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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Faye Holmes rarely lost the will to live. Her life was generally pleasant day-to-day. But this morning…she was contemplating gouging her eyes out with the coffee-stained teaspoon in front of her. Writer’s block had hit. Damn it! She rubbed at her eyes, squinting as she focused on her laptop screen. This…wasn’t ideal. She needed some fire in her belly, something to inspire her. She needed…some bloody ideas.

      Maybe if the romance writer had her own romance, things would be different. Maybe if she didn’t keep herself holed up at home, the potential for exactly that may be possible. Faye scoffed. Her life was plain and boring, simple as that.

      Her eyes fell to the window of the bistro. She watched people mill about outside, rushing to reach their destinations. Some frantic, some strolling along without a care in the world, some couples holding hands as they browsed shop windows. Faye smiled. She could people watch all day. Maybe it was the writer in her that took an interest in other people’s lives…maybe she was just a nosey cow. Either way, people watching was her favourite thing to do. And recently, it was why she’d decided to spend most of her time in her local bistro. Now her issue was that instead of tapping away at her keyboard, the general public seemed much more interesting.

      “Hey,” A soft voice pulled Faye from her thoughts. “Can I get you a refill?”

      Faye looked up at the dark-haired server, smiling. Oh, wow… “That would be great.” She eyed the nametag. “Thank you, Talia.”

      Faye didn’t recall seeing Talia here before, and she’d spent so much time outside of her own place lately that she would definitely remember a woman like her. She had the most beautiful brown eyes—the kind you got lost in—and a tall, slender figure. Even covered by a blue pinstripe shirt, Faye could see how perfectly sculpted Talia’s shoulders were.

      Okay, calm down.

      Faye turned her attention back to her laptop, pinching the bridge of her nose. If she could just put some words on the screen, words that actually made sense, that would be a start for the day. It wouldn’t necessarily turn out to be anything life changing, but it beat a blank document. Her editor would have a lot to say if she didn’t come up with something.

      “Here.” Talia placed a fresh cappuccino down beside Faye’s MacBook, offering a gentle smile as she slid a blueberry muffin onto the table beside it. “I know you didn’t order it, but I’ve thrown it in anyway. You look like you need a bit of happiness, and the muffins are amazing.”

      “They…are.” Faye side-eyed the clock above the counter. How did Talia know she usually ordered a muffin around midday? “Best in the city.”

      “Well, have a lovely day. And whatever you do, don’t burn a hole through that screen. Those laptops are pricey.” Talia glanced down at the book sitting behind Faye’s laptop—her latest bestseller—and picked it up. “Have you started this yet?”

      Faye cleared her throat. “No, not yet. I haven’t had the time.”

      “You should make time.” Talia smiled, running her fingers over the cover. For a split second, she seemed to float off into a world of her own. Faye couldn’t help but stare. “I read half of it this morning before I left for work. You won’t be disappointed.”

      “Maybe I’ll give it a whirl tonight with a glass of wine.” Faye smiled, studying Talia’s eyes. Dark, expressive…beautiful. “Thanks for the muffin.”

      “N-no problem.” A blush swept up Talia’s neck as she lowered her eyes. “And maybe if you’re back in here again on Monday, we can discuss what you think about the book.”

      Faye should tell Talia she was the author of said book, shouldn’t she?

      “I, uh…yes, I’d love to.” She knew what she was capable of, but that didn’t mean she went out of her way to tell people who she was. It made life much easier if she remained faceless, especially to the local community. “Have a lovely weekend.”

      “You too.” Talia turned, heading back behind the counter and into the kitchen.

      And then a message pinged on Faye’s screen.

      Phoebe: Taking you out tonight. Pick you up at 10.

      Faye: I’m not sure I feel up to it, but thanks.

      Phoebe: I’m not taking no for an answer. Be ready for 10 or I’ll drag you out in your pyjamas.

      Faye rolled her eyes as she minimised the message box, blowing out a breath. She didn’t want to roam the streets tonight. It was cold. She’d much prefer to be at home and working on her manuscript. Something she should have been doing for the last few weeks.

      Curling her fingers around her coffee cup, Faye sat back and trained her eyes on the outside world again. There may only have been glass separating them, but she felt a million miles away.
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        * * *

      

      Satisfied with her outfit, Faye groaned as she took her clutch bag from the bed. She loved her apartment in the city, it was warm and cosy, so why was she standing in a little black dress and heels in the middle of winter? Because Faye’s best friend, Phoebe, had plans for tonight. And those plans would probably involve Phoebe setting Faye up with someone she had nothing in common with. One hint of Faye’s personality, learning that she loved to be home and working, and they never called again. It was the same old story every single time. Come on, it’s Friday night. Live a little.

      Faye flicked her hair, blew herself a kiss in the mirror, and headed for the living room.

      Phoebe would be outside and less than impressed if Faye didn’t get her act together and leave the apartment. She drained her wine glass, placed it in the kitchen sink, and headed for the door. Her feet were already letting her know how unimpressed they were to be hitting the pavement tonight, but once Faye was in a bar and sitting down, she knew she’d have an enjoyable night. It was just the getting off the couch phase she had issues with.

      Phoebe: Sometime today would be perfect!

      Faye: Relax! I’m on my way down.

      Faye grabbed her keys and headed out into the corridor. The chill sent a shiver down her spine, the hairs on her arms standing to attention, but a bourbon would warm her up in no time. And maybe, if she got lucky, a beautiful woman, too.

      The lift greeted her as she pressed the call button. Phoebe had definitely sent it up for her. She loved her best friend dearly, but Lord…she was impatient. When the lift reached the ground floor, she was met with a scolding Phoebe, her green eyes almost ablaze.

      “I’m here. It’s barely even 10.”

      “So, maybe you could get here for 9:55, and then I wouldn’t have to be mad at you.” Phoebe linked an arm through Faye’s, dragging her down the street. “You look great, by the way.”

      “Um, thanks. Who have you set me up with this time?”

      “Now, I had a feeling you were going to assume that, so I decided to change it up a little bit tonight.” Phoebe slowed her pace, strolling with a grin on her face as she swept a hand through her light brown hair. “I’m not setting you up tonight, Faye.”

      “Thank God.”

      “We’re going somewhere new instead. It’s the talk of the city, and it’s…something different.”

      Faye stopped dead on the pavement, her brow furrowed. She wasn’t fond of Phoebe getting an idea in her head. It usually ended in disaster or one hell of a hangover. Faye really wasn’t in a position to nurse a raging headache tomorrow. “Where are you taking me?”

      “Strip club,” Phoebe said without batting an eyelid, guiding Faye across another street with an arm around her waist.

      “Sure. Hilarious. Seriously, where are we going?”

      “I’ve just told you. We’re going to a strip club.” Faye side-glanced at Phoebe. Her best friend really wasn’t lying. “Come on. Move a little quicker. I’ve booked us a table. This place is brand new, and you need a letter from God to get inside lately.”

      “N-no.” Faye shrugged Phoebe off her. In what universe would she freely walk into a strip club? “I’m not going to a strip club.”

      “Stop being such a prude. It’s just a strip club. Let go a little.”

      “Phoebe—”

      Phoebe held up a hand. “Don’t try to pretend you wouldn’t be into this. You forget that I’ve read everything you’ve written. Darkhorse!”

      It didn’t matter what Faye wrote; she still wasn’t into this. As her best friend, Phoebe should know that. “I really don’t want to go to a strip club.”

      “Why? Think of all the hot women.”

      “Yeah and think of the reason why they’re doing it. They don’t all want to be there you know. They don’t all choose to do what they do for the fun of it!”

      “Please, would you lighten up?” Phoebe whined, sending Faye’s frustration deeper. “Come on, just give it a try. If you really don’t like it, we’ll leave. Okay?”

      “Fine.” Faye sighed, dragging her feet down a side street she wasn’t familiar with.

      When they reached a dark building that towered over them, Faye shuddered. She really hated this. Home was where she wanted to be. It didn’t matter that it was Friday night; her couch seemed much more appealing than here.

      She shifted slightly, contemplating turning around and going home. But then Phoebe guided her inside the building, seemingly knowing the security on the door. “What are you having?”

      “Just a water for me, thanks.” Faye smiled weakly; her nose wrinkled as she followed a darkened corridor. When she reached an open space, her eyes widened. Phoebe had actually brought her to a strip club.

      “Why the hell are you drinking water?”

      “Because I feel bad enough being here. I don’t need alcohol to play a part in my regrets tomorrow when I wake up.” Faye shook her head. “I just… Water will be fine, thanks.” She averted her eyes to the bar. Staring at these women didn’t feel right.

      Faye inhaled a shaky breath, her eyelids fluttering closed. This was what people did. They came to these places. If they didn’t, clubs wouldn’t exist. And while she had never contemplated coming to a gentlemen’s club, Faye would admit to feeling slightly intrigued.

      She looked up, her eyes taking in the decor. Okay, she was pleasantly surprised. It was high-end. Nothing about this venue would indicate that women were being exploited. If anything, the space could lead her to believe they were well looked after.

      Maybe after a little while she would feel comfortable here. Faye doubted it, but as she scanned the room, she found many beautiful women. Honestly, they looked anything but sad. Thrilled was how she’d describe them. Maybe I was wrong about this…

      Brought from her stare, Phoebe nudged Faye, grinning as she held up a glass of wine and a bourbon. “Water my arse!” She gave Faye a knowing look, pointing towards an empty area. Faye followed, keeping her head down as she strode across the floor. “Come on. I may or may not have booked us into the VIP section.”

      “You mean you had this planned all along?”

      “Maybe.” Phoebe shrugged as she rounded the table and dropped down onto the expensive leather couch. “You deserve this. And you definitely need it. Just let your hair down and stop feeling bad.”

      “But—”

      “But nothing. Do you really think I’d bring you to a place where you’d feel uncomfortable?”

      “I suppose not.”

      Phoebe smirked. “My best friend only deserves the best. And if you behave yourself, I may have something else planned for this evening.”

      “Like what? I think it’s safe to say you’ve outdone yourself tonight.”

      Phoebe lifted an eyebrow. “So you are enjoying yourself?”

      Faye swallowed when a gorgeous blonde gripped the pole in front of them, her eyes taking in every inch of exposed skin. The woman dancing for them wasn’t quite Faye’s type, but she could certainly admire her from afar. Perhaps Phoebe was right. This was a welcome change from sitting at home on a Friday night.

      Faye nodded. “But just so you know, dinner would have sufficed.”

      “Dinner can be eaten whenever. This is so much more fun.”

      Faye cocked her head, grinning as the blonde in front of her wrapped herself around a pole. “You know, I think you could be right.”

      Faye focused on the dancer, conflicted feelings churning deep within her belly. She shouldn’t enjoy this…should she? But then she kicked the guilt from her mind. This club was exclusive in some ways. It didn’t appear to have sleazy clients just looking to get off. The people here seemed more interested in the show the women put on than the goods beneath what they wore. If Faye focused on that, sitting here this evening wouldn’t feel so cruel.

      The dancer left the stage to the right, heading for a group of guys across the room from Faye and Phoebe. Faye wasn’t necessarily disappointed, but she had been enjoying the show.

      When another blonde stepped onto the stage, Faye lost her breath. She wore intense eye makeup, killer heels, and the lingerie covering her body only added to her beauty. The previous blonde had enhanced breasts and thick, heavy makeup, but this woman? Her eyes were intense, everything about her natural and very appealing.

      Faye was taken aback for a moment. She was sure she recognised the dancer. But she’d never been in a strip club before, or met a dancer, so she batted the familiarity away.

      The dancer crouched down in front of Faye, beckoning her closer with a curl of her index finger. “Hi.”

      “H-hi.” Faye stumbled over her words; her mouth dry. She quickly lifted her bourbon and sipped.

      “I…believe you’re all mine.”

      Faye’s lips parted as she eyed Phoebe. “What’s going on?”

      “She’s all yours for the next thirty minutes.”

      “Excuse me?” Faye almost spat out the drink she was sipping. “Did you just… No! No way!”

      “Go and have a little fun. It’s just a dance, Faye. God, you’re so uptight lately.”

      Uptight? Faye was a forty-year-old woman who had better things to do than think about the next time she’d have sex. Phoebe ought to remember that. “You’re telling me you’ve set up a private dance for me from this woman?”

      “Yep. And it cost me a small fortune, so…”

      “So, get a refund!” Faye gritted her teeth as she leaned in towards her best friend’s ear. It was one thing to be sitting here at all, but to accept a private dance from one of the women was another thing entirely. It was a line Faye couldn’t cross. “Phoebe, I can’t.”

      “Yes, you can. This is my gift to you for your recent bestseller. I’m so proud of you. Just enjoy yourself.”

      “Again,” Faye paused as her dancer guided her out of her seat, “dinner would have sufficed!”

      With a deep intake of breath, Faye closed her eyes and remembered that she wasn’t the only person in the world to receive a private dance in a strip club. It hadn’t been on her bucket list, it never would be, but something different never hurt anyone. But this isn’t me.

      Faye squared her shoulders, reached down for her clutch bag, and followed the dancer away from the stage.

      “I’ve been watching you since you walked into the club,” Faye’s dancer glanced over her shoulder as she pulled back a black curtain. “You’re new here.”

      “Y-yeah.” She smiled. She had no idea what the hell she was doing back here. Her dancer was gorgeous, those smoky eyes alluring, but this wasn’t right. Was it? As much as Faye hated this, her body told her otherwise. She couldn’t recall the last time she’d felt so…aroused. You’re disgusting! “Look, you don’t have to do this. I’ll pay you, but the dance or whatever…you don’t have to do this.”

      “What if I want to?” The dancer narrowed her eyes as she pushed Faye down into a seat. Those eyes…Faye knew them. “What if I want to dance for you?”

      “I-I, uh…” Faye’s heart pounded when hot breath washed over her ear. And then came the perfume. God, this woman smelled amazing. Subtle, but a scent Faye wouldn’t forget in a hurry. I won’t forget the woman wearing it either. “W-what’s your name?”

      “Don’t worry about my name right now.” Soft lips barely brushed Faye’s ear, flaring up every last ounce of arousal she had.

      Faye’s eyes closed when the dancer ground down against her lap. As beautiful as this woman was, Faye couldn’t possibly enjoy something that required payment. Not in this way. But her body continued to respond, telling her otherwise.

      “How about I just give you what you want?” The dancer flicked her long blonde hair over her shoulder, her hips rolling in Faye’s lap. “That’s why you’re here.”

      “S-sure,” Faye said, swallowing as she fought back the urge to reach out and touch her dancer. That wasn’t allowed—and rightly so. Nobody had any right to lay a hand on any of these women, and Faye was no different.

      Her dancer turned; her arms draped over Faye’s shoulders. Faye studied her, still convinced she knew her, but she couldn’t place where from. She held back the need to tell her dancer just how beautiful her eyes were, this wasn’t the time or place to hit on a woman. They were here for a job, not for a date. But God, she really is beautiful.

      Faye focused on her cleavage. Her mother would hit the roof if she knew what her daughter was doing tonight.

      All she could do was watch on, and enjoy the show.

      The dancer’s breasts pressed against Faye’s, and her breath hitched from the mere thought of this delectable woman against her. She shouldn’t feel this way. But Faye had never been so captivated by another woman before. A woman she knew nothing about, and a woman who was only here to get paid.

      That’s right. Find yourself attracted to the exotic dancer!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Talia blew out a nervous breath as she jammed a tea towel into the cappuccino cup she’d been drying for the last ten minutes. Monday morning at the bistro was busy, but the constant orders coming in from customers hadn’t kept her mind off the events from Friday night. A night that Talia really wished she hadn’t been involved in.

      She loved dancing at Vision. She loved dancing period. She didn’t particularly care for the men who drooled over her, or the women on some occasions, but she loved the freedom to express herself—and the money she took home at the end of the night. In reality, she didn’t need the job at the bistro, but with only being required to work a Friday and Saturday night, a normal 9 to 5 job appealed to her. If she wasn’t on the go, Talia didn’t know what to do with herself.

      But then the woman from the coffee shop had walked in, apparently booked a private dance, and now, any hopes of Talia charming her in here had been smashed to pieces. She knew she was fooling herself; she couldn’t hold down a relationship because of her other work, but Talia couldn’t give it up either.

      Regardless of what people thought about the profession, she loved it. Every second of it. At a time when she could have ruined her life and fallen into a routine with the wrong people, Paul, the owner of Vision and its sister club in London, had come calling after seeing Talia’s audition tape.

      And now, she was considered one of the best dancers in Europe.

      But she knew what people thought of her. They may not say it out loud—her family and old friends who didn’t call anymore—but Talia knew exactly what they were saying. She was a whore. She would give up her body for anyone if the price was right. She was a disappointment in her mother’s eyes. But none of it was true. Vision had a strict no touching policy, and if anyone dared to cross the line, expecting more, the client was blacklisted from the venue. And in some cases, the dancer was released from their contract. Talia had witnessed it on several occasions, but she had never crossed the line with a client. And she never would. It would change how Talia saw herself.

      It would also change her career. In her eyes, she was a performer. It really was as simple as that. She didn’t pour herself over clients because she wanted something more from them, but they paid the top end of the pricelist for her attention, and at the end of the night, Talia was the one who left feeling good about herself. Because she’d worked hard to have the life she had now. At 29, she had a mortgage on a gorgeous apartment in the city, her own car, and she didn’t rely on another soul for anything in life. While her friends from school were up to their eyeballs in debt, sleeping with the wrong people, or in prison, Talia was quite literally living her best life.

      And as she stood here this morning, taking coffee and breakfast orders, she knew she wouldn’t change a single second of it. If someone wanted to pay the best part of four hundred pounds to spend thirty minutes with her in their lap, who was she to complain? She must have been doing something right.

      She snapped out of her thoughts when she realised she had a queue forming at the cash register. It was Monday morning, the beginning of a new week, and she’d already paid her bills for the month. This was just something to keep her occupied, but she wouldn’t offer a shitty service because of it.

      When she approached the counter, her eyes widened. The next customer to be served was the woman from the club on Friday. Talia had never felt embarrassed about what she did, but this morning, the potential was there. The customer would see her and probably out her to everyone around.

      God, she is so beautiful too. And respectful. The first reminder that sprung to mind from that night was how respectful her client had been. Talia knew she didn’t want to be there, her friend had dragged her along, but she had offered to pay Talia without the dance. That was definitely the sign of a woman who didn’t agree with dancing in gentleman’s clubs. Yet, she still walked through that door.

      “Hi. What can I get you?” Talia bit the bullet and stepped behind the register. The pretty cappuccino woman was going to bump into her at some point. Why not get it over and done with now?

