouthed kisses on her way down.

Blood roared through Winter’s ears. Helplessly, she clasped Hannah’s shoulder. “Wait! Wait. You don’t…” She could barely get enough air into her lungs to talk.

Hannah stopped immediately and moved back up the bed so they were at eye level with each other. She looked at Winter with a worried expression. “Is there anything I…we should be concerned about?”

Winter blinked at her. “What?”

“Crap. We should have talked about it before. I’ve been tested, and I’m negative. You?”

Oh. She was talking about STIs. “Me too, but that’s not why… Just because I made a joke about liking oral during our first cuddle session doesn’t mean you have to…”

“Have to?” Hannah’s hair tickled Winter’s shoulder as she firmly shook her head. “I want to. Unless… Wait. Did you say joke? So you don’t actually like it?”

“No, no, I love it, but…” Winter swallowed against a dry throat. “I was mostly talking about giving, not receiving.”

“Oh. So you don’t like that?”

Winter’s cheeks burned as if she were a teenager talking about sex for the first time. “I don’t usually let anyone touch me like that. It’s too much. Too intimate.” She wouldn’t admit that to anyone else, but this was Hannah.

“That’s okay. I don’t need to do that. Not when there are so many other things I could do.” Hannah trailed one finger along Winter’s side, soothing, but also arousing.

But Winter realized she wanted that kind of intimacy with Hannah. Her stomach quivered at the mere thought of it. “No. I want you to make love to me. With your mouth.”

Hannah’s pupils dilated. “Are you sure?”

“Yes. Enthusiastically yes.”

Hannah leaned down and kissed her. It started out as a tender touch of her lips to Winter’s, but as Winter drew her fingertips down Hannah’s bare back until she reached the lush curve of her butt, it quickly heated up.

Hannah captured both of Winter’s hands, spread her arms to either side, and pressed them onto the mattress. “No distractions. It’s my turn to devour you.”

And then she did just that.

She cupped one breast in her palm, which was a perfect fit, took the hard nipple into her mouth, and sucked gently.

Pressure gathered low in Winter’s belly. She lifted one hand off the mattress and buried her fingers in Hannah’s hair to hold her against her breast. Oh my God. If Hannah wasn’t careful…

As if reading her thoughts, Hannah switched to the other nipple and swirled her tongue around it.

Winter groaned long and deep. She flexed her fingers against the back of Hannah’s head.

Hannah kissed her nipple one last time, then moved on. Her lips felt hot against Winter’s belly, threatening to catch her entire body on fire. Her hair trailed over Winter’s overheated skin, softly tickling and ratcheting up her anticipation.

Since when was her body this sensitive?

She was so turned on, she’d probably come the moment Hannah even breathed on her.

“Oh no, not yet,” Hannah whispered as if once again reading her thoughts. “I want to enjoy you first.” She blazed a trail of nibbles and kisses over Winter’s lower belly, her hips, the sensitive bend of her legs, igniting little fires along her skin.

“Hannah.” Winter pulled one knee up, opening herself up to her, but Hannah didn’t seem to be in a hurry to accept the invitation.

She slid lower in bed, raised herself up, and pressed a kiss to Winter’s knee. Inch by torturous inch, she let her lips wander up Winter’s leg and kissed the inside of her thigh.

A helpless gasp escaped Winter.

Without lifting her head away, Hannah reached up and dragged her fingertips down Winter’s quivering belly, from the curve of her breasts to her pubic hair, then back up again.

Shivers of desire raced through Winter. She sharply drew in air through her teeth as Hannah’s tantalizing caresses worked her into a fevered frenzy. Finally, she couldn’t take another second of this sweet torture. “I need you.” She’d never said that to anyone. It was even scarier than I love you, but now she couldn’t not say it.

“You have me,” Hannah whispered, her breath warm on Winter’s sensitive skin. She dipped her head and tasted her.

At the first touch of her tongue, Winter couldn’t stop the helpless sound that rose up in her throat; didn’t want to stop it. With Hannah, she didn’t want to hold anything back.

Not that she could have. As Hannah’s tongue slid through her wetness, all she could do was tangle her fingers in Hannah’s hair and urge her closer. Hannah’s mouth on her felt amazing. She sucked air into her lungs in desperate puffs.

Hannah made a hum of enjoyment as she tasted her.

Winter felt the vibrations of the sexy sound deep inside of her. The muscles in her thighs strained as she dug her feet into the mattress and pressed herself against Hannah’s mouth again and again. She tried to lift her head to watch Hannah between her legs, but her muscles wouldn’t cooperate. She couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t think. All she could do was surrender to Hannah’s touch as everything spun out of control. She clawed the fingers of her free hand into the sheet again, twisting it.

Hannah tugged on her hand until Winter disentangled it from the crumpled fabric and intertwined their fingers. She slid her tongue down and dipped inside of her.

Winter’s stomach muscles contracted.

Hannah used her free hand to cup her hip, holding Winter against her mouth as she sent her higher and higher.

Winter dug her heels into the mattress again. A slow pulsing started deep within her. So close. Incoherent noises rose up her chest.

When Hannah wrapped her lips around Winter’s clit and sucked gently, she gave a hoarse shout. Her hips bucked against Hannah’s mouth, then stiffened. Her orgasm swept over her fast and hard, making bright spots flare behind her eyelids.

Slowly, she drifted back to reality. Aftershocks of pleasure still coursed through her body, and it took her a moment to become aware of the tender kisses Hannah placed on the inside of her thighs.

Hannah slid up her body, leaving a trail of kisses against Winter’s damp skin. She cuddled against her side, wrapped one arm around her middle, and slid her knee across Winter’s thighs, surrounding her with her warmth and incredible scent. Her cheeks were flushed, and she looked at Winter with an expression of wonder.

Winter tried to swallow, but her throat was too dry. She lovingly swiped back a damp strand of hair that curled around Hannah’s neck. “No jokes that contain the word adequate, please,” she finally got out.

“I can honestly say it didn’t even cross my mind,” Hannah answered. “God, you were so stunning. I couldn’t take my eyes off you. Or my mouth.”

Her words and the passionate look in Hannah’s eyes sent another pulse of pleasure through Winter’s body.

“Thank you. For letting me do that.”

Winter laughed hoarsely. “You’re thanking me? I should be thanking you. Hell, build a shrine to you and—”

Hannah kissed her, and Winter moaned into her mouth as she tasted traces of herself. “I don’t want a shrine,” Hannah whispered against her lips. “I just want you to love me.”

“I do. I love you.” Saying it was easier now, not quite effortless yet, but she would get there with some practice. She rolled them over so that she was on top, nestled between Hannah’s thighs. Lots of practice. Starting right now. She slid down Hannah’s body, whispering kisses and “I love yous” onto her skin.

* * *

Cuddling had never been on Winter’s list of favorite things to do after sex…or at any other time. But she had to admit, spooning was growing on her—especially naked spooning.

They had kept each other awake for most of the night, only leaving the bed to get some much-needed water. But they had made it only halfway across the bedroom before Winter could no longer resist the full hips and round butt on display before her. She had pressed Hannah against the massage table she still hadn’t sold and had taken her again.

Now, as the sun was coming up, promising a gorgeous summer day, they were snuggled together in bed, feeding each other doughnuts. Winter licked a bit of chocolate off Hannah’s finger. “I think we should keep it.”

Hannah turned around in her arms. Her warm skin and soft curves felt so good against Winter. So right. “My finger? Yeah, I’d prefer that. I’m kinda attached to it.”

Winter laughed. The promotional text on Hannah’s website had been right. Oxytocin was an incredible mood booster. She felt more carefree and happier than she had in…well, ever. “No, not your finger. Although I’d prefer we keep it too, along with its nine very talented friends.” She kissed each of the ten digits. “I was talking about the massage table.”

A lovely flush rose up Hannah’s chest, making Winter grin.

“Stop grinning.” Hannah tapped the edge of Winter’s mouth, but she was smiling too.

Winter nibbled the finger that had started tracing her lips. “Hard to do with all those mental images from last night playing through my mind.”

“You’ve got me at a disadvantage there.” Instead of withdrawing her hand from Winter, Hannah used her other one to indicate her head. “No mental replays, remember?”

“Hmm. You know, that really isn’t a problem. Any time you want a replay, we’ll just have to recreate it for you.”

“No, you won’t. Not right now,” Hannah said, yet her pupils had widened and her voice lowered to a sexy rasp. “You’ve got frosting all over your hands.”

Winter flashed her a rakish grin, intertwined their fingers, and spread their arms out to the sides, as Hannah had done last night. “Who said I’m going to use my hands?”

With a low moan, Hannah gave up her protests.


 

Chapter 27

On day ninety-two, Winter’s birthday, they sat on the couch, their bodies touching all along their lengths, as Winter opened Hannah’s present.

When Winter took too long with the gift wrap, Hannah nudged her with her knee. “Rip it!”

Winter gave her a playful wink. “That’s what you said last night.”

Hannah blushed crimson, and Winter leaned over with a smile and kissed her cheek.

Truth be told, they had both been insatiable last night, even more than any of the previous nine nights since they had first made love. And that was saying something. Logically, Winter knew that they would have many more nights together. It wasn’t as if they would break up just because the terms of the trust had been fulfilled. Still, she couldn’t help feeling as if everything would change now that she would have to navigate without the safety net the trust conditions had provided.

Finally, she gave herself a mental kick and followed orders, ripping off the wrapping paper.

A box of LEGO lay on her lap. It was an architecture set of the San Francisco skyline, a city that would forever remind Winter of the phone call when Hannah had first told her she loved her.

Winter raised her eyebrows at her. “Are you sure this is for me? Not for your niece and nephew?”

“Oh, don’t pretend you didn’t have fun putting together that LEGO building with them. I saw you sneak into the living room to finish it the next morning, when you thought no one was looking.”

“Just because the way the kids built it was structurally unsound.” Winter tried to play it cool, but she couldn’t deny that she looked forward to building the skyline together.