      “Oh, hi.” She smiled, her eyes fixed firmly on Talia’s. There was a slight crease to her brow. Did this woman not recognise Talia? Surely not. Okay, she had blonde hair when she was dancing, not her natural jet black, and her makeup was kinda heavy, but she didn’t think she’d be so unrecognisable. “Uh, cappuccino please. And I’ll take a cream cheese bagel, too.”

      “What’s your name?”

      “Excuse me?” The customer’s brow furrowed deeper. And then Talia realised exactly what she’d said. She’d asked the very same thing her client had asked on Friday night.

      “F-for your order. I need a name.”

      “Oh, right.” She shook her head and laughed. “Faye.”

      “I’ll bring it over to you when it’s ready. Take a seat.”

      Faye left the counter and took a seat in the window. Talia assumed it to be her preferred spot since she’d been sat there on Friday morning too. But it was a good spot. You could see the people going about their business from that table, and there was a great view of the city.

      A few minutes later when Faye’s order was ready, Talia cleared her throat and approached the table. Faye had to realise who she was sooner or later, but Talia didn’t have the heart to tell her. Faye seemed quiet, perhaps timid. She looked as though she preferred her own company, always lost in thought as she sat behind her laptop. Hidden away—that’s how Talia felt about Faye. As though she wanted to be hidden away.

      I don’t know why. She’s absolutely gorgeous.

      She had the cutest dimples Talia had ever seen on another woman and stunning blue eyes. When she smiled, her entire face lit up and made Talia’s heart jump ever so slightly. But Faye wouldn’t be interested in someone like her. Talia knew it without a shadow of a doubt.

      Faye’s blonde hair whipped around her face as Talia cleared her throat. “Your order.”

      “Oh, thank you.” Faye’s full smile melted Talia. This woman really had no idea who she was.

      And maybe that was for the best. She didn’t expect to see Faye at the club again; she’d noted the disinterest in her eyes as she took her hand and guided her to a private room. She’d heard the tremble in her voice as Talia straddled her lap. The uncertainty was palpable in that room on Friday.

      Talia noted the paperback sitting on the table, just as it had on Friday morning. “Did you read it?”

      “Oh, I’ve read it many times,” Faye said, glancing up at Talia as she stirred her cappuccino.

      And then Talia put two and two together. Faye Holmes.

      “Wait! Are you…her?” She nodded towards the book. “This is your work, isn’t it?”

      “That is me, yes.”

      “Wow.” Oh, God. I gave a bestselling author a lap dance. Talia didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. “It was amazing.”

      “Thank you.” Faye lowered her eyes, her cheeks red.

      “I have to say, I didn’t expect the woman who wrote that kinda stuff to look like you.”

      Faye lowered her eyes. “I’m not sure what that’s supposed to mean.”

      “It’s…raunchy.” And it really was. Talia didn’t often blush, and she had no qualms with discussing sex, but that book had really done a number on her. She would also admit to some one-handed reading throughout the turning of those delicious pages.

      Faye barked a laugh. “It’s also fiction.”

      Oh, now now, little miss butter wouldn’t melt, Talia thought, fighting back a grin. “Fair enough. Well, it was a great read, anyway. Looking forward to more.”

      “You’ll be lucky,” Faye said, relaxing back in her seat. “If I don’t get some work done soon, there won’t be anymore.”

      Talia held up a hand, backing away. You’ve told her how you felt about it, now get out of her way. “Apologies, I’ll let you be.”

      “Oh, no. I didn’t mean—” Faye exhaled a breath. “Sorry. I wasn’t implying that you were interrupting me.”

      “It’s okay. I should probably get back to work anyway.” Talia threw a thumb over her shoulder.

      “Hey, Talia?” There was an edge to Faye’s voice this time. Perhaps a hesitation.

      Great. She’s realised who I am. She swallowed and then perked herself up. “Y-yeah?”

      “Do you have a break coming up at all?”

      She turned her watch towards herself. “In an hour.”

      “Did you want to join me for coffee? If you don’t already have lunch plans…”

      Talia’s heart settled. Faye wasn’t about to reveal her dancing career. This woman was genuine and had absolutely no idea. Talia didn’t know if that was a blessing or a curse. “I’d love to.”

      “Okay then. I’ll see you in an hour.”
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        * * *

      

      Okay, just be yourself.

      Talia took two coffees from the counter and made a beeline for Faye. She’d been working away at her keyboard since Talia had brought her order to her an hour ago, so her concern now was disturbing the incredibly beautiful writer. Maybe she should let her be. She was sure Faye didn’t particularly want her company. She was probably just being nice when she offered earlier.

      The more time you spend with her, the more likely she is to recognise you. Not only that, but the more time Talia spent with Faye…the more likely she was to get too attached.

      She’d been here before. She wouldn’t put herself through the pain ever again.

      For the last hour, Talia had mulled over it all in her head. She wasn’t ashamed of who she was or what she did, but she’d decided she didn’t want Faye to know about her real life. It was easier if things could remain separate at the bistro. If the management found out about Talia’s dancing, they may not want her on their books. Sure, there was probably a lawsuit that could come with that, but she didn’t want to fight with people to make them understand that what she did on her weekends was perfectly acceptable.

      But there would always be that stigma. Talia knew that coming into the business she was in.

      “Are you joining me or are you thinking about running away?”

      Talia shook her thoughts away, clearing her throat as Faye’s soft voice reached her ears. “Sorry. I didn’t know if you were on a bit of a roll.”

      “I’m ready for a break,” Faye said, smiling as she pulled out the chair beside her. “Sit. You’ve been rushed off your feet all morning.”

      Okay, that was kinda sweet. Faye clearly paid attention to other people and her surroundings. “I brought you more coffee.”

      “Perfect. Maybe I could just move in here and have you ply me with coffee.”

      “If it means you give us more amazing novels, I volunteer to take care of you.” Talia sat down, pleasantly surprised by how easily conversation flowed with Faye. But she was also aware that she was skirting the line of flirting and decided to pull back. The problem was that it was hard not to flirt with Faye. She was…stunning. “So, do you always write here?”

      “Mostly, yes.” Faye added sugar to her drink and stirred, her eyes studying Talia’s face. “When did you move into the city? That accent is not from around here.”

      “Almost a month ago.” Less is more.

      “And did something or someone bring you here? I don’t imagine you packed your bags and moved to Liverpool so you could work in a local bistro. London has plenty of them.”

      “I…felt like a change.” Talia hated lying, she didn’t do it often, but she couldn’t bring herself to tell Faye that Vision had personally asked her to move from London and work at the new club. They wanted her to bring in the clients, to make Vision just as successful as the London club, so here she was…sexy lingerie and all.

      “Well, the community is great around here. We’re very friendly people.”

      “So far, so good.” Talia smiled awkwardly. Faye was still studying her, those blue eyes narrowed.

      “You know, I feel like I’ve met you before.” Faye cocked her head. “I just can’t place where.”

      “You saw me on Friday.”

      Faye’s eyes widened suddenly, and Talia’s heart fell into her stomach.

      “In here, remember? I brought you coffee and a muffin.”

      “No, I’m certain I’ve bumped into you elsewhere. Perhaps I’ve just seen you around.”

      “Yeah. Or maybe I just have one of those faces.”

      “What faces?”

      Talia shrugged. “Familiar.”

      “Mm.” Faye sipped her coffee and smiled. “Beautiful, yes. Familiar, no.”

      A thrill jolted Talia at those words. Faye Holmes…had just complimented her. Though Talia may have been used to people glaring, drooling, and whatever else they did when they thought about her, this was different. Because Faye didn’t look at her as though she was undressing her with her eyes. In here, at the bistro, Talia was just like any other woman trying to live her life.

      “Look, you can say no, but would you like to grab a drink one evening?”

      Talia swallowed. She’d love to, but she’d set herself a strict no relationship policy a long time ago. It just made things easier, and she didn’t particularly enjoy having her heart broken simply because of her love for dancing. She could assume that it was a friendly drink and readily agree, but the look in Faye’s eyes told her otherwise. “Oh, I-I…”

      Faye held up a hand, focusing on her computer screen. “It’s okay. I thought I’d try, but you really don’t have to explain yourself to me.”

      “Faye, I—”

      “Have a partner. Of course you do.” Faye laughed. “I mean, why wouldn’t you?”

      Okay, Faye was doing everything to make Talia feel good about herself today. “Actually, I don’t. But I’m not sure I’m free.” Another lie that Talia regretted immediately.

      Faye offered a weak smile. “Please, forget I mentioned it.”

      “I’m not looking to date anyone at the minute.” That was the extent of Talia’s explanation. She couldn’t reveal anymore. You’ve never been ashamed of what you do, so why now?

      “That’s okay.”

      “But I don’t know…maybe we could have coffee again the next time you’re in here?” Though she couldn’t accept a date from Faye, she could certainly enjoy being in her company. Talia didn’t often give herself the time to consider another woman in her life, but something about Faye and that gentle smile made her want to at least fantasise about it. Not with Faye, obviously, but down the line, Talia may feel as though she was in a place where she could indulge the idea.

      It almost killed you last time. Don’t do it to yourself.

      “Coffee, yes.”

      Talia relaxed back into her seat, watching the world go by outside. She felt Faye’s eyes on her, but she couldn’t give Faye the opportunity to figure her out. “I could sit here watching people all day. Sometimes, if I find someone interesting out there”—Talia nodded towards the street—“I watch them from the moment they walk in here.”

      Faye’s coffee cup clattered onto the saucer. “What did you just say?”

      “Oh, I don’t mean in a stalkerish way. People just fascinate me.”

      “I swear I’ve heard someone say that before.” Faye ran a hand through her hair, closing her eyes briefly. “Sorry. I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I think I need to get some decent sleep.”

      “I should get back to work.” Talia was digging a hole for herself; it was time to let Faye get on with her work. If she didn’t purposely hide who she was, Faye wouldn’t be so disappointed when she came to know it all. “Thanks for the chat. I’ll see you soon.”

      “Yeah, definitely. Take care, Talia.”

      Talia got up from her seat and took her coffee cup into the kitchen. She braced her hands against the counter, dropping her head between her shoulders. Why now? And why here? It had been so long since someone had asked her out for a drink, and Talia had foolishly blown off the one woman she’d found remotely interesting in a long time. While she may have come to terms with the fact she wouldn’t ever hold down a meaningful relationship, it didn’t make it hurt any less.

      But it was for the best. Faye Holmes would not want someone who worked until sunrise.
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      The week went by painfully slow. After Monday at the coffee shop, Faye had struggled to focus. She never asked women on dates, and the one time she did…she was rejected. She couldn’t say she was disappointed, but the thought of having a drink with Talia had been a nice idea in her head. Talia had a gentleness about her, a calming voice. She had the sweetest smile. And those eyes? God, she felt as though she was seeing those eyes everywhere she turned lately. In all honesty, she felt…out of sorts.

      I definitely know her.

      But Faye didn’t. She couldn’t possibly. Talia was new to the area, to the city, and Faye hadn’t ventured down to London in a while.

      Sighing, she lifted her phone from the table. She’d decided to head out alone this evening and enjoy a bottle at her local wine bar. Phoebe was on a date and working from home meant that Faye didn’t really have the option to ‘call the girls from work.’ There were none. None local, anyway.

      F: How’s the date going?

      Her phone pinged. A swift reply from Phoebe was never a good sign.

      P: Terrible. I think I’ll be joining you after all.

      F: Sorry to hear that. But at least you know I love you.

      P: Marvellous. But I can’t scream your name tonight so you’re a bit useless to me!

      F: Charming!

      Faye grinned and shook her head. Phoebe was a serial dater, something Faye both admired and loathed depending on her mood. She didn’t have the attention span to entertain several women a month. She just wanted that one perfect woman to fall into her lap.

      Ugh, my lap! Thoughts of last Friday floated into Faye’s mind. As she expected, she’d woken up on Saturday morning feeling dreadful about her decision to go into that private room. Perhaps Phoebe was right…maybe Faye was a prude.

      As if the universe wasn’t already making life difficult for her, Faye almost choked on her glass of wine as Talia turned around at the bar. She wore tight, black leather pants and a sheer, deep green, sleeveless blouse. Faye’s mouth dried, her lips parting as she watched the woman who did not want to date her. And tonight, Faye could absolutely understand why.

      Talia was…God, she was way too good for Faye. That woman, without a doubt, knew how to have a good time. It was as though she’d transformed into an entirely different person, but that sweet smile still remained as she acknowledged someone in passing.

      Faye did the only thing she could do. She refilled her wine glass and gulped it down. She’d regret it later, but she needed something to occupy her mouth. It was close to hanging open.

      And then Talia trained her eyes on Faye, heading in her direction. “Hi. You here with friends?”

      “N-no.” Faye stumbled, her eyes lowering briefly to Talia’s impressive cleavage. “You?”

      “I was just winding down before I head home. I’ve been to dinner with a friend, but they had to leave a little while ago.”

      “Well, it was nice seeing you.” Faye offered her best fake smile, but it faltered when she realised she didn’t want Talia to leave her alone at this table. But the chance of something more wasn’t in the cards for Faye—she had to remember that.

      “Is…everything okay? I haven’t seen you at the bistro since Monday.”

      “Sure.” If you can call me thinking about you daily ‘okay.’ “Busy, you know.”

      “You’re not writing there anymore?”

      Faye cleared her throat. Talia was looking at her with those concerned eyes, but it didn’t mean anything. It was simply Faye reading into something that wasn’t there. “Change of venue. Different scene.”

      “Shame. I was looking forward to that other coffee with you.”

      Faye calmed herself. Seeing Talia outside of a work setting was having an even bigger effect on her than she previously thought. None of this was good, not when she wanted to kiss this woman. “I…decided to change venues so I could concentrate. You were nice company and chatting with you was a lovely change from my best friend dragging me places I don’t wish to be, but if I had coffee with you again, it would be for the wrong reasons.”

      “Your best friend takes you places you don’t want to go?” Talia quirked an eyebrow. She clearly had no intentions of discussing the latter part of Faye’s statement.

      “Mm.” Faye looked down at her glass. She’d never felt so conflicted about a choice she’d made before. Faye wrinkled her nose. “She took me to a strip club last week.”

      “So? If that’s what you ladies are into, that’s your own business.”

      Faye scoffed. She wasn’t into it. “Do I look like the kind of person who wants a stripper grinding in my lap?” Wow, that had come out entirely wrong. She had no issues with dancers. Women were free to enjoy whatever they enjoyed. Still, it wasn’t for Faye.

      “I-I, uh…guess not.”

      “Exactly.” Faye swirled the dreg of wine she had in her glass and poured it down her throat. Talia standing in front of her looking how she did wasn’t helping anything this evening. If Faye focused hard enough, she would say Talia had the same body as the woman in her lap last week. Sweet Jesus! “Can I get you a drink?” Faye got to her feet, stopping when she remembered Talia wasn’t here to drink with her. “You’ve already said no to the drink. Sorry.”

      “Faye,” Talia said, stepping closer. “I didn’t want to turn you down. It’s just—”

      “You’re not looking. I know.”

      “My GOD!” Phoebe bellowed as she approached Faye. “Get me a drink right now before I climb that bar and serve myself.” With her arms wrapping around Faye’s neck, Phoebe dramatically sighed. “I don’t think I’ll ever find a decent date again.”

      “Hey, Pheebs.” Faye shot her a look, cocking her head towards Talia. “I was kinda in the middle of something before you came in like a whirlwind.”

      “Oops. A little busy, huh?” Phoebe wiggled her eyebrows, releasing Faye from her grip.

      As she turned, Faye introduced her. “This is Talia. She works at the bistro. Talia, this is Phoebe. My best friend and number one pain in my arse.”

      “Um, Adria?” Phoebe smirked, looking between Talia and Faye. “From the—”

      “No. The name is Talia. Nice to meet you.” She extended her hand, but Phoebe didn’t take it. Faye noted how her best friend stared through her instead. “Have a nice night, ladies.” Talia didn’t hang around for a response. She rushed off in the direction of the bathroom, leaving a confused Faye standing in the middle of the wine bar.

      “Huh.” Phoebe turned her attention to Faye. “Weird. I could have sworn she was someone else.”

      “Well, whoever she is, she doesn’t want to date me.” Faye flopped back down into her seat, sighing. “But she’s absolutely gorgeous.”

      “Can you give me a minute? Need to use the loo.”

      Faye lifted a shoulder, pushing her empty glass away. “Sure. Pick up another bottle on the way back.”
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        * * *

      

      Talia braced her hands against the sink in the bathroom, her head spinning. Phoebe had been close to blowing everything, but what did it matter? Talia knew better than to hide who she was. Because eventually, it always came back to bite her in the arse.

      She pushed off the sink, straightening herself out in the mirror. She was proud of who she was, she was confident and dedicated to everything she did, so why did Faye make her wobble with a mere glance? Why, if she didn’t care what people thought of her, did she feel that so-called confidence wavering?

      Because Faye seemed disgusted by the fact she’d been to a strip club. That in turn meant she was probably disgusted by Talia’s choice to be there. And in Talia’s mind, Faye’s approval mattered. She couldn’t fathom why Faye had that effect on her, nor did she like it, but it was true. What Faye thought did matter. Her blue eyes had dimmed as they spoke about it, and if Talia thought she’d gauged it right, she could have sworn Faye shuddered.

      The bathroom door opened, and Phoebe stopped behind her. They watched one another through the mirror.

      “Can I help you?” Talia spoke first. She never had done well with silence.

      “You are who I think you are, right?”

      “I’m not sure what you’re talking about.”

      “Adria.”

      Talia washed her hands at the sink, avoiding eye contact as she cleared her throat. “You know quite well who I am. You’ve been booking me for friends and yourself for weeks now.”

      “And why are you here?” Phoebe stood with her arms folded, a brow lifted.

      “I wasn’t aware that I shouldn’t be here. I’m winding down. The same as everyone else.”

      “You’re not trying to pursue something with Faye, are you?” A slight scoff followed, offending Talia deeply. “I mean, you and her?”

      “You seem concerned by the thought of that.”

      Phoebe snorted. “I am.”

      After Talia dried her hands and disposed of the paper towels, she stepped closer to Phoebe. “I’m sure Faye is capable of making her own decisions, but don’t worry. I turned her down.”

      “Turned her down? There’s no chance she’d date someone like you.”

      Someone like me. “She doesn’t know who I am, okay?”

      “You were draped all over her last weekend. Of course she knows who you are.”

      “Trust me,” Talia said, holding up a hand. “She doesn’t. She thinks I’m just a waitress at the bistro. We had coffee together on Monday, and she was none the wiser.”