“Read the card.” Hannah handed her a small envelope.

Winter carefully opened it and slid out the card.

 

Happy birthday!

You’re never too old for LEGO…or for cuddles.

I love you,

Hannah

 

They looked at each other.

As always, Hannah didn’t try to hide the emotions shining in her honey-brown eyes.

The card was about so much more than LEGO or cuddles. Both had been things Julian—and her mother—had denied her when she’d been younger.

Now Hannah told her she could have them—and love too.

Her throat tightened. She mentally rolled her eyes at herself. Apparently, love turned people sentimental, and she was no exception.

She wrapped her arms around Hannah and urged her closer until she was practically in Winter’s lap. “Thank you,” she whispered against her lips.

When Hannah’s eyes fluttered shut, she kissed her.

Hannah slid her fingers into Winter’s hair, the way Winter loved, and returned the kiss.

The timer on her Apple Watch went off, startling them apart.

Winter smashed her finger onto the damn thing to shut it up.

Time was a weird phenomenon. When she had set the timer, they had been strangers at best and rivals at worst. Back then, the ninety-two days had loomed in front of Winter like an endless stretch of time.

Now that she had fallen in love with Hannah, the remainder of their time together had flown by much too fast.

They still hadn’t talked about what would happen afterward, as if neither of them wanted to jinx it.

Or, more likely, because you’re a complete chickenshit when it comes to emotions, and Hannah doesn’t want to push you.

Winter knew she wasn’t ready to let Hannah go…but was she ready to take the leap and make a forever commitment?

The doorbell rang.

Winter glared in its general direction. They didn’t expect Mr. Woodruff, the trust attorney, for another fifteen minutes, so who the hell was that?

With a sigh, Hannah climbed off Winter’s lap and went to answer the door.

Moments later, Brooke swooped into the living room as if she owned the place, with Hannah trailing behind her.

Winter could feel her blood pressure rise with every step Brooke took toward her. “Of course. I should have known it would be you, trying to poke your nose where it doesn’t belong. You have no business being here. This meeting is between us and Julian’s trust attorney.”

Brooke picked up the box of LEGO from the couch, lifted one perfectly shaped eyebrow as if inspecting a piece of gum sticking to her favorite silk blouse, then tossed the box onto the coffee table so she could take a seat on the other end of the couch. “I’m a beneficiary of the trust too, so I have every right to be here. More of a right than you, actually.”

What game was she playing now? Winter eyed her from beneath lowered brows. “What do you want?”

“The keys to the building,” Brooke said with a grin that would have made a barracuda proud. “Along with the deed, of course.”

“Ha! I always knew you were delusional; I just didn’t know it had gotten so bad.”

“Delusional, hmm? Well, in that case, it’s a delusion that the private investigator I hired shares with me. And so does his camera.” Brooke slid a big envelope from her luxury leather bag and tossed it at Winter.

Glaring, Winter caught it before it could hit her in the chest.

Hannah perched on the couch’s armrest next to her and reached for Winter’s hand. Her calm gaze said: Whatever this is, we’ll deal with it together.

Winter squeezed Hannah’s hand, then took a steadying breath. “Let me guess. This is not a birthday present.”

“Oh, it’s a present all right.” Brooke smirked. “But I’m afraid it’s more of a present for me.”

Winter tore open the envelope. A stack of photos slid out. A feeling of dread clawed at her gut as she held them so Hannah could see them too and flipped through the pictures.

There were half a dozen snapshots. Most of them seemed to depict a fun family vacation, but some had clearly been taken with a telephoto lens.

Hannah and her leaving the hospital together.

Hannah on the deck with her father.

Winter with Hannah’s niece, both looking as if they were discussing something of the utmost importance.

Her petting Chewy, the horse, while Hannah watched with a smile on her face.

Anger shot through Winter so fast and hot that she thought the top of her head would blow off. She jumped up, and only Hannah’s grip on her shirt stopped her from slapping the smug grin off Brooke’s face. “You had us followed?”

“Oh, come on. Don’t pretend you wouldn’t have done the same. Did you seriously think I would just sit around and wait for the ninety-two days to be up?”

Winter clamped her mouth shut so she wouldn’t scream. When Brooke had run into them during the free-hugs campaign, she must have realized that challenging Winter to book a cuddle session hadn’t driven a wedge between them, as she had planned. She should have known Brooke wouldn’t give up once her plan had backfired. But, truthfully, she had barely thought about Brooke those past few weeks. Not since she and Hannah had become friends and then lovers. She had let her guard down and focused on being happy for once—and now she might have to pay the price. She and Hannah, and that was even worse.

“I’ve just been sitting here, patiently waiting for your eighty-three days to be up later this month,” she ground out. “But, of course, that’s just me. I should have known you would play dirty.”

“Play dirty?” Brooke looked honestly offended. “That’s not playing dirty. I didn’t interfere at all, and believe me, I was tempted. I have connections to several of the companies you work for. I could have easily convinced them your presence was urgently needed at a weeklong event in London. But I didn’t. The only thing I did was make sure you two followed the rules. Not my fault if you didn’t.”