      “So, you’re trying to deceive her?” Phoebe looked Talia up and down, a snarl on her lips.

      Anyone else, and Talia would have reached forward and throttled them, but Phoebe was of no importance to her life. She didn’t know why she was even answering to this woman. It was none of Phoebe’s business. Best friend or not.

      “Are you worried I’m going to get my dirty little hands on her?”

      “That’s exactly what I’m worried about. She’s a successful woman. The last thing she needs is for people to find out she’s fucking a stripper.”

      “She’s not.”

      “And it’s going to stay that way. You should be honest with her, Adria. If you care about her, you’ll do the right thing and avoid her.”

      Talia glared. She’d never understood why people felt they were entitled to a say on how she lived her life. “You don’t like me…”

      “I’m sure you’re lovely, but Faye is my best friend. I won’t have her being the talk of the city because she’s dating you. You’re…different people.”

      “You and I certainly are. I have respect for people. I’m not sure you know the meaning of the word.”

      “You may respect people, but you clearly don’t respect yourself!” Phoebe stepped around Talia, effectively dismissing their conversation.

      But Talia wasn’t done. “You have no idea who I am. I’d appreciate it if you didn’t assume.”

      “Please, stay away from her.”

      “You know, for someone who claims to be disgusted by what I do, you spend an awful lot of money on me.”

      “I have no issue watching you dance or paying you to do so. I just don’t want your hands on my best friend.”

      Talia didn’t have the patience to argue with a woman she didn’t know. She’d spent a long time defending herself in the past, and she didn’t have the energy to continue to do so as she reached thirty. She gripped the door handle but turned back. “One thing you should know about me is that I never pursue a relationship. I’m not capable of being loved, but I knew that going into the industry I’m in. Faye is lovely, she’s the kind of woman I’d be attracted to, but I wouldn’t expect her to stay for even five minutes if she realised who I was. She’s already made her feelings about dancing clear. You have nothing to worry about, Phoebe. I’m not out to hurt her.”

      Talia turned and left the bathroom, heading for the table she’d occupied for the last two hours. The table she’d sat at nursing her one glass of wine all evening.

      As she shrugged her coat on, a gentle hand gripped her arm. “Hey, are you leaving?”

      Faye. Those pretty blue eyes. Her gentle features. But then Talia cleared her throat and stepped away. Faye had her opinion—shame for being at Vision—so Talia admiring her was a waste of time. As with everyone else in the past…Talia would face the same fate. “Yeah. I have a lot to do at home.”

      “Was…Phoebe in the bathroom with you?” Faye asked.

      There was no use lying. “She was. I’m sure she’ll be out in a sec.”

      “What did she say to you?”

      Talia lowered her eyes to the buttons on her jacket. “Nothing. Why?”

      “Because she can’t help herself. So, whatever it was…I apologise. I know you’re not looking, and Phoebe is just getting her hopes up so she doesn’t have to be at my beck and call anymore.”

      “Speak to your friend. I’m sure she can tell you anything you need to know.”

      Talia left the wine bar, disappointed she wouldn’t have the chance to form a friendship with Faye after tonight. She didn’t have many friends, only one close enough to consider important in her life, but being a dancer usually meant people only gravitated towards her for two things: sex or money. But Faye didn’t strike her as that kind of woman. No, Faye was entirely different to the people Talia usually involved herself with.

      Detach yourself. It’s for the best.
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        * * *

      

      Faye hooked her arm through Phoebe’s as they headed out of the wine bar and towards Faye’s apartment. After Phoebe’s poor date and Faye’s constant thoughts of Talia, they’d decided to head back to the apartment and share the bottle of wine Phoebe had picked up on her way back from the bathroom. Her best friend seemed…distant, but Faye didn’t know why. She seemed perfectly fine when she arrived—minus the dramatics about her failed date.

      “You’re still coming up, aren’t you?” Faye side-glanced at Phoebe as her apartment block came into view. “Could do with some company tonight.”

      “Of course. I’ll probably stay over if it gets late.”

      “Fine by me. You can make breakfast in the morning.”

      Phoebe smiled, stopping at the entrance to the block. “Could we discuss something when we get upstairs? I have something I needed to say to you.”

      “Let’s crack this open and get on the couch.” Faye let them into the building, opting for the stairs instead of the lift. Taking the two flights would warm her up if nothing else. “It’s been a while since we sat on the couch drinking wine.”

      “Well, little miss bestseller has been too busy for teenage antics.”

      Faye snorted. That wasn’t true. “You know I’d rather be in than out. It’s you who keeps dragging me to bars and…clubs.” She cleared her throat. “Do you go there often?”

      “I’ve been a few times, but I won’t be going again. It’s not really my scene.”

      “Funny. It seemed exactly like your scene when you took me last week.” Puffing out her cheeks as she reached her front door, Faye slid the key into the lock and kicked her heels off the moment she stepped inside. “God, that feels good.”

      “Pour the wine. I’ll get whatever snacks I can find.”

      “You’ll be lucky. I haven’t been shopping for food this week.”

      Phoebe groaned, shaking her head. “You really need to look after yourself, Faye. Having food in the fridge usually helps.”

      “I’m fine. I had stuff to rustle something up. I’m just…feeling a bit lost at the minute.”

      “Lost? Why?”

      “I don’t know. I can’t put my finger on it.” Faye ran a hand through her hair, perching herself on the edge of the couch. “Thankfully my writer’s block has improved, and my work life seems to be okay…but I want something more. You know.”

      “Something more?” Phoebe rested against the kitchen counter, shoving her hands in the pockets of her jeans. “Like, romantically?”

      “Yeah. And I know you don’t care for romance, you just want someone you can enjoy for the night, but I want more. I really do.”

      “This is about that woman from the bistro, isn’t it?”

      “Talia?” Faye smiled. Thinking of Talia was becoming the highlight of her day lately. And now that she had a mental image of her in leather pants…who knew what her dreams would involve from here on out.

      “Earth to Faye!”

      “Sorry. What were you saying?”

      “Talia. The woman from the bistro.”

      “Right. Yes. Isn’t she gorgeous? And she’s lovely too.”

      “Look…” Phoebe paused, pushing off the counter. “That thing I needed to speak to you about. Well, it’s about Talia. And I really hate to do this, but I’m about to burst your bubble.”

      “Burst my bubble?” Faye grew confused, staring through Phoebe. “I don’t understand. You can’t possibly know her. She only moved to the city a month ago.”

      “She’s not who you think she is.”

      Faye was lost. “Well, I don’t exactly know her. I just know she works at the bistro. We haven’t had some life altering conversation.” Faye sighed. “That was supposed to happen over a few drinks…until she blew me off.”

      “You’re about to be thankful for her blowing you off. Trust me.”

      “Okay, whatever you have to say, just say it. You’re not making any sense tonight.”

      “You remember the club last week?”

      The club. How could she forget it? The woman who’d danced for her had certainly awakened something inside Faye. The problem was, she was too embarrassed to admit it. It wasn’t that she’d hated the club or the women who worked there, she’d just…never imagined she’d find herself inside a place like Vision. “I do. Hard to forget.”

      “Well, she’s your stripper, Faye.”

      Faye barked a laugh. Talia was not her stripper. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

      “Seriously. Think about it. Remember her.”

      “You must have the wrong person. My stripper had platinum blonde hair. Talia does not.”

      “It was a wig.” Phoebe grabbed two glasses and cracked their wine open. Which was just as well because Faye needed a large glass right about now. “I know you don’t want to believe it, and I can’t blame you for that, but your stripper is Talia. Her stage name is Adria.”

      “Adria.” Faye tried the name out, but it didn’t fit. Talia was Talia. Not Adria. “I think you’re wrong.”

      “Okay, so the next time you see her, ask her.”

      The eyes...

      Oh, God. Talia was her stripper.

      Faye’s immediate reaction was to get angry. Talia would have known who Faye was when she arrived at the club. They’d only spoken that very same day. But then her anger dissipated, slowly turning to sadness. Because whoever Talia was…it could never be. If she one day accepted Faye’s date, Faye would have to let her down. She couldn’t date a dancer.

      “Did you say something to her in the bathroom tonight? She left in a hurry.”

      “I just asked her to leave you alone. I love you too much to see someone like her hurt you.”

      “Someone like her?” And she was back to the anger. Phoebe had no right to say that. She didn’t know Talia. Neither of them did. “That’s unfair. And really judgemental.”

      “Look, we can pretend she doesn’t have her hands all over God knows what, but we’re not stupid. You’re not stupid. Are you seriously telling me you’d consider dating a stripper?”

      “Well, no.” Faye couldn’t do that. She couldn’t sit at home knowing someone else had their eyes on her girlfriend. She’d drive herself insane within a week. “But that doesn’t give us, you, the right to say those things about her. I know a different side to her, and I really like it.”

      “So you are considering it.” Phoebe threw up her hands. “I don’t believe this. You’re not living one of your novels now, Faye. This is real life.”

      Faye shot to her feet, approaching the window. She looked down at the city—for a Thursday night, it was quite busy—her heart sitting heavy in her chest. “I know this is real life. But there’s something about her that makes me want to know her more. There’s…just something, Phoebe.”

      “Mm. Men. Other women. Whatever.”

      “Don’t.” Faye clenched her jaw, her nostrils flared. “Don’t dare stand there and call her fit to burn when you don’t know her.”

      “You expect me to sit back and watch you ruin yourself by fucking a stripper? Nah, I’m not doing it. If you don’t see sense, I’m out. I can’t stand by watching it unfold.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you’re my best friend, Faye. You mean the world to me. To see you hurting because of someone like her, someone who lets people do whatever they want to her? No!”

      “I’m not sure what you think she does, but she’s a dancer. So, if you have nothing useful to say, you can leave.”

      “What? You’re willing to fall out with me because of her? You’re right, something is wrong with you lately. And you need to figure your shit out before you do something stupid.”

      Faye wasn’t sure she’d ever done anything stupid in her life. She’d always been so well behaved. So on hand for everyone else. But at forty, Faye didn’t want that anymore. She wanted to let her hair down and find someone who wanted the same things she did. Talia wasn’t that woman, she was far too much for Faye, but if she put herself out there…she may just find exactly what she was looking for.

      Love.

      “I’m not really feeling the wine anymore. I think I’ll call it a night. Get into bed with a book.”

      “You mean you want me to leave so you can pout?”

      Faye walked towards her bedroom door, disappointed with how this evening was ending. “Stay or don’t. That’s entirely up to you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      Faye blew out a steady breath as she rounded the corner, her gaze landing on Vision. She didn’t feel great tonight. She’d tried to seek out Talia for an entire week, but Talia had taken personal time off from the cafe. Faye hoped it wasn’t because of this whole situation, but the dread in her belly told her it was.

      And then Phoebe flitted into her mind. The morning after Faye had learned the truth, she’d woken to Phoebe in a foul mood. But Faye wasn’t fighting with her friend about a woman she was attracted to. It wasn’t going anywhere, so why did Phoebe feel so strongly about it?

      Faye had tried to let it go, but she was still angry about the things Phoebe had said. When Faye brought it up the following morning, Phoebe had explained that Talia wasn’t the issue but that Talia and Faye was. The idea of Faye dating a ‘stripper’ was a step too far.

      While Faye appreciated Phoebe’s concern, she wasn’t happy about the language she’d used. So, a week on, Faye had kept their contact minimal.

      She removed her phone from her pocket and checked the time. Just fifteen minutes until her appointment. Could she call it that—an appointment? Faye shook her head; it didn’t matter what she called it. She would see Talia tonight and that was the most important thing. They could put all of this to bed and move forward.

      The security guard eyed Faye as she approached the door, tilting his head. “Expecting you?”

      “Y-yes,” Faye said, holding out a trembling hand. Her phone displayed the ticket for this evening, her picture included for identification purposes. Security offered a single nod and opened the door. “Thank you.”

      She followed the same corridor she had with Phoebe two weeks ago, breathing a sigh of relief once she reached the bar. The same bartender worked, heading for Faye with a towel slung over his shoulder. “What can I get you?”

      “Bourbon.”

      Faye needed something to take the edge off. She’d never been an anxious person, but lately, the thought of seeing Talia sent Faye’s heart rate through the roof. More so because she knew she’d hurt someone. It had never been her intention, Faye was as open minded as they came, but she’d upset Talia and she had to make it right.

      “Thanks.” She pressed her card to the contactless machine, smiling in the bartender’s direction as he slid the drink towards her.

      Now that she was here alone, it gave Faye time to really think about the last couple of weeks. As with the first time around, she noted that the clients here were well presented. Businessmen predominantly, no other women in sight. That only sent Faye’s nerves skyrocketing. Did women even come to strip clubs? It wasn’t something she’d considered before she’d been dragged here.

      She slowly walked towards an empty table around the stage, sinking into her seat as inconspicuously as she possibly could. But nobody here was paying attention to who was coming and going. No, their only interest was the show happening on stage. And really, it was a show. It wasn’t the raunchy striptease Faye imagined happened in clubs like this. And it wasn’t sleazy. These women…were performers.

      As Faye watched over the rim of her glass, she sipped slowly, her pulse whooshing in her ears when Talia came from a back room. A client followed her, shoving a wad of cash into her hand as he nodded and headed for a group of men sitting on the far side of the stage. Faye lowered her eyes. She didn’t want to think about the stuff that likely happened in those rooms. But then she realised that she knew Talia, not Adria. It didn’t matter which name she went by; Faye didn’t feel as though the woman she knew would freely allow just anyone to touch her.

      They have a strict no touch policy.

      But was that only there to protect the club owners? Did people go into those private rooms and do whatever they pleased? Faye’s stomach churned at the thought.

      This was a mistake.

      She knocked back her drink and got to her feet, hoping she could slip out of the club without being noticed. It didn’t matter if she was a no show; she’d already paid before she arrived.

      “What are you doing here?” A gentle hand gripped Faye’s wrist, holding her in place. “Faye?”

      Faye looked up into those eyes, but they didn’t shine quite as much as they usually did. “I came here to see you.”

      “You’re my 10:30?” Talia’s brows shot up with surprise.

      Faye nodded. “I thought you’d know it was me.”

      “When did you book in with me?”

      “As I was leaving my place.” Faye stared down at the hand holding her wrist. She’d fought with herself for the last few hours, repeatedly checking Talia’s availability. When it continued to show an open slot for 10:30, Faye felt as though it was a sign.

      “I’ve had back-to-back clients. I haven’t had time to check the system.”

      Faye tugged her bottom lip. She cast her gaze on the floor briefly, before lifting it back to Talia. “I hope you don’t mind that it’s me.”

      Talia smiled a dirty grin. This wasn’t the woman Faye was fond of. This was Adria. A front…her alter-ego. “If you’d like to follow me…”

      Wait! She thinks I’m here for more. Before she could explain, Talia was already heading for the private room to the right of the stage. She drew back the curtain, and Faye had no choice but to follow her inside. Once they were in the privacy of the mirrored walled room, Faye inhaled deeply. “I’m not here so you can dance for me. That’s not what I want.”

      “Then I don’t know why you’re here, Faye.”

      “To apologise.” Faye wrung her hands and shook her head. Why did this woman undo her in every way possible? While she preferred Talia in her natural form, that jet black hair falling down her back and those eyes with much less makeup, she had to admit that this side of her still fired Faye up. “For the things I said at the wine bar.”

      “What things?” Talia eyed the camera in the corner of the room. “Look, I appreciate that you’re not here to exploit me, or so I’m guessing you believe, but if I don’t do something soon, someone is going to come in here wanting to know why I’m not giving you what you paid for.”

      Faye sighed. “Should I just leave?”

      “Depends.” Talia grinned. “You’ve paid for me for the hour. Which, by the way, is a lot to fork out considering you don’t want to be here…”

      Yes. It had been a lot to fork out. Seven hundred, to be exact. But Talia was worth it. If it meant Faye got a conversation out of her, it was absolutely worth it. “Fine.” She sat down on the leather couch with her back to the camera. “Just…I need you to know that this isn’t what I want.”

      Talia cocked her head. “Whatever makes you sleep better at night.”

      “No, Talia. I’m serious.”

      Talia held up a hand, staring down at Faye. Her eyes darkened, her features changed, and then she stepped closer, her knees pressing into the couch either side of Faye’s thighs. “In here, I’m Adria.”

      God. Everything is wrong with this.

      “About last week. I didn’t mean to imply that what you do is distasteful.” Faye’s pulse sped up when Talia rolled her body against her. Faye’s eyes landed on her cleavage again, her hands pressed against her own stomach so she didn’t reach out and touch her. “What you do is your own business. I never meant to make you feel as though I was disgusted by it.”

      Talia whipped her hair from one shoulder to the other, smiling down at Faye. But this wasn’t the woman she knew. The facade, the lack of gentleness in her eyes…this was not Talia. It was an imposter.

      “People come here for one thing: a dance. It doesn’t really matter how you feel about it, or me, so long as you leave here satisfied.”

      “Okay, no.” Faye held up her hands, pulling her body back as much as she could. If they were going to discuss this, Faye couldn’t do it while Talia was dancing on her. “I need to leave.”

      Talia groaned, climbing from the couch. “If you don’t want this, coming here was a waste of time.”

      “I just wanted to talk to you.”

      “I’m a stripper, honey, not a therapist.”

      Faye studied Talia. The change in her was quite intense. “I don’t like this side of you. I like the Talia who I drink coffee with. The Talia who gushes over books and people watching. But this, I can’t.”

      Talia nodded, fixing her lingerie on her hips. “Then I don’t know what else you want from me. I’m sorry.”

      “I’d like to speak to you, but not here. The only reason I booked you tonight is because you’ve not been at work. And I really needed to apologise to you.”

      “No hard feelings.” Talia finally offered one of her genuine smiles, causing Faye’s own smile to appear. “This really isn’t the place for you, Faye. I’ll happily dance for anyone, but this…it’s not you. And that’s okay.”

      “Let me take you out to dinner to make up for it.” Faye hadn’t planned to ask Talia to dinner, but there was no harm in offering. Honestly, she’d love to get to know the woman beneath all of this. “It doesn’t mean anything, I know you’re not interested, but I’d really like to take you to dinner.”

      Talia nodded. “Okay.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Why not?” She lifted a shoulder. “I like you. You’re different. Dinner would be nice.”

      “I’ll see you on Monday. We can figure something out then.”

      “Works for me.”

      “Hey…” Faye stepped forward, inconspicuously taking Talia’s hand briefly. She didn’t want to leave Talia alone here, but it wasn’t Faye’s business to involve herself. “Be careful, okay? Be safe.”

      “I will.”
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        * * *

      

      Talia stared up at the ceiling, chewing her lip as she waited for her alarm clock to go off. She hadn’t slept much, Faye was playing on her mind, but she still felt surprisingly well rested.

      The initial shock of seeing her last night had worn off, and now Talia had a heavy weight settled in her stomach. She’d been dreadful to Faye. But work was work, and she didn’t stray. If she did, anything could go wrong.

      She turned on her side, glaring at the clock on the nightstand. She didn’t want to get up. She wanted to lie in bed all morning and think about Faye. Nobody had ever left her room and told her to be safe. Nobody had shown up to apologise for potentially hurting or offending Talia. But Faye hadn’t hurt her. What was hurting her was the idea of never knowing Faye on a deeper level. Because while she knew relationships didn’t end well for her, the potential with someone like Faye felt too good to pass up on. Still, she had to be realistic. It had never worked out in the past, so why would it now?

      Ideally, Talia would meet with Faye at some point over the weekend. Monday seemed too far away. But she had no phone number for her, and she didn’t know where to look for some form of contact. She lifted the paperback book from her nightstand, smiling as she turned it over. She’d read it cover to cover three times now, but she couldn’t bring herself to add it to the rest of her collection yet. While it sat beside her bed, she would read it again. And again. Really, Talia had to stop. Having Faye in her life in any capacity was only going to be torture in the long run.

      I’m not capable of being loved.

      If she kept telling herself that, maybe she’d believe it one day.

      It hadn’t felt so bad in the past few years because Talia hadn’t come across anyone who she wanted to dedicate her time to, but Faye had the potential to change all of that. Talia didn’t necessarily want things to progress…but would it be the worst idea in the world?

      Yes. It would.

      She groaned, climbing from her bed and slipping a hoodie over her shoulders. She loved her place, but sometimes it felt cold and lonely. And now that winter had hit, feelings Talia always tried to avoid resurfaced. She’d always dreamed of a girlfriend, more so when it was cold and miserable outside. The romance of it all appealed to her. But it was the heartbreak she couldn’t deal with. So, she’d guarded her heart a long time ago and pushed away anyone who got close to her.

      But Faye didn’t seem to be going away any time soon. And in many ways, Talia was glad about that.

      Once she’d prepared her morning coffee, she climbed into an oversized seat in the window and pulled her laptop onto her knee. She searched ‘Faye Holmes,’ smiling when the search engine brought up her website. Maybe she could contact her through this. Would she receive it? Would it go to someone else who took care of that stuff for Faye? Would it vanish into the abyss, Talia’s personal message floating around for anyone to get their hands on?

      Well, trying is as good as anything else right now.

      Talia typed out a generic message. Something that wouldn’t be read into too much if it got into the wrong hands. She doubted very much that Faye would come across it, but if she did, maybe this weekend wouldn’t be as bad as she thought. She really couldn’t wait until Monday to speak to Faye. The apology had initially been aimed at Talia, but now she found herself wanting to apologise in return. For not being honest from the get-go and for her attitude last night.

      She sent the message, placing her open laptop on the small table beside the chair, and watched the sun rise over the skyline of Liverpool. It’s pretty here. I like it.

      A chime sounded, and Talia frowned. It would probably be an email to say her own had gotten lost out in the world somewhere. It couldn’t possibly be Faye. She glanced at the screen from the corner of her eye, shocked to find that Faye had actually responded.

      Faye: No apology necessary.

      Okay, at least Faye had responded. Basic, straight to the point, but a response, nonetheless. Talia didn’t want to bother Faye, but she still felt that she should explain herself.

      Talia: It was. I was rude to you last night. You caught me off guard when you booked me. I also owe you a refund.

      Faye: The website states no refunds.

      Talia rolled her eyes as a slight smile curled on her mouth. Faye had actually looked at the refund policy? She wasn’t sure if that was a good or bad sign. A client had never requested a refund from Talia before. She was usually on top form.

      Talia: You also didn’t get what you paid for, so I’ll refund you from my own pocket.

      Faye: Again, not necessary.

      Talia: Faye…

      Faye: I’m serious. A refund isn’t necessary. And I did get what I paid for. You gave me the opportunity to say what I needed to say.

      Talia sunk back in her seat, staring at her laptop. And then another email came through.

      Faye: What are you doing up so early? Shouldn’t you be resting after a long shift that ran on into the night?

      Talia smiled. Faye cared about her well-being more than anything else. It meant a lot.

      Talia: I couldn’t sleep. Enjoying my morning coffee with a beautiful sunrise. Why are you awake? And why are you responding? Don’t you have someone to take care of that for you?

      Faye: No, I take care of my own emails. I don’t like them to go missing. And I’m working right now. I have been since five.

      Talia: That’s some dedication. I’ll let you be. But before you go, I was wondering if we could catch up before Monday? I’m free all day and night Sunday if you’re available…

      Faye: Love to! Dinner is on me. Name the place and I’ll be there.

      Talia: How do you feel about Mexican? I stopped by a lovely little place the week I moved here.

      Faye: I love Mexican! Reserve us a table at a time that suits you.

      Talia blew out a breath. Considering Faye was causing her nothing but sleepless nights, an excitement built in her chest. She’d have to curb that, no doubt about it, but for the first time in several years, Talia felt good about something other than her career.

      Talia: I’ll let you know the details. And Faye? I’m really sorry about how I was with you last night. It’s easy for me to put a mask on and be something I’m not when I’m working. But you didn’t deserve that.

      Faye: It’s okay. Are you working tonight?

      Talia: I am…

      Faye: Then please be safe.

      Talia touched the screen of her laptop lightly, her fingertip trailing across Faye’s parting words to her. She was special, Talia knew that without dissecting it all, but it couldn’t ever work. Maybe Faye would be a sweetheart about everything, but Talia would know exactly how she felt deep down. It was the same way Megan had felt all those years ago when she broke Talia’s heart.

      Friends. It has to work only as friends…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Faye reached into her coat pocket, pulling her phone out. Talia was due at the restaurant any moment now, but Faye was feeling a little apprehensive. She hadn’t expected contact from her yesterday, and especially not at six in the morning, but she’d been pleasantly surprised when Talia asked if they could meet sooner rather than later. Faye never coped well when she thought she’d upset someone, and thankfully, it appeared she hadn’t.

      Whatever was discussed tonight, she would remember that Talia was the person she knew. That Talia had been the one she was initially attracted to. The rejection didn’t matter anymore. All Faye could hope for now was that Talia wouldn’t hold her judgement against her. It had been entirely unintentional.

      She tapped her foot against the slate floor, blowing out a breath as she sat back in her seat. She hadn’t ordered Talia a drink; she wasn’t sure she knew what kind of thing she drank. The last thing Faye wanted was to get anything else wrong.

      And then Talia walked through the door, her long, flowing hair resting over her left shoulder. She looked just as good as she had last week at the wine bar, offering a smile to the waiter as he brought her to the table.

      “God, you’re eager.” Talia took a seat, shrugging her jacket off and turning to hang it over the back of her chair. “Hungry?”

      Faye swallowed. The light makeup Talia wore made her eyes pop. “Yeah.”

      “Thanks for meeting with me sooner. I felt terrible yesterday.”

      The waiter interrupted them for their drinks order. Faye ordered a glass of chardonnay, Talia a Diet Coke.

      “You’re not drinking?”

      Talia nodded as she made herself comfortable. At least she looked like she wanted to be here. “I don’t really drink. It does nothing for my body, or my figure,” Talia explained. “And I don’t cope well with hangovers.”

      “Huh. Maybe I should take a leaf out of your book.”

      Talia laughed and waved a hand. “Your figure is perfect; enjoy your wine.”

      If Talia had realised what she’d said, she didn’t make a point of it. But Faye’s body thrummed regardless. She did have a good figure, curvy, but she didn’t come by compliments often. “I’ll just have one.”

      “About Friday.” Talia reached a hand across the table. “How I spoke to you, dismissed you…I’m so sorry.”

      Faye trained her eyes on their hands, Talia’s smooth olive skin, her beautiful wrist. “I-it’s, okay.”

      “It’s not. But when I’m working, I’m working. The club really isn’t the place to talk. I do appreciate you making the effort, though. It meant a lot to me.”

      “I never meant to hurt you with what I said.”

      Talia laughed gently as she pulled her hand back. “If it had been anyone else, I wouldn’t have cared what they thought—I never do. But for some reason it was different with you. And if I’m being honest, I never wanted you to know about my other life.”

      “Why?”

      “I was enjoying being Talia from the bistro with you,” Talia said, ripping the edge of the napkin beneath her cutlery. “And I know we don’t know one another, I’m not sure one coffee constitutes calling each other friends, but when you didn’t know, I didn’t have to worry about what your feelings were. What you were thinking of me as you sat across the table.” Talia looked up, those dark eyes devastating. “Kinda like I am right now.”

      “I’m not thinking anything about it.”

      Faye fell silent when the waiter returned, setting their drinks down. They placed a food order—both ordering a quesadilla and some sharing dishes—then returned to their conversation.

      “Everyone feels something about it, Faye. We’re only human, it’s acceptable to either be interested or disgusted. I just didn’t want you to fall into the latter.”

      “I’m not disgusted,” Faye said low as she leaned in a little. “I don’t know how I feel about it, but I’m not disgusted.” Regardless of how Faye felt, there was no doubt that Talia had rocked her world that night at Vision. But that wasn’t the real Talia. The woman sitting across from her this evening was. “I’ve never been to that kind of club before. I was initially shocked; I didn’t think Phoebe had it in her to go somewhere so…different.”

      “I’d like to tell you it was her first time, but it wasn’t.”

      “I know. She said she’d been before.” Faye also didn’t know how she felt about that either. Phoebe could be unpredictable at times, but this was on a whole other level. Phoebe didn’t seem at all concerned by the fact that she went to the club repeatedly, but if Faye found anyone there remotely attractive, all hell broke loose. She was at a loss as to what was going on with Phoebe lately. But this night wasn’t about Phoebe. It was about getting to know Talia a little better. At least, that was what Faye hoped to achieve here. “Can I ask one question?”

      “Of course,” Talia said, lifting her drink and sipping. “I have no secrets.”

      “Why do you do it?”

      “Because I love it. I’ve always had a healthy relationship with my body, I’ve always taken care of it, and when I reached twenty and had no idea what I wanted to do, I put an audition tape forward. Mum almost had an aneurysm—we don’t speak anymore. But when I got the gig…I really loved it. It’s amazing what people will pay to watch you in your underwear.”

      Faye smiled weakly, lowering her eyes.

      “Oh, that wasn’t aimed at you. You’re not the same as the people I see week in, week out.”

      “But…I am.” Faye snorted. How could Talia believe she was different to the others before her? At the end of the day, however they looked at it, Faye had been in that room for a private dance. “If I’d known it was you, I never would have walked into that club. I need you to know that.”

      “Faye, it really doesn’t matter. Why are you so bothered? It was just a dance.”

      “Because it matters to me. I asked you on a date with no idea who you were, and I really hope you don’t think I asked you because of what you did in that room. That wasn’t the reason for it.”

      “What was the reason?” Talia cocked her head, offering the sweetest smile in Faye’s direction. When Talia looked at her like that, the dance had never happened.

      “I wanted to know you,” Faye said. “I spend my life behind a computer writing about romance, but my own life is incredibly unfulfilling. And I don’t know, you came over that day when I was working, and I was drawn to you.”

      “I was quite surprised you asked me. I thought someone would have snapped you up a long time ago.”

      “I’m beginning to wonder if I’ll ever have a love life of my own. But it’s not all bad. I can live through my characters if all else fails.” At times, Faye was more than happy being single, but on the odd occasion, something stirred inside of her. Something she couldn’t budge. From the moment she’d met Talia, she’d struggled to think of much else.

      “Well, the one thing you can be thankful for is me letting you down.”

      Faye twisted her wine glass on the table. “Why would I possibly be thankful for that?”

      “Oh, come on. You’re saying you’d date someone who dances on weekends?”

      Faye…didn’t know. She thought she wouldn’t, couldn’t, but the fact of the matter was…she was still into Talia. Even now, knowing what she knew. “I guess we’ll never know.”

      “Trust me. It’ll end in disaster.”

      Faye swallowed as Talia got to her feet and stared down at her.

      “I’m just using the bathroom before our food arrives. Won’t be a sec.”
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        * * *

      

      Talia couldn’t say she’d ever enjoyed sitting with another woman as much as she had with Faye tonight. Their conversation—once they’d gotten through the shitty stuff—had flowed with so much ease that Talia felt as though she’d known Faye for years, not weeks. She was just so easy to talk to.

      But now, dinner was over…and Talia wasn’t looking forward to this night ending. She knew they’d have to go their separate ways eventually, she’d just hoped it wouldn’t be so soon. Talia had thought about inviting Faye back to her place for coffee, to continue their conversation, but she knew she would be doing it for the wrong reasons. Just as Faye had explained at the wine bar last week.

      Why couldn’t they just be friends?

      It surely wasn’t hard.

      She cleared her throat and followed Faye outside the restaurant. “Dinner was great. Thank you.”

      Faye turned, her dimples popping as she leaned in and hugged Talia. “Maybe we could do it again sometime when you’re free. I don’t suppose you have many friends around here yet.”

      “I don’t tend to latch onto many friends. It’s easier for me to go home after work and mind my own business. It’s hard to know who is there for me and who is there because they want something from me.”

      “I see.”

      “But I’d love to have dinner with you again.”

      “I’d like to think you know you can trust me. I’m not here for anything untoward.”

      “No, I know.” Talia took her apartment keys from her coat pocket, toying with the loop on her key ring. “So, what’s in store for the rest of your night? Work?”

      “I think I’ll take the rest of the night off. I was inspired recently so I’m getting words down at a pretty fast rate.” Faye ran a hand through her hair, gazing out at the river. “And I’m stuffed so I think a relaxing night is the plan.”

      Talia threw a thumb over her shoulder. “Did you want to come back to mine for coffee?”

      “I…” Faye’s forehead creased. “Yes. I’d love to.”

      “Come on. I’m only in the apartments on the dock. I set the heating when I left so it should have warmed up by now.”

      “Oh. The dock?” Faye seemed shocked by that, but Talia thought she might. She probably thought she lived in some hovel with black mould climbing the walls. “Impressive.”

      “It’s gorgeous. I fell in love with it the moment I walked through the door. Honestly, it was the one thing that convinced me to leave my hometown.”

      They crossed the road, strolling through the dock gates side by side. Faye seemed to relax a little more as the night went on, and Talia was thankful for that. It meant she wasn’t still punishing herself for the last few weeks. Talia meant it earlier when she told Faye it didn’t matter that she’d been in her room. And it was true, because if Talia was being painfully honest with herself, Faye being the one sitting in her VIP spot the other week was the sole reason she had taken her into the room. She’d been into her from the day she started at the bistro and saw her across the room.

      That was a mistake. Talia always kept her work and personal life separate, but she knew she’d never have any other opportunity to see Faye outside of the bistro, so she’d foolishly taken her hand and guided her away. In many ways, she regretted it. In others…it had been the greatest dance of Talia’s life.

      She’d never found herself attracted to a client in all her years working the clubs. But Faye… She’d fired Talia’s body up something wicked that night. If she had the balls to pursue something more with Faye, she would tell her just how much she’d aroused her in that room, but it wasn’t possible. Talia couldn’t put Faye through sleeping alone every weekend. She deserved so much more than a woman who danced for other people, and that wasn’t Talia degrading herself or thinking little of who she was. It was a fact. Because that’s exactly what she did, and every woman in the past had claimed that it would work out, until it didn’t.

      “You’ve gone quiet,” Faye said, falling into step with Talia. “You don’t have to invite me back. Having dinner with me was more than enough.”

      “No, it’s not that.” Talia smiled when the wind whipped around them and she caught a waft of Faye’s perfume. “I’m just in my own head.”

      “Something on your mind?”

      Talia laughed. “There’s a lot on my mind lately.”

      “If you needed to talk…”

      Talia stopped at the entrance to her apartment block. “I’ve never regretted anything in my life, I don’t see the point when it won’t change the outcome, but I regret dancing for you…and I regret turning you down for drinks.”

      “The offer is still there.” A smile twitched at the corner of Faye’s mouth, those dimples having the potential to melt Talia.

      “As much as I’d love to, I really shouldn’t. But that’s not a reflection on you—you’re wonderful.” Talia cast her mind back to a time when Megan had promised her the world. Marriage, kids, a happy ending…and then that familiar heartache hit her. She didn’t love Megan anymore, but she’d never forget that feeling as she watched her walk away. God, Talia had never imagined devastation like it. “I wouldn’t expect you to be okay with what I do. A relationship would never work.”

      “So, you’re willing to never find someone because of your job?”

      Talia nodded, slipping her key into the lock. “That’s the one.”

      “Wow. That’s kinda sad.”

      “But you know what’s worse?” Talia’s eyebrow rose as she stopped in front of the stairwell. “Being strung along by the woman you love for four years. Sharing a home with them and sitting up through the week planning out a future…only for her to decide in the end that you are, in fact, a whore. And that she doesn’t want to marry someone who ‘sells her body’ to dirty old men. I mean, I’d bought my dress. I had the wedding bands. W-we were going to a clinic…”

      Faye’s eyes flashed with sympathy, but Talia had said far too much. “I’m sorry.”

      “That’s why I said no to drinks with you, Faye. Because as strong as I feel and as confident as I know I am, I don’t think I could go through that again. I wouldn’t survive.”

      Faye simply nodded. Talia wasn’t sure she had any idea what to do with any of the information she’d just shared. “I understand.” Faye spoke so low that it sent a shiver down Talia’s spine. She had the softest voice. “I’m sorry she did that to you, and I wish things were different, but I understand.”

      “Come on. Let’s get inside before we freeze our tits off.”

      Faye gripped Talia’s hand as she turned towards the stairwell. “Thank you for being so honest with me tonight. And thank you for inviting me back. If it means anything, I’d rather have you as a friend than nothing at all.”

      Talia reached out and touched Faye’s cheek lightly. “It means everything.”
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      Faye took a seat at her usual table, pulling up her emails while she waited for her order. Wednesday morning had been productive so far, but her hopes of bumping into Talia at work dwindled the moment she stepped into the bistro to find her…well, not here. She’d considered asking the server behind the counter if Talia was working today, but that was taking things a step too far. They may have had dinner together on Sunday evening, but Talia had made it more than clear she wasn’t available, and she never would be.

      Just when you find a woman you’re actually interested in. Faye snorted. It was the story of her life.

      She puffed out her cheeks and began responding to an email from her publisher. Faye would have her manuscript ready to go within the next couple of weeks. She couldn’t wait for it to be out of her hands for a while. It meant she could breathe. It also meant she could lounge around watching pointless rubbish on TV while eating a tub of ice cream. Yes, she was licking her wounds. Wounds that Talia had unknowingly inflicted.