Winter stuffed the photos into the envelope and tossed it at her. “This proves nothing. I told you we took a day trip to see Hannah’s family.”

Brooke caught the envelope and pulled out one of the pictures. It showed Winter’s Audi parked in front of the Martins’ house in Sunriver. The time stamp proved that it had been the middle of the night. “Yeah, but it wasn’t just a day trip, was it?”

“It doesn’t matter,” Winter snapped back. “If you had read the fine print of the trust document, you’d know that the condition states we have to sleep under the same roof for ninety-two days. And that’s exactly what we did.”

Brooke threw her head back and laughed. “Oh, you think you’re so clever! Do you honestly think that very loose interpretation of Dad’s condition will fly with a judge?”

Winter fisted her hands so tightly that her knuckles ached. She had known the loophole she had found was flimsy. Maybe a judge would side with them; maybe not. It was a risk she had decided to take so Hannah would have a fighting chance to keep her cuddle studio, and she wouldn’t allow her to lose it now. She loomed over Brooke with her fists on her hips, making herself look even bigger. “I swear to God, Brooke, if you get in the way of us inheriting this building, I’ll make it my life’s mission to ruin you!”

Hannah squeezed past her, soothingly brushing her hand over Winter’s hip, and stepped between them. Her cheeks were pale, but she held her head up high as she faced Brooke. “Um, maybe we should all take a step back and calm down before we continue this conversation.”

“I’m perfectly calm.” Brooke smiled serenely and stretched her arm out along the back of the couch as if she already owned it.

Winter wanted to lunge at her and rip that arm off at the shoulder, then beat her with it.

Without looking, Hannah put a hand on Winter’s upper chest, right above the rapid-fire thrum of her heart. Her gaze, however, remained fixed on Brooke. “Let me forget for a moment that you took photos of my family. Of my underage niece.” A dangerous note vibrated through her voice as the core of steel that hid beneath Hannah’s velvety-soft exterior made an appearance.

Even Winter swallowed, glad that steely tone wasn’t directed at her.

“Because this isn’t about my family,” Hannah continued, her voice now less sharp but still so intent that neither Winter nor Brooke could look away or interrupt her. “It’s about yours. For Christ’s sake, you two are sisters, and yet you’re both so damn stubborn that you can’t let the other one win, no matter what it might cost you.”

Winter stiffened. “I’m not doing this to win. I’m doing it for you. To save you from losing your cuddle studio.”

“And I keep telling you I don’t need you to be my bodyguard. I’m not a damsel in distress who needs saving.”

Damn, that steel hurt when it was directed at her, even for a second.

Hannah paused and turned toward her. Her expression gentled. “I love that you know how important having a cuddle studio is to me. But there are things that are even more important in life. Family, for example.” She gestured from Winter to Brooke.

“She is not my family,” Winter spat out. “You are.”

“Oh, Jesus Christ, I’m getting cavities just sitting here, listening to you lovebirds,” Brooke muttered.

Winter glared at her over Hannah’s shoulder. “Shut up.”

“Yes, Brooke, shut up and listen,” Hannah said. “Maybe you would be successful if you try to challenge the trust. Maybe you would end up inheriting this building. But this isn’t really about the building, is it? Both of you have enough money to buy another place downtown.”

“It is about this building for me,” Winter said. “Julian stole it from me—with Brooke’s help—and I want it back.”

“I didn’t tell him about the damn building!” Brooke said, but both Winter and Hannah ignored her.

“Would it really be worth it?” Hannah looked from Winter to Brooke. “If you put each other through drawn-out court battles, airing all the family’s dirty laundry, you would destroy your relationship forever.”

“That’s the thing,” Brooke said, expression serious, all traces of a smirk now gone. “We don’t have a relationship anyway.”

“Because relationships take work, and neither one of you has put in the effort.”

Now they both glared at her, but Hannah stood her ground.

“You haven’t. You both keep playing the game that Julian forced on you. You”—she pointed at Winter—“keep doing everything to prove you aren’t second-best by trying to beat Brooke. And you”—she whipped around and waved her hand at Brooke—“keep provoking her, doing your best to make her hate you so you have a reason to hate her too, because that’s easier than hating your father for everything he put you and your mom through.”

Sudden silence settled over the living room.

Hannah took a big gulp of air, then snapped her mouth shut, as if what she’d said had surprised her too.

The doorbell rang, more than likely announcing Mr. Woodruff’s arrival, and that startled everyone out of their trance.

“Bullshit,” Winter and Brooke said at the same time.

But Winter knew, at least for her, it lacked the fire of conviction. Maybe there was a tiny kernel of truth to what Hannah had said. A lot of what had gone wrong between them had to do with Julian and the path he had set them on as kids, and they hadn’t deviated from that path at all.

Of course, that didn’t rule out Brooke being a complete asshole, just as their father had been.

She strode to the door. One way or another, she wanted to get this over with.