      Her phone started to ring beside her as the server brought coffee and a fresh fruit salad. It was Phoebe. She offered a smile as she answered. “Hi.”

      “Hey, you busy?”

      Faye shrugged. “I’ve just sat down with coffee and breakfast before I get some work done. What’s up?”

      “I was wondering if you wanted to grab lunch with me this afternoon. Maybe around one?”

      Faye chewed her lip. She was still angry with Phoebe. Faye didn’t generally let things fester within her friendships, but this seemed to be lingering much longer than she thought it would. Phoebe was just so rude when it came to Talia. So dismissive of who she was as a human being. Faye didn’t like it at all.

      “If I can get the rest of this work finished off for the day, yes.” That was the closest she could come to saying yes.

      “That was really enthusiastic.”

      “I’m sorry, but I’m busy.”

      Phoebe sighed. “Are you sitting there watching her?”

      “Who?”

      “You know who I’m talking about.” Phoebe’s tone didn’t appeal to Faye this morning. She really didn’t have the time to hear her complain about something that wasn’t her issue. “Faye?”

      “I’m working. Talia isn’t here. And even if she was, what business is it of yours?”

      “Of course she’s not.”

      “I thought you were stepping away. You know, as you so bluntly put it last week?”

      “I will if I have to. She’s no good for you, Faye. Can you imagine what people would say, what they’d think? You’re out of your mind.”

      “Quite frankly, my life is of nobody else’s concern, Phoebe. Yours included. But to put your mind at rest, Talia and I are not dating…and we never will be.”

      “So you came to your senses then?”

      Faye pinched the bridge of her nose, her eyes closing. “I’m hanging up now. And to answer your question, no. I can’t join you for lunch.”

      Faye ended the call, dropping her phone to the table with a clatter. She couldn’t win with Phoebe. If she wasn’t actively looking for love, she was being miserable. And when she was, it was the wrong person.

      If Talia had told her she would consider her drinks offer on Sunday, Faye would go ahead with it, but the pain in Talia’s voice told Faye everything she needed to know. Talia would never be looking for a relationship. Not while she was doing the job she was. And as much as it pained Faye to know that she couldn’t potentially show Talia she could be happy, she had to accept her decision.

      Stop thinking about her. She’s not even here today.

      That was until the bistro door opened and a sweaty Talia strode in wearing a racerback and leggings, a jacket wrapped around her waist. Oh, wow. Faye sat up straight, concentrating on her screen. If she didn’t stare, she wouldn’t itch to reach out and touch the woman at the counter.

      She heard Talia place an order, thrilled that she could soon be joining Faye at her table. But was that a good idea? Sitting with Talia while she was sweaty and hot— very hot—wouldn’t do her any favours today. None whatsoever.

      She rolled her neck and tapped away on her keyboard. If she could preoccupy herself as much as possible, Talia wouldn’t be on her mind. Liar!

      “Hi,” an out of breath Talia said, stopping directly in front of Faye.

      Her eyes slowly lifted up shapely, toned legs, that gorgeous chest rising and falling as Talia tried to catch her breath. “H-hi.”

      “Mind if I join you?”

      “No. Not at all.” Faye swallowed, lifting her coffee cup to hide the smirk that was desperately trying to break out on her mouth. “Help yourself.”

      Talia pulled out a chair and sat down facing Faye. Which was an issue since all she could now see if she peered over her screen was Talia’s cleavage. For the love of God! Not today!

      “You’ve been running?”

      “Yep. Ten miles. Now I need food.”

      Faye nodded. She was impressed. “Well, I’ll take your ten miles…and raise you ten words.”

      Talia barked a laugh, then she smiled gently. “But I bet they’re amazing words.”

      “I’ll let you be the judge of that when it’s published.”

      “You don’t want to give me a teeny snippet beforehand?” Talia narrowed her eyes, swigging from a bottle of water. A drop dripped down her chin, travelling down her throat and between her cleavage. “Faye?”

      “Sorry, what?”

      Talia grimaced. “What’s wrong? Do I stink?”

      “No, you don’t. But…could you maybe put that jacket on from around your waist?”

      “Uh, sure.” Talia whipped it from around her waist, forcing her arms through it. She zipped it up, but it only made things worse. It was skin tight, the zip not quite reaching past her breasts. “Better?”

      “Nope.” Faye focused on the screen, sending off the email she’d been staring at for far too long. Knowing she couldn’t have Talia only made Faye want her more. “Are you starting your shift late today?”

      “No, I’m not working today. I have to be at the club in a few hours. I just thought I’d get some breakfast before I go home and shower.”

      “Oh.”

      “I’m not working at the club either. It’s a choreography session with a few of the girls for the shows we have coming up here and there.”

      “Shows?” Faye lifted a brow as she glanced up from her screen. “There are shows?”

      “Yep. We have them all the time. But this is the first one in the new club. The clients loved them in London.”

      “Why did you leave London?”

      “Well, now that you know who I am, I can be honest. It wasn’t just for a change; it was because the big boss wanted me here to get the new club up and running. I’m…one of the best dancers in Europe.”

      Faye grinned. Of course Talia was. “That’s amazing.”

      “For me, yes. But I’m just doing what I enjoy.” Talia lifted a shoulder. “You’ve seen the life I have. I’d be a fool to give it all up because I’m worried about people’s opinions.”

      “Those people don’t matter. What matters is that you’re happy and doing what you love. I understand that now.”

      “I’d invite you to the show, I have a few tickets I’ve not handed out, but I wouldn’t want you to turn up only so as not to offend me.”

      Could Faye be brutally honest and tell Talia that she’d love to see the show? Talia watched her expectantly, waiting for an answer. “I’d love to see a show sometime. I’ve spent the last few days coming to terms with the fact I’d been to a club. And you know what? I’m over it. What you do isn’t my business, and the more I think about it…the more impressed I am than anything else. You know exactly what you want in life, Talia. I turned forty a few months ago and I still don’t know where I’m headed.”

      “Oh, I don’t know about that. You seem to have your life all figured out. You write incredible books, you’re dedicated, and you’re gorgeous. I’d say you’re not doing too bad.”

      Faye snorted. “I’d love to come to a show, okay?”

      “I’d love to have you at one. I don’t usually have anyone I know at them, so it’ll be a nice change.”

      “You didn’t bring friends or family along to the previous shows?”

      Talia lowered her eyes to the table, squeezing her water bottle as she puffed out her cheeks. “No. My parents don’t speak to me anymore, and my old friends are...caught up in other things. The only people I really associate with are the girls at the club and my best friend, Jay. But he’s in London and I’m here, so…”

      “Right.” Faye closed her laptop and gave her full attention to Talia. “In that case, I’d like to invite you over to mine for dinner. I’d say tonight, but I’m sure you’ll be ready to get home once you’ve finished at the club.”

      “Tonight is actually perfect. I’ll be out by five. It’s my routine, so I know exactly what’s what. I’ll go home for a shower, and I can be there for six.”

      “You can shower at mine if it makes life easier for you...”

      Talia licked her lips when a server placed her breakfast down. “Thanks, Clare. Looks gorgeous.” And then Talia focused back on Faye. “Would that be okay? If I showered at your place?”

      “Absolutely.” You’re playing a dangerous game here. “I’ll finish dinner while you’re showering. Any requests?”

      “I’ll eat anything to be honest. I’ll just work it off tomorrow morning.”

      Faye rolled her eyes, enamoured and slightly jealous of Talia’s dedication to everything. “Of course you will.”

      “Now, may I tuck into my omelette before my stomach starts making some very unsexy noises?”

      Faye swallowed hard. That glint in Talia’s eye was painfully arousing. “Enjoy. I have work to do.”
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        * * *

      

      Talia rushed down the street from the club, pleased Faye lived so close by. Their session had overrun, she needed the world’s longest and hottest shower, and her stomach had been growling for the last hour. It was the only downfall to permanently being on the go and working out; she was constantly fuelling her body.

      She slung her rucksack over her shoulder, jogging up the slight incline to Faye’s apartment block. She hated being late, and of all the times she really wished to be on time, it was now. Faye didn’t deserve shitty timekeeping when she’d been kind enough to invite Talia over for dinner.

      Why am I going to her place for dinner?

      Talia stopped at the corner of Faye’s street, blowing out a breath. It couldn’t mean anything, even if in her head it meant the world. She didn’t often find herself invited over to someone’s home for dinner. Talia wasn’t that kind of friend to other people. But Faye was clearly happy to have her in her home, and Talia wasn’t sure how she felt about that.

      She’d spent the best part of ten years being the friend everyone went out clubbing with but didn’t invite over when their kids were around. She’d spent all her adult life being the stripper best friend—kinda like the token gay friend some people seemed to have. But with Faye, it wasn’t that way. Because Faye knew a different Talia. A Talia who wanted to go out to dinner with ordinary people, not just the girls from the club. Talia had always wished to be seen as someone who was reliable, and comforting, a friend when someone was in need. And that was exactly how Faye made her feel.

      Normal.

      She shook her head, willing away all thoughts of the gorgeous Faye from her mind. Just friends. That’s all this was. Someone who she could gossip with. Talk about life with. Someone…perfect for her.

      She reached the apartment block, pressing the buzzer on Faye’s door. She would be lying if she said she wasn’t excited to see the place Faye Holmes lived in. She’d always been curious about that sort of thing when it came to people.

      She imagined something simple, something understated. Faye didn’t strike her as a woman who embraced the latest mod-cons or technology. She struck her as the simple kind. But not boring. Simple and boring were two completely different things in Talia’s book. And Talia loved simple.

      The intercom crackled to life, a smile spreading on Talia’s mouth. “Hello?”

      “Hey, it’s me. I’m so sorry I’m late. I can absolutely turn around and go home if I’ve messed you about.”

      “Don’t be daft. Come up. Second floor.” The intercom cut out, and the door unlocked.

      Okay, she’s not the kind of woman who gets mad when someone is running late. That was already a tick against her name. Megan had always complained if Talia was even five minutes late for something. Perhaps that was why she’d come to stick to her times since they split. She’d tried to shy away from the fact over the years, but Talia knew she’d tried to change herself. To better herself. But really, she was exactly how she wanted to be.

      She reached Faye’s floor, smiling when she saw that the door was ajar. She fixed her workout clothes better on her body—not wishing to resemble someone who looked like they’d been attacked by a pack of angry wolves—and approached the door. “Hello?”

      “Come in.”

      Talia did exactly as Faye had asked, pushing the door open slowly. Faye stood with her back to her at the kitchen counter, the smell of an Italian tomato sauce wafting towards her. Okay, she was starving now. It smelled divine. “Hi. Again, I’m really sorry I’m late.”

      “It’s fine. Dinner isn’t ready yet anyway.”

      “But I’m still sorry,” Talia said, fidgeting with the cord on her rucksack. “I won’t make it a habit. One of the girls was struggling with her pole routine, so I had to hang back a little longer than I thought I would.”

      Faye turned, her sapphire eyes tender. “Please, don’t apologise and don’t explain. There’s no harm done.”

      “Well, dinner smells amazing.” She lowered her rucksack to the floor close to the door, rubbing her hands together as she scanned Faye’s apartment.

      It may have been dark already, but the apartment was south facing, so Talia knew Faye likely had the sun beaming through the windows each morning. Talia turned, struck by the look Faye was giving her.

      Faye’s eyes trailed Talia’s body, a grin spreading on her mouth. Why did it feel so good when Faye checked her out? Talia could assume that’s what Faye was doing, but she knew it. Because whenever she was around, the same as this morning in her workout clothes, Faye’s cheeks flushed, and her eyes darkened.

      “D-did, uh…” Faye cast her gaze on the floor briefly. “Did you want to take a shower?”

      “If that would still be okay.”

      “Absolutely. I’ve left some fresh towels in the bathroom for you. Anything else you need should be in there but just give me a shout if not.”

      Talia stepped forward, noting how Faye’s body tensed ever so slightly. She sidestepped Faye, aware that the close proximity was an issue for her. “Thanks. I won’t be long.”

      She strode across the huge living space and headed straight into the bathroom. For a moment, Talia sat on the end of the bathtub, scrubbing a hand over her face. For every moment she spent with Faye, she wanted to pull her against her and kiss her. She was only human after all. But Talia had made her decision. She’d come to terms with what her life was, and that was how it had to be.

      Faye could do so much better.

      She got to her feet and turned the shower on, stripping her damp clothes from her body. She really had worked hard today; she surely deserved a treat this evening.

      As the water cascaded over Talia’s body, soothing her aching back muscles, she let out a slight sigh. Here she was in Faye’s shower, her heart begging for more. But Talia would do what she always did best: block out her feelings, continue to be the best version of herself that she could be, and wake up tomorrow to repeat it all again.
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        * * *

      

      Faye rested back against the counter, her arms folded across her chest as she stared at the bathroom door. Knowing Talia was inside her bathroom…well, it wasn’t helping Faye to get over anything she’d witnessed this morning.

      It was foolish to think for one second that Talia being here wouldn’t cause her any issues, but she’d never been great at doing what was best for herself. Instead of saying goodbye to Talia at the bistro this morning and wishing her a wonderful week, Faye had decided to put herself through more unnecessary turmoil and invite her over for dinner.

      This is only going to end one way for you!

      Faye knew where this was going: directly for the edge of a cliff.

      Yet she still found herself enamoured by Talia. She still wanted to know everything there was to know about the incredibly beautiful woman in her bathroom. Call her crazy but having Talia around was too good to miss out on.

      She’d never had this, even back in the day when she found herself in love with Amy. Her heart didn’t pound at the mere sight of her, her body didn’t respond to the simplest of movements, she didn’t feel that…joy. Faye had always dreamt of a love that made her think of nothing else other than her other half. She’d strived for it in her thirties, but that wow moment never seemed to arrive for her. Everyone she came across was too self-absorbed, too in your face, too…wrong.

      But Talia…she made Faye’s insides swirl, her palms clammy, her mouth dry. She made Faye feel everything her characters felt in her novels.

      Perhaps that had been where she’d gone wrong in life and love. Maybe she was supposed to stop searching and wait for the right woman to find her.

      “She doesn’t want you,” Faye whispered to herself, a sadness tugging in her belly. The potential right woman was standing in her shower with not an ounce of the same feelings for Faye.

      “Faye?”

      Talia’s voice shocked her from her thoughts, the bathroom door opening suddenly. “Y-yes?”

      “I…left my rucksack by the door. You couldn’t hand it to me, could you?”

      Faye stared, the hint of a bare muscular shoulder on view as Talia poked her head around the door. “Of course, yes.”

      She turned, closing her eyes as she breathed in deep. Talia…in a towel…shit! She retrieved her bag from the floor and rushed back across the room with it. Talia opened the door wider, smiling sheepishly as she reached out a hand, her other hand gripping the edge of her towel. If it fell, Faye may just drop dead at the age of forty.

      “Thanks.” Talia took the bag, staring directly into Faye’s eyes. She couldn’t breathe when Talia looked at her that way. That look made her feel as though there was something more between them. “I’ll…be out in a sec.”

      “N-no rush.” Faye swallowed, throwing a thumb over her shoulder. “I’ll plate dinner up. It’s ready whenever you are, okay?”

      Talia nodded, closing the bathroom door.

      Faye had never wanted to accidentally see someone naked in her entire existence, but this evening, the appeal was certainly there. She knew what Talia’s body looked like—hell, she’d had it rolling against her just a few weeks ago—but naked and wet? Faye breathed out a slow breath, squeezing her thighs together. Would she continue to make mistake after mistake for the rest of her life?

      She focused on dinner, plating up a little extra for Talia. She’d worked hard, and a body like that surely needed all the food it could get. She’s so dedicated. Faye knew dancers had to have a particular body, a certain look about them, but Talia was impressing her every single day. If she were being brutally honest, Faye, at one time, would have assumed that girls working in gentleman’s clubs were there because they had no other choice. And perhaps some of them were in that line of work for that reason, but not at Vision. It was an establishment that didn’t exploit young women.

      “Can I help with anything?” Talia appeared behind Faye, and as she glanced over her shoulder, Faye breathed a sigh of relief. She was wearing clothes. Thank God!

      “No, I think I have everything under control.” Faye turned fully, watching Talia as she towel dried her hair. “How was your shower?”

      “Mm. Amazing.”

      That slight moan from Talia, how her lips curled into a beautiful smile…God, Faye could melt.

      “And I think you have the warmest home in the world.” Talia tugged her tank top away from her skin, fanning herself. “Or I’m having some kind of hormonal meltdown.”

      “No, you’re not. It does get quite warm in here.” Faye was lying one hundred percent. The reason for the temperature was solely down to Talia. The woman could melt ice caps, she was so hot. “Have a seat at the island. Yours is the bigger portion.”

      Talia’s brows rose, a hand splayed across her chest with mock indignation. “O…kay.”

      “Oh, Jesus. I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to offend you,” Faye said, wincing. “But I know how hard you’ve been working, and I thought you might be starving.”

      Talia offered the most incredible laugh to ever reach Faye’s ears. Is that what heaven sounded like? “Relax. I’m fucking with you.”

      Oh, I wish she was fucking with me. Faye spun around, her eyes wide as she focused on the kitchen sink. Thoughts like that shouldn’t be in her mind. Not right now. She was just about ready to combust. Was it possible to have too much Talia in one day? Faye was beginning to believe so.

      “So, tell me something about you.” Talia tucked into her ragu, almost inhaling it from the plate.

      “I’m not sure there’s much to say.”

      Talia moaned as she chewed, and then she swallowed. “Come on. Give me something—anything.”

      Faye joined her at the island, pulling herself up onto a stool. This felt alien. She rarely had someone who wasn’t Phoebe over for dinner. But she liked it. Loved it, even. “Hmm. Well, I was married at 25 and divorced at 27.”

      “Okay, I wasn’t expecting that.” Talia pointed her fork towards Faye, appearing genuinely shocked. “What kind of idiot divorces you?”

      “As wonderful as you are for my self-esteem, not everyone thinks that. My ex-wife certainly didn’t. She couldn’t get away fast enough.”

      Talia offered a sympathetic smile. “What happened?”

      “The job.”

      “Hers or yours?”

      Faye pushed her food around the plate. She rarely spoke about Amy. They’d been high school sweethearts, admitted their love for one another at seventeen, and rented their first flat together by nineteen. Amy was supposed to be her happy ending. “Mine.”

      “I don’t understand what could possibly create issues from your job. You work from home, and I’m sure you love to travel.”