* * *

Mr. Woodruff adjusted his tie and leaned forward in the armchair they had dragged closer to the couch, where everyone else sat. “Before we get to the official part, Mr. Lambert asked me to give each of you a letter and to make sure you read it.”

Winter grimaced. Of course, the old fox had to have the last word, even posthumously.

Brooke sighed and put the envelope with the photos down but kept it close as if wanting it on hand for when they were done with the letters.

Mr. Woodruff slid three envelopes across the table. Each one was labeled with a name—Winter, Brooke, Hannah.

Winter took hers. It reminded her of the envelopes she had gotten for every birthday and every Christmas, containing a generous amount of money and nothing else, because Julian had never known her well enough to have any idea what to give her.

Under Mr. Woodruff’s expectant gaze, she tore it open, pulled out the single sheet of paper, and unfolded it. She recognized Julian’s bold yet precise handwriting, so at least he hadn’t had an assistant write the letter.

All right. She would read it, then be done with Julian P. Lambert forever. She leaned back against the couch next to Hannah, who sat between her and Brooke, allowing their shoulders to rest against each other, and started to read.

 

Dear Winter,

The best thing an old, sick man like me can say about his life is that he has no regrets. Unfortunately, I have a lot of them.

 

Winter clutched the letter with both hands. Like what? Having an affair? Her ever being born? She forced herself to continue.

 

Things I never talked about because that wasn’t how I was raised. Did I ever tell you that my father had his pinkie torn off by a harvester when I was little?

 

No, of course he hadn’t. He had rarely told her anything about his family, making her feel as if she wasn’t part of it.

 

He drove himself to the hospital and was back to harvest the rest of the corn four hours later. He was raised to never show any weakness or feel sorry for himself…or others.

That’s how I lived my life too and how I wanted you and Brooke to live yours. I thought it would make you strong, but now I just don’t know. Maybe it just made you lonely, like I was.

Maybe I should have talked to you more, explained things—for example, why I bought the building right out from under your nose the second Luigi told me about it.

 

Winter froze. Luigi? Did that mean Mr. Vettorello, the previous owner, had told him about the building being for sale? Shit. That meant Brooke had been telling the truth all along. She hadn’t betrayed her confidence. Winter looked over at her.

Brooke was engrossed in her own letter, her face completely calm, as if perusing a menu at a restaurant. Either Julian’s last words to his golden child weren’t very personal, or she had the most impenetrable expression ever.

Winter tried for a similarly convincing poker face as she returned her attention to the letter on her lap.

 

I didn’t just do it because I’m a mean old bastard. All right, I did want to teach you a lesson about not letting a deal out of your sight until you’ve closed it, but mostly, I bought it because my health was going to hell in a handbasket, and the building was close to where I had my dialysis and Brooke’s office, and I didn’t want to admit I couldn’t make the drive home anymore.

 

Winter turned the letter around as she reached the end of the page and continued on the other side.

 

I’m old and dying. It’s too late for me to change my ways. But maybe it’s not too late for you. By the time you’re reading this letter, I hope you made it through your ninety-two days with Hannah. Well, hopefully more than “made it through.” She’s an amazing young woman, very different from all the people in my world. For an hour every week, I could almost be a different person with her too, and I thought maybe she could do the same for you if you spend some time together. Maybe you have it in you to let it be a start.

With my best wishes for your life,

Your father

 

No apology, although maybe he had implied it by talking about his regrets. No “I love you” either, but then again, she hadn’t expected it. Neither had she expected the words he had written.

Julian had forced her to live with Hannah to give her a chance to change, and hell if his ridiculous plan hadn’t worked! She sure felt different as she sat on the couch, her shoulder pressed into Hannah’s, seeking her warmth, her hands clamped around the letter.

Without Hannah’s influence, would she have been open to hearing the words, even the ones Julian hadn’t quite said, or would she have stuffed the letter back into its envelope, glared at Brooke, and stormed out?

Hannah leaned her head onto Winter’s shoulder. She had already finished her letter and put it back into its envelope. “You okay?” she whispered into her ear.

Winter nodded, then paused and whispered back, “No. But I will be.”

She had a lot of stuff to work through, but she would make it. She would not end up like Julian.

Hannah slid her hand over Winter’s on top of the letter.

Winter dropped it to her lap so she could intertwine their fingers.

Mr. Woodruff cleared his throat. He stared at their hands, then looked away. “All right. If you are all done with your letters, let’s get to the distribution of trust assets, starting with this building. I take it that all beneficiaries are satisfied that the terms of the trust have been met?” He glanced from Winter and Hannah, who nodded, to Brooke.

Brooke took what felt like an eternity to slide her own letter back into its envelope. She pulled the bigger one, which held the photos of Hannah and Winter in Sunriver, out from under it and trailed a finger along its flap as if about to pour the pictures onto the coffee table. “Actually…”

Winter tensed and gripped Hannah’s hand more tightly.

“I am.” Brooke stood, gave Mr. Woodruff a curt nod, and threw the envelope with the photos at Winter. “Happy birthday. I’m done with this shit.” She shot a fleeting glance at Hannah, then sauntered past them. The click-clack of her heels faded away as the front door closed.

Winter stared after her.

Hannah disentangled their fingers and gestured toward the hall. “Go.”

Winter jumped up and darted after her sister, nearly colliding with the coat-tree in her haste. She yanked open the front door. “Brooke, wait!”

Brooke stood at the elevator, stabbing the button repeatedly as if that would make it appear faster.

Oh no, not the elevator. If she followed Brooke in there, they would be stuck forever, playing the bullshit game until the cows came home. Quickly, she pushed past Brooke, blocking her escape.

“What?” Brooke snarled. “You have what you want. I’m not in the mood for a chat.”

“Are you in the mood for an”—Winter sucked in a deep breath, then blew it back out before finishing—“apology?”

“I’m not apologizing. Hiring a private investigator was well within—”

“No, you don’t get it. I’m apologizing to you. I was convinced you were the one who told Julian about my plans to buy the building. Turns out you weren’t, so…” Fuck, this was hard. Winter squared her shoulders. “I’m sorry.”

Brooke stared. Her expressionless mask wavered, then snapped back into place. “Apology accepted.”

Winter stared back. She hadn’t expected that. Had Brooke’s letter contained a similar ode to change?

“What?” Brooke snarled. “Are you waiting for a hug or something?”

Uh… The thought of wrapping her arms around Brooke… No, just no. Hannah was the only one who got to hug her. “No, thanks.”

“Then get out of my way.”

When Winter stepped aside, Brooke marched through the open elevator doors. She turned around, and their gazes met.

For a moment, Winter thought Brooke’s expression was softening.

The doors started to slide closed between them.

Should she say something nice? Nothing came to mind.

Brooke gave her a nod. “I’ll send you the bill for the private investigator.”

“What? No, you won’t.”

“Oh, yes, I will. Now that I’m not inheriting the building, I can’t offset it from my taxes.”

With a thump, the doors closed, leaving Brooke with the last word.

Just like their father.

* * *

Mr. Woodruff said goodbye with a promise to sort out the last legal details and transfer the deed to the building soon.

But right now, Hannah didn’t care much about the building. All she wanted was to hold Winter close and find out how she was doing.

Winter had interacted with the lawyer wearing her poker face—the one she put on when she was struggling with emotions she didn’t want to admit to.

Wordlessly, Hannah took her hand and pulled her toward Winter’s bedroom.

“Um, I didn’t think I would ever say this, but I’m not really up for—”

“Hush.” Hannah brushed away her protest with a tender kiss. “I’m not seducing you. I just want to hold you…if you’re up for that.”

Instead of a verbal reply, Winter sank onto the bed and curled up on her side as if she was deeply exhausted and had only waited for Hannah to say the word. She slid to the right, leaving the spot behind her empty.

For a moment, Hannah stared at Winter’s back. Winter wanted to be the little spoon! Not because she was trying to prove that she could do it, but because she wanted Hannah to provide comfort.

Hannah scrambled onto the bed as if the floor were on fire. She tucked herself behind Winter until not a single inch remained between them. She slid her fingers into Winter’s hair, tracing light lines and circles along her scalp, from her temple to the back of her head in soothing caresses.

Winter lay completely still.

Finally, Hannah felt the tense muscles pressed along her front relax. “Do you want to talk about it?” Hannah whispered.

Winter turned in her arms, their legs still tangled. She lay there for a while, just looking into Hannah’s eyes. Then she reached behind herself and handed her the letter, which Hannah hadn’t even realized she’d still been holding. “Read it.”

Oh. Hannah hadn’t expected that. A lump gathered in her throat. She was very aware of what a big sign of trust this was for Winter. Her hands trembled as she took the letter.

The lump grew with each word she read. Oh, Jules. To go his entire life without being able to show weakness…or love… She grieved for him and even for Brooke, but mostly, for Winter.

Hannah put the letter down, wrapped her arm around Winter, and squeezed her as tightly as she could. “How do you feel?”

“Honestly? Like a pierced balloon.”

Hannah held on and waited.

“I was angry at him when he blackmailed me into moving in with you for ninety-two days. I was so spitting mad, I almost said to hell with it and disclaimed the inheritance.”

“I’m glad you didn’t,” Hannah said.

Winter pulled back the tiniest bit so she could look at Hannah. “Me too. But I haven’t just been angry for ninety-two days. I spent my entire life being angry at him.”

“And now?”

“I’m still angry. I need you to understand he wasn’t the nice old gentleman that you think he was. Not to me.”

“I know. I’ve had to come to terms with that. I’ve been really angry at him too since I got to know you better and saw what him being so closed off and harsh did to you. I now know he wasn’t who I thought he was—but he wasn’t who you thought he was either. At least not entirely. I think he did love you, in his own strange way. Or at least he wanted to. He just had no idea how.”

Winter sighed. “You’re right. That’s why I’m feeling like a pierced balloon. Part of the anger is draining, and I don’t know what to do with a half-full balloon.”