      “It was when things started to go really well for me. Amy didn’t like it. The accolades, the new friends I had in my life… She was suspicious of everyone. If a reader got in touch, she wanted to know who they were, why they were contacting me. She didn’t understand that my stuff was helping people. You know, to come to terms with who they were, to reconnect with an old lover, whatever their reason. She only saw women contacting her wife…and she hated it.”

      “Seems kinda controlling to me.”

      Faye lifted a shoulder. “It settled down after a while. But then it reared its ugly head again down the line. I didn’t want to fight with her. I just wanted to do what I loved while we created a life together. We’d already been together for eight years when we got married. I just never thought she would turn like that, you know? I thought I knew her.”

      “Mm. I thought I knew Megan, too.”

      “Megan is the ex you mentioned on Sunday?”

      Talia lowered her eyes to her plate, smiling. “This is amazing, by the way.”

      Faye narrowed her eyes, scanning Talia’s face as she lifted her head and smiled. “You don’t like to talk about it, do you?”

      “No. But I seemed to say more than I expected to you on Sunday.”

      “Funny. I don’t talk about Amy either. Yet here I am, discussing her with you.”

      That had to mean something to Talia. Surely Faye wasn’t the only person here who felt like they had a connection. An interest in one another. And given the circumstances surrounding how they both came to be single, Faye only felt that connection intensify. She knew better than anyone else what it was like to be hated for doing what you love…by the woman you love.

      “She told me repeatedly that she loved me, that she was proud of the awards I’d won through dancing. She told me that she couldn’t wait to build a life with me, to start a family. It just…fell apart. We were two months away from the wedding when she told me she was leaving. That it was too much for her when she watched me leave every weekend to dance.

      “And I know that I should have seen it coming, I’m not stupid, but she made me believe I could be something outside of dancing. Even though I do what I love, I want so much more in life. And I don’t believe I should miss out on that simply because I do a job that some people don’t understand. Because that’s all it is, Faye—a job. I clock in and I clock out like everyone else. I pay my bills, I lie in bed reading books, I do everything every other woman does…but it’s not enough for anyone who comes into my life.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “I know what people think of me. I know each and every person I come across thinks I fuck those clients, but I don’t. I’ve never crossed the line with anyone who comes into my room. I simply love doing it. Dancing is my life; it has been since I was twenty. But sometimes it’s not enough for me. Sometimes, on the rare occasion, I wish people thought better of me. You know?”

      “I think you’re wonderful.”

      Talia smiled. “You’re going to make someone really happy one day. I know it. But me? This is it for me. I can’t put myself through the rejection anymore. I’ve never hurt anyone in my life, I’ve never cheated or lied or stolen, but people look at me, and you know what they see?”

      Faye was close to breaking down for Talia. Everything she was saying held so much pain. “W-what?”

      “A whore. A slut. Someone who shouldn’t be allowed to have the life she wants because society says so. I mean, I didn’t even get invited to my parents’ wedding anniversary the other year. They’re ashamed of me. They don’t talk about me, they don’t call me, nothing.”

      Talia shook her head and pushed her plate away. Even in her state of upset, she’d cleared her food. Faye couldn’t help but smile at that. But then a sob escaped Talia’s mouth, urging Faye to approach her and wrap her arms around her. When she did so, Talia sniffled.

      “I don’t see any of those things. I think you’re incredibly beautiful, you have my respect, and I’ve loved getting to know you.”

      Despite putting that out there, being honest, Faye felt Talia pull away from her. “Dinner was so good. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. It was a nice change to eating alone.”

      “But, uh…” Talia pulled her hair up into a bun, shaking her head. “I should go.”

      “Oh, you don’t have to do that. All talk of exes is off the table if that’s what you want.”

      Talia looked up at Faye, her eyes drained of life. “I really think it’s best if I head off.”

      “O-okay.” Faye wouldn’t push Talia to stay. She’d given her space to talk, to vent, and now she would let her be. “Will you be okay walking back alone?”

      Talia got to her feet and took her plate to the sink. “Of course. I walk these streets all hours of the night.”

      That wasn’t something Faye needed to be privy to. The thought of Talia walking alone at night in the city only made Faye want to meet her after working the weekend. Just so she had company. “If you’re sure?”

      Faye had already scared Talia off. Why the hell had she brought up her divorce? Idiot!

      “I am. And you’ve done more than enough for me tonight.” Talia rounded the island and took Faye’s hand. “I…apologise for that. You didn’t need to hear it.”

      “If you ever want to talk, I’m just a call away.” Faye lifted their hands and squeezed Talia’s. “Don’t ever think I’m not interested. I am.”

      “Megan was a lifetime ago. It’s about time I got over it.”

      And that right there told Faye everything she needed to know. Talia wasn’t over her ex.

      “You still love her.” Faye nodded slowly. She had no idea where she was going with this conversation. She hadn’t loved Amy for a long time. But seeing a different side to your wife, a side filled with jealousy and contempt, it was easy for Faye to fall out of love with her. “Maybe things will change one day.”

      “I don’t love her. I haven’t loved her since the moment she tore my heart from my chest. I’m just scared to ever give it away again.”

      Faye smiled as she lifted a hand and cupped Talia’s cheek. “You have a beautiful heart. Don’t ever settle for being alone. You deserve more than that.”

      Talia leant into Faye’s touch, her eyelids fluttering closed. “Thank you for listening.”

      “Always.”
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      The bustle of the bistro this afternoon kept Talia on her toes. Wednesday was always packed out compared to any other weekday. There seemed to be more meetings at tables, more video calls, more life around here. But the one person Talia wanted to see hadn’t been by for a week. No call, no texts, nothing.

      As much as Talia wanted to push Faye from her mind, she’d come to realise that it was impossible. Faye was the only woman who’d sat and listened. The only woman who hadn’t suggested she quit her job in order to be happy. The only woman to care.

      Talia thought Megan cared at one time, long ago, but Faye was different. Her eyes showed how much she cared. And it was genuine. Every word Faye spoke was filled with hope, honesty, and trust. In Talia’s world, trust was almost non-existent. It had been for a long time.

      But she knew she’d messed up last Wednesday at Faye’s. She’d shown her a side that included heartache and vulnerability. And that wasn’t Talia. Not usually. Her mask had slipped in front of Faye, and now the pretty writer was avoiding her at all costs. Why wouldn’t she, though? Faye probably thought that Talia was sexy and seductive before that conversation, so after seeing a side that didn’t match up with her appearance, Faye had probably run a mile.

      She’d considered calling, even showing up at Faye’s apartment, but something held Talia back. Nobody had ever stripped away her walls so easily, and nobody had gotten her to open up about Megan before, but Faye had. And quite frankly, Talia didn’t like it. It was one thing to offer the bare bones of her past, but to break down like that in front of a woman she hardly knew…no. It wasn’t in Talia’s character.

      Until now.

      She hadn’t wanted to run out on Faye last week, but once that emotional haze lifted, Talia was mortified. Just the idea that she could sit down to dinner with another woman and pour her heart out had Talia terrified for the future. Because as hard as she was trying to remain platonic with Faye, she felt herself slipping. And slipping meant one thing: a loss of control over her life. She couldn’t ever let another woman have that hold over her again, so perhaps it was just as well that Faye had vanished from her life.

      Still, Talia wished it could have been different.

      Faye offering her friendship alone had meant the world to her.

      “It’s not to be,” Talia muttered to herself as she frothed a jug of milk. “It’ll always be a mistake.”

      She cleared her throat and smiled as another customer approached the counter. The sooner this day was over, the sooner she could get home and lock the door. All she needed was a hot chocolate and a good book. Neither of those would let her down. Never.

      Talia served the customer, ringing their order through on the register. But as she glanced up to offer the card machine, she found Phoebe waiting next in line. That was all she needed today.

      “What can I get you?” Talia focused on the cash register.

      “Where is she?”

      Talia glowered. “I’m sorry?”

      “Faye. Where is she?”

      “I, uh…” Talia shifted uncomfortably. Phoebe was looking at her as though she’d held her best friend hostage. “I don’t know. She hasn’t been in.”

      “Don’t lie to me, Adria!”

      Talia clenched her jaw, approaching another server behind the counter. “Could you cover for me for a few minutes?” The server nodded, but Talia was already rushing out from behind the counter, gripping Phoebe’s arm on the way past. When they landed outside, Talia’s blood was boiling. “I don’t know what the hell your problem is, but don’t push my buttons, Phoebe. I’m sick of your shit!”

      “She isn’t picking up. She doesn’t return my messages. And this only started when you fucking showed up.”

      Talia scoffed. “Have you thought that maybe she’s tired of listening to your crap? I know I am, and I barely even know you.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “You’re…a lot.”

      “I don’t give a shit what you think of me. You’ve turned her against me!”

      Talia barked a laugh. This woman was unbelievable. “You’re not serious, surely! Remind me again how old you are.”

      “T-thirty-nine.”

      “Then you really should try acting like it. You behave like a child, and I don’t blame Faye for ignoring your calls.”

      “She never ignores my calls. Something is wrong. And I know it’s down to you. You fucked her, didn’t you? You couldn’t help yourselves.”

      “I don’t care what you think about me, but don’t you fucking dare talk about Faye like that. She’s supposed to be your friend. Have more respect for her.”

      “That’s rich coming from you. You don’t know the meaning of respect.” Phoebe stood toe-to-toe with Talia, tilting her chin. “When she comes in, tell her I want to speak to her. And after you’ve done that, keep your fucking hands to yourself!”

      Phoebe was beginning to get on Talia’s last nerve, she really was. But Talia wouldn’t cause a scene. Not in public, anyway.

      “Turn around and walk away. I’m sure Faye will be in touch when she wants to speak to you. But it has nothing to do with me. I haven’t seen her in a week.”

      “Sort it out, or I’ll tell everyone inside that bistro who you are!”

      Phoebe turned on her heel and walked away, leaving a stunned Talia standing on the pavement. People weaved in and out, determined to get to their destination, but Talia was invisible. Thankfully, she preferred life to be that way.

      But Phoebe had other ideas. And if Talia was right, she knew Phoebe wouldn’t let this go any time soon. While it warmed her to know that Faye had someone who loved her enough to have her back, Phoebe really was barking up the wrong tree. Talia wouldn’t dream of hurting Faye. Not in this lifetime.
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        * * *

      

      “Yes, Mum. I’ve got plenty of Lemsip.” Faye sunk back down into the couch, pulling a blanket over her.

      “You’re run down, love. You work too hard.”

      If only that were the truth. She’d been working at a steady pace, making sure she was caring for herself too, but it was easier to agree with her mother. “I know. But I have deadlines.”

      “I understand that, but now look at you. You sound dreadful.”

      “I’m sure I’ll be okay in a few days. And since you’ve sent me enough food to last an entire year, I have no reason to go out. I can stay home and sleep it off.”

      “But will you do that?” Irene asked. “Will you really relax and recuperate?”

      “I don’t have much choice, Mum. I have no energy to do anything.”

      “Keep eating. You know what they say: feed a cold, starve a fever.”

      Faye rolled her eyes, and then she smiled. Her mum was always coming out with some quote from the dark ages. But she wouldn’t change her. “I promise I’ll eat.” If Faye could find the strength to get off the couch. “I’ll nap, and then I’ll eat.”

      “Okay, well, call me tomorrow. If you’re not feeling better soon, I’m coming to stay with you.”

      “Mum, I have a cold. I’m fine. It’s only been a few days; I’ll perk up soon.”

      “Right. If you’re sure?”

      Faye smiled as she lay back, the soft pillow beneath her head cocooning her. God, she just wanted to sleep. “I’m shattered, Mum. I’m going to go now, okay?”

      “Sleep well. I love you.”

      “I love you, too.”

      Faye lowered her phone from her ear, sighing. There was nothing in this world that she hated more than being ill. And a cold was the worst for her. That lack of energy. The watery eyes and constant sneezing. When she’d looked in the mirror an hour ago, she wasn’t sure if she had a cold or if she’d been attacked. Rough was an understatement.

      The buzzer sounded around her apartment, but there was no chance she could find the strength to get up and answer the door. She didn’t do being ill very well. Even as a child she was rubbish at being poorly. But since she lived alone, Faye had the luxury of letting herself go whenever she pleased.

      The buzzer sounded again.

      And then her phone started to ring on top of her blanket. Huh. Talia. Seeing her name on the screen had Faye’s heart fluttering.

      Faye cleared her throat. “Hello?”

      “Hi. I’m sorry to bother you, but Phoebe was in the bistro today looking for you. She’s not happy, and to be honest, I don’t have the patience for her attitude anymore. If you could set her straight about us, I’d really appreciate it.”

      Faye frowned. “I’m sorry?”

      “Phoebe. She has far too much to say for herself, and I’m kinda over it, Faye. If she comes into work again, I’m probably going to strangle her.”

      “She’s been to the bistro?”

      Talia sighed. “Just call her. Set her straight. I’m backing off, okay? I won’t call again. I won’t come by anymore. Just…tell her she has nothing to worry about.”

      “Was that you pressing my buzzer?”

      “Yeah. I was hoping you’d at least answer, but I think it’s kinda self-explanatory how you feel about me now. That outburst from me last week was out of character, and I’m sorry if it was stuff you didn’t want to hear, so I’m gone, okay? I won’t bother you again. Take care, Faye.”

      “No, wait!” Faye threw the blanket from her lap, stumbling to her feet. “I’m letting you in. Please come up.”

      “No. I have to go.”

      “Talia, please.” Faye didn’t want to, but she was about ready to cry. What Talia was saying was so far from the truth. Just the knowledge that she trusted Faye with her past was a huge deal. She needed Talia to know that. “Just five minutes. And then you can leave if you want to.”

      “Fine. Buzz me up.” Talia didn’t sound like she wanted to see Faye, but she’d definitely gotten the wrong end of the stick.

      She glanced in the mirror and groaned. Faye looked a mess. She ran a hand through her messy locks, blowing out a breath as she unlocked her apartment door. She heard footsteps, so Faye rested back against the counter and waited for Talia to join her.

      “Hello?”

      Faye shoved a tissue into her hoodie pocket. “Door’s open. Come in.”

      Talia, those heart stopping eyes… “Hi. Sorry, I really didn’t plan to come up and disturb you.”

      “You haven’t.”

      “Is everything okay?” The sudden concern on Talia’s face warmed Faye, but Talia didn’t need to worry.

      “I’m fine. I’m just not feeling very well.”

      “Faye, you look awful.”

      “Yeah, me and the common cold aren’t the best of friends. Never have been. But please, come in. Just don’t get too close.” Faye’s body screamed at her to sit down, her legs weak. “Would you mind if I sit down?”

      Talia reached out, guiding Faye towards the couch. “Can I get you anything? A hot drink, fresh tissues, anything?”

      “No, thank you.” Faye eased down onto the couch, exhaling a long breath. “I think we’ve established that you don’t want to be here, so I’ll say what I need to say and then you can…get gone, as you put it.”

      Talia perched herself on the arm of a single bucket seat, running a hand through her delicious raven hair. “Sorry. I’m just tired of Phoebe.”

      “Join the club.”

      “She’s on the warpath, and I really don’t want to be dragged into whatever issues she has. I don’t know what she thinks I’m going to do to you, but you need to sit down and talk to her. She seems to think I have some kind of hold on you.”

      “I was going to call her in a few days,” Faye said, pulling her knees to her chest. She didn’t have the strength for this. She could just about keep her eyes open. But then she glanced in Talia’s direction. “Did you think I was avoiding you?”

      “Hard to think anything else. I haven’t heard from you since I was here last week.”

      “That’s not what was happening, I promise you. I’ve been busy with work, I had to leave the city on Friday to visit my mum, and since I got home…I’ve been here on the couch, ill.”

      “You should have called. I would have come over and cooked you dinner or whatever. Just…I could have been there for you.”

      “And see me like this? No, thanks.” Faye snorted, her head pounding. “I’ll be okay in a few days. And then I’ll be back at the bistro, working like usual.”

      “Can I do anything? I hate feeling useless when people need someone.”

      “I really appreciate that, but I don’t want you to hang around here and catch this.”

      Talia shrugged her jacket off, draping it over the back of the seat. “You look tired. Why don’t you lie down and close your eyes while I rustle something up for you?”

      “Talia, you don’t have to do that.”

      Talia stared down at Faye, offering a genuine smile. “I want to. Please?”

      “Okay.” Faye stretched her body, and then curled up on the couch, the TV playing low in front of her. “But if I fall asleep, just head out. I’m sure you have things to do.”

      “Nope. Got nothing planned this evening.”

      Faye’s heart tightened in her chest. Why was Talia so wonderful but so unavailable? Why, for the love of God, couldn’t she have this woman in more than a friendly capacity? “You’re too kind.”
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        * * *

      

      Talia sat quietly at the kitchen island, her fist propping up her chin as she watched Faye sleep. She hadn’t intended to be here, but as Faye stood before her looking worse for wear, Talia didn’t have the heart to be angry anymore. She also didn’t have the heart to leave Faye alone…nasally and with swollen eyes.

      Talia knew she was getting too close, that much was clear just by sitting here waiting for Faye to wake. But the conflicted feelings she had inside of her, the turmoil whenever she imagined not seeing Faye again, weighed her body down, holding her in place in the very spot she sat.

      This…was a mess.

      Her phone vibrated in her shirt pocket. Talia removed it quietly, smiling when she found her best friend’s name on the screen. Jay was the only person she considered a friend. He’d been there for her since they left high school. She glanced up at Faye, huddled on the couch with the blanket pulled up to her chin. She didn’t want to wake her, but she could really do with a conversation with Jay.

      She climbed down from the stool and slipped out of the apartment, pulling the door over. “Hey!”

      “I miss you. Home is awful without you. When are you coming back?”

      Talia smiled weakly. She missed Jay too, but if Talia got her way, Liverpool would become home for her. Since arriving, she’d realised that London was only reminding her of a past she desperately wanted to forget. “I don’t plan to.”

      “What? Really?”

      “Jay, this is where I live now. You know you can stay with me whenever you want to travel up and see me.”

      “But it’s not the same. My nights out…well, they don’t exist anymore. It’s so miserable here.”

      “Can I call you when I get home? I’m kinda busy at the minute.”

      Jay sighed. “Doing what? What could possibly be more important than talking to me?”

      “I’m just with a friend, that’s all.”

      She knew Jay was frowning. He was like a brother to her; she knew every last mannerism. “You don’t have friends.”

      Talia lifted a shoulder. “Well, now I do.”

      “It’s a woman, isn’t it? Oh, Talia…this could be really good for you. Don’t push her away, though. I know you.”

      “Relax, it’s not what you think. Faye is just a friend. She has to be. It can’t go any further.”

      “Why not?”

      Talia flared her nostrils, exhaling a slow breath. “You know why. We’ve been through this a million times. She’s a friend, and that’s that.”

      “Okay, I’m coming to visit. I’m getting the train down in a few days.”

      “I have to work the weekend, and I’m at the bistro through the week. I do have Tuesday off though, so I could spend some time with you then. I’m sure you’ll find something to do while I’m working on Monday.”

      Jay knew when Talia was struggling, but he would always have her back.

      “I’ll be there on Sunday.”

      “Look, if you’re only coming to check I’m okay, you don’t have to do that. I’m fine. I always am.”

      “I’ll be the judge of that. But I have to get back to work. I’ll see you Sunday, okay?”

      Talia smiled, inching Faye’s door open again. “Okay. See you Sunday.”

      As she ended the call and crept back inside Faye’s apartment, she found those blue eyes staring back at her. Even while she was sick, Faye was still gorgeous. Perhaps more so than usual because of how natural she was. Talia loved it, even though she shouldn’t.

      “Did I wake you?”

      “No. I was ready to wake up.” Faye rubbed a hand down her face. “How long was I out?”

      “Just over two hours,” Talia said, moving into the kitchen and turning the stove off. She’d made a chicken and vegetable soup while Faye was sleeping. “I’ll get you some food, and then I’ll get out of your way.”

      “Whatever you’ve made, it smells delicious.” Faye stumbled to her feet, correcting her balance as she pressed a palm to her forehead. “Sorry. The room is spinning.”

      “Sit down. I’ll bring it over.”

      “Talia, you’ve done more than enough. Have you been sitting here in silence?”

      “I like silence.” Talia shrugged, carrying a huge bowl of soup over to Faye. “Forgive me for going through your cupboards.”

      “This is so sweet of you,” Faye said, then coughed into the crook of her elbow.

      Talia wanted to reach out and hold Faye, to take away how she was feeling, but she couldn’t. And it had nothing to do with the fact that Faye was probably contagious, either. Talia knew that the second she let her guard slip, Faye would be cemented into her life. However much she wanted to enjoy that possibility in her head, Talia knew better than to hope for something unattainable.

      “You’re welcome. I’ll head off now. But I’ll see you once you’re feeling better.”

      “You didn’t have to stay. It means the world that you did, though. I really appreciate it.”

      “I know,” Talia said low, gazing into Faye’s eyes. “I wouldn’t have bothered if I thought you wouldn’t.”

      “Take care getting home. It’s frosty out there tonight.”
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        * * *

      

      With her phone resting between her ear and her shoulder, Faye lay stretched out on the couch. She was feeling a little brighter since Talia had stopped by and taken care of her, but deep down, she wished Talia was still here. How she’d cooked for her, asked if she’d needed anything, and just been a friendly face for the first time in almost a week…Faye’s heart thrummed at the reminder.

      “Hello?” The call connected, and Phoebe’s voice broke Faye from her lovely thoughts of Talia. “Faye?”

      “Yes. It’s me. Just wanted to let you know I’m alive.”

      “Thank God. Where have you been?” Phoebe sounded concerned, perhaps a little bit pissed off.

      “At home. I’m not well.”

      Phoebe sighed, the sound of her heels clicking in the background. “You do sound full of cold. Are you over the worst of it now?”

      “Not really. But I’ve just had a lovely bowl of soup, so I feel a tiny bit better.”

      “Who on earth has the energy to make soup when they’re sick?”

      “I…didn’t.” Faye paused, contemplating whether it was a good idea to mention Talia. But then she realised that she had no reason to walk on eggshells. If Faye wanted Talia over, Phoebe wasn’t going to stop that. “Talia showed up here. When she realised I was sick, she came up and stayed a while to make sure I was okay.”

      Phoebe scoffed. “Of course she did. The hero whore.”

      “P-pardon?” Faye’s brows drew together. She hadn’t heard Phoebe right, surely.

      “Oh, come on. Why do you think she was there? To piss me off and probably try to get in your pants.”

      Faye held her tongue for a moment or two, gathering her thoughts. “I’m not sure what your problem is, but Talia doing that for me has nothing to do with you. You really shouldn’t think so highly of yourself.”

      “I told her to back off. I spoke to her this afternoon and warned her!”

      “Warned her?” Faye barked a laugh, shaking her head. “What are you? My wife?”

      “Faye—”

      “No. I’m not doing this with you again. You repeatedly tear her down at any opportunity. It’s disgusting. The things you say about her… We’re supposed to respect and empower one another, not treat people like shit!”

      “Women like her are not the same as us, Faye. The sooner you realise that, the better.”

      “I’ve called you to say a few things, and then I don’t want to hear another word from you about Talia. Actually, I don’t want to hear from you for a while. You’re just…I don’t know what’s going on with you lately, but I don’t like it.”

      “You called to say a few things?”

      “Yes. Because Talia has asked me to. Quite frankly, I don’t care what you think is or isn’t going on, but you showing up at the bistro and speaking to her like that…I don’t know who you think you are. Give it a rest, leave her alone, and stop mouthing off. It’s very distasteful.”

      “You are sleeping with her, aren’t you?”

      Faye groaned, dragging the blanket she was partially lying on over her. “Why are you so obsessed with my sex life?”

      Phoebe snorted. “I’m not.”

      “Really? Because it sure seems like it to me.” Faye felt the headache that had been subsiding reappear. But lately, Phoebe seemed to have that effect on her. “Look, I’m going to shower and get into bed. Thanks for asking how I am before you tore Talia to shreds. It means a lot.”

      Phoebe had become so obsessed with Talia that she hadn’t even thought to offer to come over. Not that Faye would have allowed her here after recent events, but the offer still would have meant something to her.

      “Faye, wait!”

      “What?” Faye’s nostrils flared as she pinched the bridge of her nose.

      “I just…I’m having a hard time understanding what you could possibly see in her. And as I’ve said to you before, I will step away if I have to. Nothing good can come from this.”

      “Nothing is going to come from it…good or bad. Because we’re just friends.” Admitting that wasn’t making Faye feel any better this evening. Especially not since Talia had been so wonderful and caring just thirty minutes ago. “But if you feel as though you need some space from something that really isn’t your business, I won’t stop you. Bye.”

      She ended the call, dropping her phone to the floor beside the couch. Phoebe had developed a way of shitting all over anything Faye said. To prevent that from going on any longer, she had no plans to contact her so-called friend in the coming days. And if Faye really had to, she would extend that to weeks.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      Faye delighted in the smell of coffee as it overpowered her senses. For the first time in almost a week, she could actually taste what she was drinking. And God, it was bordering on heavenly.

      She’d spent the weekend going over the final chunk of her manuscript, and last night after a surge in energy, she’d finished it. She had some back and forth to do with her editor in the coming weeks, but Faye was looking forward to a few days off from the intense stuff.

      She clicked the top of her red pen, settling in for a final read through.

      Talia was behind the counter, people came and went in the crazy morning rush, but Faye noticed a guy sitting a few tables away…staring at her. She eyed him over the rim of her reading glasses, frowning when he lifted a hand and offered a small wave. She didn’t know him, did she?

      She puffed out her cheeks and shook her head, returning to the manuscript in front of her. The sooner she opened the pages, the sooner she could get lost in the world she’d created. This one felt more…longing than the others. But Faye knew she’d put some of her own feelings into it. Feelings that had surfaced since Talia moved to the city. She may not have the opportunity to act on her wishes, but her characters certainly could.

      “Hi,” a giddy, playful voice startled Faye. “You’re Faye, right?”

      “I…am.” She looked up at the tall, well-groomed man standing at the corner of her table. “Can I help you?”

      He held out a hand. “I’m Jay. Talia’s best friend.”

      “Oh, hi.” Faye sat up a little straighter, offering him a full smile. If he was Talia’s best friend, he was probably lovely. “Nice to meet you.”

      “Do you mind if I sit for a moment?”

      Faye held out a hand. “Of course not. Have a seat.”

      Jay smiled as he lowered himself into the chair facing Faye. He was studying her, his head cocked slightly. “I can certainly see the appeal.”

      One of Faye’s brows rose. “I, uh…excuse me?”

      “Talia. She’s got the hots for you.”

      Faye lowered her eyes to her work, clicking her pen incessantly. She felt a blush creeping up her neck. Jay didn’t beat about the bush.

      “I’m sure Talia will have something to say when she finds out you’re here talking about her.”

      “Oh, she’ll get over it.” Jay laughed as he waved a hand between them. When he relaxed back and crossed his legs, he smirked. “I believe she turned you down…”

      “Thank you for the reminder.” Faye smiled weakly, glancing in Talia’s direction. She was run off her feet, so she had no idea Jay was striking up a conversation with Faye. “We’re friends. That’s enough for me.”

      Jay wrinkled his nose. “Really? You’re sticking with that?”

      “Look,” Faye said, removing her glasses, “Talia is wonderful. She’s kind and thoughtful, she’s been a breath of fresh air in my life, but she doesn’t want anything other than friendship. I have to respect that.”

      She’d never held a conversation about her personal life with someone she didn’t know before, but as with most things lately, Faye seemed to be continuously dipping her toe into the unknown.

      “But what do you want?”

      Faye lifted a hand. “I appreciate you trying, but this is really none of your business. Talia and I are friends. Please, leave it at that.”

      “I’ve been Talia’s best friend since high school, and in that time, I have never heard her talk about another woman the way she talks about you. And how she lights up when she says your name…” Jay paused, sitting forward in his seat. “Whatever she’s told you, it’s a lie.”

      “She doesn’t trust that I can accept who she is. That’s something I can’t change. But I understand. She’s been through hell in the past because of it.”

      “You could change all of that,” Jay said, his blue eyes piercing Faye. “And I know she doesn’t show it, but she wants you to change it.”

      “I-I don’t know how I’m supposed to do that. I’ve told her I have no issues with what she does. Her career is important to her, as is mine, so I completely get why she does it. She loves it, and I see the pride in her eyes when she talks about dancing.”

      Jay grinned as he sat back and folded his arms across his chest. “Wow. I’m not sure anyone has ever said that before.”

      “Said what?”

      “I mean, they all say they’re fine with it. But that’s usually it. They just say it. But you…” Jay narrowed his eyes. “You actually mean it, don’t you?”

      “I don’t say anything I don’t mean.”

      “And that is exactly what makes you two perfect for one another.”

      Faye gazed in Talia’s direction once again. She smiled; she could sit here watching her all day.

      “Prove it to her, Faye. Show her you mean it.”

      “How?”

      Jay blew out a breath. “Honestly, I don’t know. Maybe visit the club, show a little enthusiasm. Do something that proves to her that you don’t hate what she believes in. Because dancing is her life, and I know more than anyone just how much she wants to have it all. Talia is as genuine as they come, and I would put my life on her never letting you down. She’d never hurt you, she’d never cheat, she just wants to be loved for who she is and not what someone wants her to be.”

      “You care about her a lot.”

      Jay got to his feet and offered a single nod. “I’d do anything for her. She means the world to me.”

      Faye sat back as she watched Jay walk away, emotionally drained by everything he’d said. Would Phoebe ever do something like that for her? Would she ever back Faye up and try to help her find happiness if she knew it was standing right in front of her? No, probably not.

      She offered Jay a smile as he returned to his seat, and then her eyes floated towards Talia. She was watching Faye, her forehead slightly creased. Faye lifted a hand and offered a wave, thrilled when Talia beamed a smile and returned one of her own.

      So, Holmes…what’s it going to be? Let her walk away or fight to show her you’re here?
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        * * *

      

      Talia sunk down into her couch, dragging her legs up into Jay’s lap. She’d missed this, having someone around when she wasn’t working, and Jay was the perfect company. They’d always got one another; they’d always fought for what the other wanted. As they’d gotten older, that hadn’t changed. Talia knew it never would. Whether Jay was in the same city as her or not, he was always on hand for her.

      “You look tired, Tal.”

      “I am. Monday at the bistro is always busy. But I like it there, and the customers aren’t half bad either.”

      “Mm. I noticed that today,” Jay said, grinning as he stabbed at his salad with his fork. “And Faye seems nice.”

      “Yes, I noticed you were speaking to her.” Talia narrowed her eyes. She should ask, but she knew Jay wouldn’t do anything to hurt her. He wasn’t Phoebe. “Did she say much?”

      “Not really. I introduced myself, and she offered me a seat.”

      “That’s nice. She’s really lovely. And last week when she was sick, I felt so sorry for her.”

      “Nurse Talia. I like the sound of that.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous—it wasn’t like that. Poor Faye could barely keep her head up.”

      Jay smirked. “In front of you? She must be a fool.”

      “Hey, no. Don’t do that. I know you think I’d be the perfect girlfriend, but I know different.” Talia had only left Faye’s place more torn than the last time she’d seen her. “Considering I’d poured my heart out to her and got upset, you wouldn’t have known. That’s what I like about her, though. She doesn’t rehash things to keep the conversation going. You know?”

      “I like her.”

      Talia lay her head back on the couch and sighed. “Me too.”

      “So, ask her out.” Jay said those words so nonchalantly that Talia almost burst out laughing. He surely wasn’t serious.

      “You know I can’t.”

      “Actually, I know you can. And I know you want to. The pair of you did nothing but watch one another while I was having breakfast. As sweet as it was to watch, it was also painful.”

      “It works as friends.” Talia loved having Faye in her life. Friends wasn’t all that bad. It certainly beat nothing at all. Jay could push this all he wanted to; it wouldn’t change anything. “I know you think it’s as simple as just asking her out, but I’ve already turned her down. And I did so for a reason.”

      “But you told me she was fine with your career.”

      Talia rolled her eyes. Jay was insufferable. “Of course she’ll tell me that. She already feels awful for offending me after she’d been to the club.”

      “And if she really is okay with it all?”

      Talia sat upright, pulling her legs from Jay’s lap and bringing her knees to her chest. “Nobody is ever really okay with it, Jay. We’ve been through this, and quite frankly, I feel like a broken record every time it comes up in conversation. I mean, you actually expect someone like Faye to sit at home while I’m dancing? You expect her to fall in love with someone like me? Get real, kid. It’s never going to happen.”

      “I think she’s on her way there,” Jay said, offering Talia a weak smile. “You may not see it, but I do. That woman is watching every move you make, and I’ll bet when you’re alone together, she’s hanging off your every word.”

      Talia lowered her head, her heart aching. “It would only be a matter of time before she asked me to quit. And she would be well within her rights to do so.”

      Jay reached out a hand, squeezing Talia’s. “Give her a little more credit than that.”

      “Jay, I don’t even know her. But I know she’s way too good for me.”

      “That’s bullshit. You’re a good person, you have the biggest heart of anyone I know, and I think Faye sees that in you too. When she was sick last week, you were the one who showed up for her. Nobody else. And as much as I know you’re trying to distance yourself, you’re failing miserably, girl.”

      A sob escaped Talia’s mouth, and her eyes squeezed shut. “I’ve tried to distance myself. I can’t do it. All I think about is Faye. But I know I’m torturing myself.”

      “Give it some time. Don’t completely dismiss the idea based on past experience. You know I was never quite sure about Megan, but Faye? I see a great future with her around.”

      “It’s all just a fantasy.” Talia shook her head, building her defences sky high. She’d let her walls down too much lately, and it was time to protect herself. “I’m a dancer; it’ll be the same as the rest of them. It’s all just a fantasy, Jay.”

      “Wait, I thought you said she didn’t know who you were when you danced for her…”

      “She says she didn’t, but I have no way of knowing if it’s true or not. It’ll be the idea of it all that she’s attracted to, not me. Because what the hell can I offer to her life? Have you seen her? My God, it would never last.”

      “Do me one favour?” Jay asked, a brow arched.

      “Of course. Anything.”

      “Consider it. Put yourself first, your love life first, and please consider it.”

      Talia was wasting her time here with Jay. He always wanted her to be happy, and he wouldn’t let this lie. So, she would tell him exactly what he wanted to hear. “I will.”
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      For the first time in weeks, Faye felt as though she could breathe. Her career was steady, her friendship with Talia was picking up ever so slightly, and Phoebe had let her be for almost five days now. How long that would continue remained to be seen, but Faye wasn’t willing to stress herself out thinking about it. This evening, she was having a self-care night.

      She kicked her feet up onto the coffee table—reluctantly cracking the spine on a new book she’d had delivered this morning—and settled back against the couch. Her living room was at a perfect temperature, her baggy hoodie was soft and fresh, and tonight…Faye was determined to push every issue she had with her love life to the back of her mind and switch off entirely.

      Talia would always be there; it was hard for Faye to disregard anything she felt for her. But Faye was wasting her time. It didn’t matter if what she wanted was to be curled up on the couch with Talia right this second, and it didn’t matter if writing at the bistro was becoming one hell of a struggle for her. Talia wasn’t interested, and Faye fully accepted that. Jay may have put some ideas—some wild thoughts—into her mind, but to entertain any of what he’d said would be foolish. Faye knew how Talia felt about her. They were friends, and that was that.

      Faye’s phone pinging on the arm of the couch had her groaning. If it was Phoebe, Faye was fully prepared to block her for the night, just so she could have some peace and quiet.

      She lifted the device, squinting as the screen lit up.

      Her heart jolted.

      Talia: Question! Have you ever tried to eat an entire homemade curry by yourself?

      Faye grinned. Surely Talia wouldn’t have an issue finishing any kind of food. That woman had hollow legs ninety percent of the time.

      Faye: I don’t believe I have, but I don’t doubt that you will inhale it from the pan in mere minutes!

      Talia: I don’t know whether to be offended by that or not…

      Faye: Not. I wish I could eat the amount you do without it going directly to my hips. What curry did you whip up?

      Talia: Chicken. And it smells amazing. Almost as good as the soup I made for you when you were sick.

      Faye smiled at that. But her heart didn’t quite match up with it. As much as she’d loved seeing Talia at her apartment the night she woke on the couch, it didn’t mean what Faye desperately wished it to mean. Talia was a spectacular friend; Faye could barely comprehend how amazing she must be in a committed relationship.

      It’ll never be. Stop torturing yourself!

      Faye: I promise to return the favour if you’re ever sick.

      Talia: Or…you could join me at mine tonight and share this curry with me.

      As Faye swallowed, she lay her phone in her lap and rested her head back. Could she go over to Talia’s for dinner? Of course she could, she could do whatever the hell she pleased, but would it be the wisest decision she could make? No. Not in this lifetime.

      Faye: Thank you for the offer, but I’ve just settled down for the evening.