The way Winter looked at her—so open, so helpless—took Hannah’s breath away. “Fill it with something else.”

A smile broke across Winter’s face. Tentative as it was, it was real, and it made Hannah’s heart leap. “Any suggestions?” Winter asked.

“Love,” Hannah said. “Family. Friends. Welcome mats with little hearts.”

Winter laughed. “Let’s not get too carried away. Our plain blue doormat will have to do.”

But would it remain their doormat now that they had fulfilled their ninety-two-day obligation? She was tempted to ask. So tempted. But deep down, she knew this was a leap that only Winter could take.

“What did he say to you?” Winter finally asked.

“You can read it for yourself later, if you want. Basically, it was a thank-you. He thanked me for helping him realize what he’d been missing, even though he felt it was too late for him to have more touch and affection in his life—or in his relationship with you and Brooke.”

“I’m glad he didn’t try. I can’t even imagine him hugging me. I don’t think I could have allowed it.”

“I know.” Hannah stroked Winter’s cheek with the back of her fingers. “And he knew it too. He also knew if he forced you and Brooke to live together, you’d kill each other within a week.”

“A week?” Winter snorted. “Try a day. I apologized to her earlier, and she accepted, but I don’t think Brooke and I will be ready to braid each other’s hair anytime soon. Mine’s too short anyway.”

Hannah smoothed a finger over one of the short silver strands.

Winter pulled her even closer and slid her other arm beneath Hannah’s neck so her head was on Winter’s shoulder.

A peaceful silence settled over them.

“Hannah?”

“Hmm?”

“As angry as I was about those ninety-two days, I don’t think they were enough.”

Hannah held her breath. Was Winter saying what she hoped she was saying?

“I want more time with you. A lot more time. Maybe ninety-two years would do.”

Was it possible to float to the ceiling in sheer happiness? She held on to Winter, not wanting to risk it. “That’s a long time,” Hannah said through a dry mouth.

“It is. That’s why I think we should spend it in a place where we’re both comfortable. Like right here.” Winter indicated the apartment with a half-circle of her chin. “Would it be too U-Hauly for you if we both gave up our old apartments and kept living here together?”

Giddy laughter burst out of Hannah. “Winter, we U-Hauled the day after we first met.”

“Right. So that’s a yes?”

“Yes! Or, to quote you, enthusiastically yes!”

A smile lit up Winter’s entire face. “Great. But, you know, I think I changed my mind.”

Hannah would have tensed if not for that teasing glint in Winter’s eyes. “About?”

“Not being in the mood for seduction.” Winter rolled onto her back and pulled Hannah on top of her.

When their lips met in a passionate kiss, Winter swiped the letter off the bed.

Seconds later, their shirts landed on top. Then their pants. Then Hannah stopped keeping track of where their clothing went and just focused on Winter’s dizzying kisses and warm skin.


 

Epilogue

Ten months later

Winter still wasn’t too fond of hugs, but they were inevitable when greeting a bunch of professional cuddlers, especially when Hannah wasn’t by her side to help ward them off.

At least she got only a one-armed half-embrace from Tammy instead of a full-body squeeze because Mama Bear had brought Cards Against Humanity to game night, so she only had one hand free.

“Where’s Hannah?” Max asked as he handed over a six-pack of beer.

“Running late, but she should be here any minute.” Hopefully, the traffic jam in their hall as people hugged and greeted each other would be cleared up by then.

“Running late?” Tammy, Valentina, and Max exchanged a meaningful look.

“Divorce?” Valentina asked.

Winter no longer batted an eye at the cuddler shorthand. “No. She’s putting the finishing touches on her new cuddle studio.” A studio unit had finally opened up downstairs, so they were setting it up as a separate workplace for Hannah.

“What are you doing with the old studio?” Tammy asked. “Turning it back into a den?”

“We’re thinking of turning it into a guest room for when Hannah’s niece and nephew stay over, but for now, we moved the massage table in.”

“I thought you wanted to sell it?” Valentina said.

Good thing Hannah wasn’t there to bust them by blushing. “We decided to hang on to it. I get really tight shoulders. From all the computer work, you know?”

Winter felt Hannah enter and step up behind her before she heard her amused snort. “Oh, yeah, very tight.” She slung her arms around Winter from behind and pressed a kiss to her shoulder. “Requiring lots of massages.”

Winter hummed her agreement, but just as she was about to turn around and kiss her, Hannah seemed to remember they had an audience.

“Hey, everyone!” She let go of Winter and started hugging her friends. “Look who I found on my way upstairs!”

When the commotion at the front door finally cleared and Tammy’s bulky husband stepped aside, Brooke appeared behind him. As usual, she strode right in as if she were a celebrity strolling down a red carpet.

To Winter’s disappointment, even the cuddler crowd didn’t dare hug her, probably because it was the first time they had invited Brooke to game night.

Izzy, Brooke’s former assistant and current girlfriend, entered after her and stopped Brooke’s red-carpet stroll by taking her hand and tugging her to a stop before she could saunter past Winter. “Don’t forget to say hi to your sister.”

“Hi, sis,” Brooke said as if only humoring her girlfriend, who gave her an oh-please look. “Did you remember the wine?”

“Oops, sorry, totally forgot. You’ll have to drink beer like the rest of us mere mortals.”

Hannah playfully bumped Winter with one hip. “Don’t listen to her. Of course there’s wine.”

Wine which they would never get to, because they were all still standing around in the hall, chatting.

Brooke paused in front of a framed photo next to the coat-tree. “You put up one of the pictures? I really should have sent you the bill, then!”

“Well, you know,” Winter said casually, “we’ve been spending so many weekends in Sunriver lately, Chewy and I have become friends.”

“Chewy?” Hannah bumped her again. “The horse is the reason you put up this picture? Not because it’s the first photo taken of you with the love of your life?”

Winter shrugged but couldn’t help giving her a smile that hopefully didn’t seem too lovesick. “There’s that too.” Truth be told, she had put the photo into a frame partly to spite Brooke—old habits and all—but mostly because she loved the way Hannah was looking at her in the picture.

“At least the private investigator I hired knew how to take a picture without cutting off anyone’s head,” Brooke said and, glancing at Hannah, added, “Unlike certain other people.”

Winter forcefully tamped down on the growl that wanted to rise up her chest. You’re not her bodyguard, remember? It was a sentence she’d had to tell herself a lot, especially in the beginning, and she would probably use it again once Hannah started seeing clients downstairs, where Winter was no longer just a shout away.

But she trusted Hannah to take care of herself, and Hannah trusted her to accept that. Besides, she had casually mentioned her concern to Mrs. Kline, who had then promised to keep an eye on the cuddle studio next door to her apartment.

“So that’s your sister?” Valentina whispered when the rest of their visitors started moving toward the living room. “Nossa, she’s hot! But what is she doing here? I thought you hated each other.”

Winter shrugged. She didn’t hate Brooke. There were moments she found her downright likable, even though her half sister could still be an arrogant little shit at other times. “It’s a long story. One for another day.”

“Winter,” Hannah said just as Valentina opened her mouth, probably for another question, “would you help me with the wine?”

Winter raised her eyebrows. Hannah insisted she could defend herself if need be yet required help opening a bottle of wine? Well, she wasn’t about to protest, especially not if she could escape Valentina’s questions and sneak a kiss or two in the kitchen.

Hannah took her hand and led her over to the bottle of red she’d bought. “Brooke and Izzy are kind of cute together, don’t you think?”

“Cute? My sister is not cute.” Calling Brooke that was still new, and so was seeing Brooke in love. “Unless you think barracudas are cute.”

Hannah grinned. “I think you are cute.”

Winter bristled, but admittedly, her glare was more effective when it wasn’t directed at a person who knew she loved her to pieces. “I’m sure you meant to say gorgeous. Stunning. Positively ravishing.”

The other adjectives tumbled from her mind when Hannah grabbed a handful of her shirt, tugged her close, and kissed her.

“Yeah,” Hannah whispered against her lips when they finally broke the kiss, “that’s exactly what I meant to say.”

“Maybe we could come back to that last one—ravishing—later.”

Hannah made a tiny sound that sent shivers all over Winter’s body. “I wouldn’t say no to that.”

Winter found the corkscrew in record time, snatched the bottle of wine from the counter, and opened it with a loud pop. The faster this bottle was empty and all the guests were gone, the sooner later could begin.

“Um, I didn’t really need help with the wine,” Hannah said. “I wanted to give you a minute. I know this crowd can be a lot for you.”

Ah. Hannah knew her so well. In the past, she wouldn’t have wanted anyone to see so deep into her, but with Hannah, it no longer made her feel weak.

“Plus,” Hannah added and leaned closer, “I really wanted a moment alone with you. To kiss you.” She did. Twice. “And tell you that I love you.”

Winter hummed against her lips. “I love you too.” The words now came effortlessly, but she still felt them as fiercely as she had ten months ago. More deeply even because she had gotten to discover new things about Hannah, just as she had let Hannah see different sides of herself.

Hannah smiled and caressed the line above the bridge of Winter’s nose with a single fingertip. “What deep things are you thinking about?”

“Just, you know…” Admitting it brought a rush of heat to her cheeks, but she forged on. “How happy I am.”

“Must be the oxytocin from all the cuddling we’ve been doing,” Hannah said. “Because I’m very happy too.”

“Hey, you two, what’s taking so long?” Brooke shouted from the living room. “Are you stomping the grapes for the wine?”

Winter scowled, then brushed one last kiss onto Hannah’s soft lips. “Come on. Let’s go kill her together.”

Grinning, Hannah took her hand and the wine and followed her to the living room.

# # #

If you enjoyed this book, check out Jae’s romance novel Conflict of Interest, the book in which Dawn, the therapist Hannah works with, falls in love with the detective working her case.


 

Author’s Note
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If you’d like to find out more about aphantasia, including interviews with some of your favorite authors of women-loving-women romances who have it, visit my website at https://jae-fiction.com/aphantasia
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