      Three dots appeared, bobbing away on the screen beneath Faye’s message. She chewed the corner of her bottom lip, shaking her head ever so slightly. Talia deserved a friend, but it was becoming increasingly clear that Faye couldn’t be the kind of friend she needed. In passing, yes. While Talia was working, sure. But a friend who spent time with her alone…no. Faye had to stop doing this to herself.

      Talia: I bet you have a hot chocolate on the coffee table, a blanket over your lap, and a book in your hands.

      Okay, now that made Faye smile wide, her heart this time fluttering.

      Faye: Am I that predictable?

      Talia: Not at all. I just know what you like. I think.

      If Talia was so sure she knew what Faye liked, why could they only be friends? Because in Faye’s mind, Talia was her perfect woman. Okay, she hadn’t envisaged a life with someone who worked at a strip club, but did anyone imagine that growing up? Faye doubted it.

      Before she could respond to Talia, her phone pinged again.

      Talia: I’d offer you dinner again, but I don’t believe you’re a woman who likes to be hounded by the same person she has to look at daily while she eats her lunch. So, I’ll say goodnight and hopefully catch you at the bistro sometime this week.

      Faye considered her next move. Why couldn’t she have a best friend she could turn to when she was in this predicament? Why did Phoebe have to be so against Talia and what she did? Honestly, Faye needed new friends.

      But then Faye scrolled back through her message thread with Talia, that smile still beaming. Talia was offering to have dinner with her, so why the hell was Faye willing to sit here alone when she could be spending time with someone she was growing fonder of as the days passed?

      You’re setting yourself up to get hurt here.

      Faye: I could probably come over for a little while. Give me thirty minutes?

      Talia: I’d really love that. See you soon!

      Exhaling a long, slow breath, Faye threw the blanket from her knees and got to her feet. It would only take her ten minutes to walk to Talia’s place, so she had some time to make herself look presentable. Sure, she could go over there in her comfy clothes, but what kind of impression would that give? Faye wanted Talia to see her, not run in the opposite direction.

      You’re playing with fire…
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        * * *

      

      Talia grinned as she dipped a spoon into her curry, testing it one final time before Faye arrived. She’d listened to everything Jay had said to her a few nights ago, and even if Talia was still unsure, she wanted to spend some time with Faye to see how well they really got on. But it was pointless; Talia already knew she could spend her days…and nights, watching Faye. She knew how well they worked together from just the small number of times they’d been alone with one another.

      Talia had once blown Faye off, but now she desperately wanted to make amends for that.

      The problem was, she didn’t know how to go about it. Talia hadn’t been in a relationship for a few years and even that had turned to shit. It didn’t matter how happy Talia had been with Megan; it didn’t make any difference if she believed she could make someone happy. It had all gone wrong along the way, and that reminder of Megan packing her things and leaving still sat at the front of her mind whenever she considered dating again.

      But Faye was different. Without Talia kissing that woman or touching her, she knew Faye was different to everyone she’d ever put her time and effort into in the past. No other woman had looked at her the way Faye did. Not Megan, not anybody.

      The buzzer jolted Talia from all thoughts of Faye, her smile widening as she reached for the receiver.

      “Hey!”

      “Let me up—it’s bloody freezing out here.”

      Talia released the main door, replacing the receiver as she opened her own front door. She wanted to see Faye arriving. She loved the way her heart pounded at the sight of her. Would Talia ever pluck up the courage to tell Faye that? Damn, she certainly hoped so.

      The lift doors opened, and Faye stepped out, smoothing down her jacket before she turned to find Talia watching her. “Oh, h-hi.”

      “Hi.” Talia grinned. “Did you run here?”

      Faye dragged a hand through her hair. “No, why? Do I look a mess?”

      “Never. You just got here really quick.”

      “I didn’t want to keep you waiting.”

      Talia, in all honesty, would wait forever and a day for Faye. So why don’t you ask her out, you fucking coward! She cleared her throat, opening the front door wide. “Come on in and get warm.”

      Faye smiled as she stepped past Talia, their bodies brushing and sending a thrill through Talia from head to toe. Each little glance, just Faye’s presence nearby, it had to mean something. Talia could dress it up however she liked, but the feelings she had for Faye were there…and they were real. Too real for her to make head nor tails of right now.

      “I really love this apartment,” Faye said as she shed her jacket, hanging it over the back of a stool at the breakfast bar. “I didn’t realise how spacious they were.”

      “Yeah, I love the open plan. It just makes it feel brighter, you know?”

      “I do. I love my place, it’s cosy, but in the summer, it feels really stuffy.” Faye moved towards the window that led to Talia’s small balcony. “I bet it’s gorgeous here when the sun is out.”

      “I’m hoping so. I haven’t really had much sun since I moved in. But let’s make it a plan to find out once the weather picks up.”

      Talia watched Faye as she stared down at the river. She could see her reflection, thrilled that Faye was smiling as she nodded in response. “I’d like that.”

      “Right, well you make yourself at home, and I’ll plate dinner up.”

      Faye turned, shoving her hands in the pockets of her jeans. Talia may have checked her out on arrival, and that gorgeous backside looked even better in jeans tonight. “Thank you. For inviting me over.”

      “Any time.”
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        * * *

      

      Faye settled back on Talia’s couch, eyeing the clock to the left of the shelving unit. Was it appropriate to hang around here, or should she thank Talia for dinner and leave? Faye hated this, the second guessing herself. Women rarely looked her way, or Faye mostly made herself seem unavailable, so having Talia’s undivided attention lately felt foreign to her. Welcome and pleasant, but one hundred percent foreign.

      “Did you want dessert?”

      Faye smiled as she glanced over the back of the couch. “No, thank you. I’m…trying to watch what I eat.”

      Talia’s brows rose. “Why?”

      “I’m not getting any younger. I try to look after myself but at times it kinda fails, so I’m trying to be better.”

      Talia rounded the couch and dropped down in the middle. A little too close to Faye, but she wouldn’t complain. If she just ignored the fact that Talia’s thigh was touching hers, there would be no issues here. “I wouldn’t worry. You look great.”

      “Thanks.” Faye flushed.

      “So, how’s the book going? I noticed you were going a little wild with the red pen at the bistro the other day.”

      “Yeah. Jay was a welcome distraction for all of ten minutes.”

      Talia winced. “I don’t know what he said to you, he wouldn’t tell me, but he did say that you’re really nice.”

      Faye appreciated that. She felt the same way about Talia’s best friend. It was a shame the same couldn’t be said for her own. “You don’t want to share him by any chance, do you?”

      “Share him?”

      Faye lifted a shoulder, focusing on her lap. “I’m sure you two confide in one another about everything.”

      “We do.”

      Talia’s bright smile melted Faye as she looked up to meet her eyes. “That’s something I’m definitely missing in life. A best friend who would lie in bed listening to me on the phone at three in the morning if I needed that.”

      “Is that what you need? A conversation with someone in the middle of the night?”

      “Sometimes, yes.”

      Talia lay a gentle hand on Faye’s knee, sending a roar of desire through her. That feeling wasn’t a good sign. Not when it meant nothing to Talia. “You know you can talk to me if you need a friend, Faye.”

      Faye smiled weakly. “Yeah, that wouldn’t work.”

      “I…don’t understand.”

      Of course she didn’t. Faye’s feelings were all alone in this. Talia would never bat an eyelid in Faye’s direction. “I just can’t rely on Phoebe. At one time, she was there at the drop of a hat, but I don’t know. I’m not sure how much longer we’ll remain friends. She has far too much to say lately.”

      “She hates me.”

      “That’s not true,” Faye lied. “How could anyone hate you?”

      “Honestly? I think you’re the only woman who doesn’t hate me. And I still don’t understand why.”

      “Because you’re great, Talia. I’ve loved getting to know you. We have more in common than I first realised.” Faye turned in her seat, focusing fully on Talia. “Maybe in another life I could have taken you for that drink, but I don’t know. I don’t think I’m your type, and I should have realised that before I stupidly asked you out. I could have saved myself from looking like an idiot by never asking and just having coffee with you as friends.”

      “You know why I said no, Faye.”

      Faye held up a hand. “I know. But it’s hard for me to understand how someone can be so willing to never be happy, to be in a relationship, because of one bad experience. I know you have your reasons, and I completely respect every last one of them, I just…wish things could have been different.” Faye propped her head up in her hand, sighing. “It’s been so long since I looked at another woman, and when I did…well.” Faye shook her head. “Never mind. It’s just the romance writer in me. Story of my life—or not.”

      “No, go on…”

      “I can’t. But this is exactly why I need a new best friend. Someone I can vent to and discuss the sleepless nights with. It would certainly make my life easier. And I wouldn’t have to apply extra makeup each day because I look like I haven’t slept in a year.”

      “S-sleepless nights?” Talia’s brow furrowed, concern flashing in her dark eyes as she squeezed Faye’s knee. “Why aren’t you sleeping, Faye? Talk to me.”

      Faye had said far too much already. It wasn’t possible to discuss all of this with Talia for the simple fact that she was the reason Faye wasn’t sleeping. “I’m okay. I’m fine.” Faye sat forward, reaching for her empty glass. “I’ll just leave this in the kitchen and then head home. Dinner was really great, Talia.”

      Talia reached out a hand as Faye stood up, but she managed to stop the skin-on-skin contact. Faye couldn’t sit here with Talia any longer; it was too much. She rushed towards the sink and placed her glass in it, grabbing her jacket from the chair on the way towards the door. “I’ll see you at the bistro, okay?”

      “Faye, wait.” Talia reached the door before Faye did. “What’s going on? Why are you leaving?”

      “I should get home. It’s getting late, and I have stuff to do early in the morning.”

      Talia nodded, her palm placed flat against the door. “Right. And you’re sure that’s all it is?”

      Faye draped her coat over her hands as Talia pinned her with her stare. If she didn’t, those hands would reach out, grip Talia’s face, and the rest would be history…along with their budding friendship. “Y-yes.”

      Talia narrowed her eyes. “What did Jay say to you at the bistro?”

      “Nothing. He just introduced himself and we chatted.”

      “Jay never introduces himself to anyone unless he has an ulterior motive.”

      Faye lowered her gaze as she swallowed. She couldn’t possibly tell Talia what Jay had said. Because it would require a further conversation. One Faye wasn’t willing to have. She couldn’t face rejection from this woman a second time around.

      Talia reached out a hand and gripped Faye’s jaw gently. She brought her gaze up, those delicious, dark eyes piercing straight through Faye. “Something is going on.”

      Faye rested her hand over Talia’s wrist, unsure of where this was going. The only thing she knew was how good it felt to have Talia touching her, close to her like this. “I-I’m okay.”

      “I think we need to talk, Faye.”

      Faye’s brow creased. What could they possibly have to talk about? “Why?”

      “I just do. So, whenever you’re ready to do that with me, let me know. You know when I’m available.” Talia suddenly leaned in, pressing a kiss to Faye’s cheek. She could have sworn she gasped, her heart constricting, but a kiss on the cheek would never be enough for her. Still, it was all she was entitled to. Because Talia, gorgeous and sweet Talia, was off the table. “Call me, okay? Or text…whatever works for you.”

      “Okay.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Faye blew out a breath, lying flat on her back in bed with her phone gripped to her chest. She really needed to talk to someone. While she’d take anyone she could get a hold of right now, she had no idea where to begin with her contact list. Life as a writer was solitary, she didn’t have many friends she could just call up spur of the moment, and as she lay here tonight, she realised what a sad existence that was. There were no siblings to text, no close friend other than Phoebe. Faye had never felt so lonely.

      That was her own doing. She accepted that. Still, it didn’t change the fact that her heart was torn in every way possible. She could have quite easily kissed Talia tonight. She’d wanted to, the thought still swam around in her mind, but what was the point? Talia would only let her down gently and then they’d go back to the same routine of seeing one another at the bistro.

      Faye needed to get out of her head, scrap her hopes and dreams with that woman, and learn to let go of what could never be. If she didn’t, she’d do or say something she’d regret. If she didn’t, she’d lose the one person she was enjoying spending time with lately. If Faye knew anything this evening it was that losing Talia entirely…wasn’t worth it.

      She turned on her side, eyeing the alarm clock as she set her phone down on the nightstand. It was 10 p.m. and she was already in bed. God, I need to get a life. As Faye reached over to turn out her bedside lamp, the screen lit up, her phone gently vibrating against the wood. She squinted as she turned it towards her.

      Talia was calling.

      Shit! Faye’s heart hammered in her chest. What the hell did she do? Answer it or ignore it? But she quickly realised that she wasn’t the kind of woman who ignored a call from someone like Talia. It didn’t matter how she felt about her, Faye would never let it ring off. “Hello?”

      “You are my type.” Talia spoke low, a hesitant edge to her voice.

      Faye’s mouth ran dry, Talia’s voice swirling around in her head. She couldn’t have heard her right. No, no way! “Pardon?”

      “You said earlier that you didn’t think you were my type. Well, I’m calling you to tell you that you are.”

      Faye rolled onto her back, flicking the lamp off and sending her bedroom into darkness. If she closed her eyes, Talia was lying beside her. If she focused on her breathing, Faye wouldn’t end this night feeling lightheaded. “But…it doesn’t change anything, does it?”

      “I want it to,” Talia said. “I just…I need some time to get my head together. All of this, all of you, has been a huge twist in my life, Faye. I didn’t expect to meet anyone when I moved here, and I certainly didn’t think you would hit on me.”

      “I’m sorry if I’ve complicated things…”

      “God, you haven’t. Never, Faye. You’re the most uncomplicated person I know. And I really love that about you. You don’t have a bad bone in your body, and I think if I can get my head out of the past…if I can let down my guard…I could really enjoy getting to know you.”

      Faye wanted to crawl through the phone and kiss Talia as she spoke those words. All she’d wanted over the last several weeks was a chance to prove herself. Just one date, one drink or one meal, anything to show Talia that she was serious. Now that the potential was there, Faye wasn’t sure how to react. What if Talia woke up tomorrow and changed her mind? Then what? Faye would still pine after her, while Talia continued to ‘be her friend.’

      “Is that something you think you could do?” Faye would wait until Talia was ready if she had to. There were no issues with that at all. “I just…don’t want you to consider this if it’s not what you want. I’d hate to think you felt pressured into giving me a chance.”

      “One thing I’ve never felt around you is pressure.”

      Faye smiled, getting comfortable as she snuggled down further into the bed. “I was working through being your friend at my own pace. But to be honest, I’m not sure I could have ever really been your friend. I’d never do anything to make you feel uncomfortable, but I’d be lying if I said I could only be your friend.”

      “Yeah?”

      Faye felt Talia grin. She felt the warmth of her down the line. “Yes. You caught my attention. What can I say?”

      “I-I don’t know. And I’ve no idea what to say to that.” Talia’s voice quivered. “But thank you. For seeing me before the club. For not judging who I am. It’s not often I meet someone so trusting and understanding.”

      “Well, you’ve never given me a reason to not trust you.”

      “And I never would.”

      “I know.” Faye didn’t want to upset Talia any more than she already had. She wanted to lighten the mood. “This is all Jay’s fault, by the way. Leave it to the gay man to tell the lesbian what to do.”

      “Please, Faye. I need to know what he said to you.”

      “Nothing I didn’t already know.”

      Talia fell silent on the line.

      “He spoke about how wonderful you are. How I should try to show you I’m all in. That I don’t care about where you work.”

      “Oh, his usual spiel then?” Talia laughed, sending Faye’s heart rate soaring. God, that laugh. “I’d take anything he said with a pinch of salt. You’d think he had shares in my wedding preparations the way he talks about me.”

      “Or maybe he knows you so well that I should believe everything he says.” Faye paused. “But then again, I didn’t need him to say any of those things to me. Because I see you daily, Talia. I watch you smile and talk to customers and just have a breathtaking presence. I know that you go home from work and curl up with a book and a cuppa. And I know you have an entirely different life on the weekend, but it’s a life I can live with. So long as I know you’re safe and you won’t come to any harm, I can sleep at night knowing you’re out there doing what you enjoy.”

      Faye heard a sniffle down the line, but then Talia cleared her throat. “Do you know all the right things to say because you’re a writer?”

      “No. I’m hopeless with words in my daily life.”

      “I don’t believe that for one second.”

      Faye grinned, but it was true. Unless she was writing one of her novels, she often found it difficult to convey how she felt. She was an introvert with a love for extroverts. Maybe that was a bad idea, but Faye didn’t believe so in this case. “You should. I’m terrible.”

      “Well, I’m impressed with everything I’ve seen so far if that means anything.”

      Damn, Talia had a good poker face. Faye would have to remember that for future…incidents. “I’m just plain, boring me. But you know what? I’m honest and I don’t go out of my way to hurt people. When I’m in, I’m all in. Surely that counts for something.”

      “That, to me, is everything.” Talia spoke so softly that Faye practically melted into her bed. It didn’t matter what or who Talia’s alter-ego was, this woman was incredibly calming…while being far too beautiful for Faye. “Hey, Faye?” Talia whispered.

      “Y-yeah?”

      “Can you give me some time? It’s not that I don’t trust you, but I need a minute to understand that someone like you is actually interested in me. As hard as some people find that to believe, I rarely have anyone interested in me. But you…God, I never thought you’d want to date me.”

      “Look, I’m not going anywhere, okay? When the time is right, you’ll know. There’s no rush for anything here. You do what you need to do, and when it happens—if it happens—I’ll be here.”

      “I probably shouldn’t say this, not right now, but you’re really gorgeous.”

      Faye chewed her lip, her eyes closing as she listened to Talia’s gentle breathing down the line. “Thank you.”

      “No, I mean, really gorgeous. You have this effortless beauty about you. I can’t quite explain it. Perhaps that’s why I’m feeling so conflicted, I don’t know. But what I do know is that the more I see you at the bistro, the harder I find it to actually get any work done.”

      Faye kept her tone level. “Do you want me to find somewhere else to work?”

      “God, no. Please don’t do that.”

      “If you need me to work from home until you’ve figured out your feelings, I can do that.” Faye didn’t particularly want to be holed up at her apartment but giving Talia space could be good for them both. It wouldn’t change how Faye felt, but it could go one of two ways for Talia. Either she’d realise she missed seeing Faye around, or she would realise she didn’t need her in her life at all. Faye knew which outcome she wanted, but the cold hard truth was that Talia had been burned in the past. That always damaged a person. However hard Talia was trying, Faye had to remember that they may not get what they wanted.

      She may not get Talia.

      “No. I’ll be fine. I just wanted to call you and be honest. I didn’t like seeing you leave here tonight. Not the way you did. So, I wanted to tell you how I really felt instead of leaving you in the dark.”

      “Well, I appreciate that.”

      “None of this is about you, okay?” Talia said. “Things have just been hard for me the last few years. But I’m going to try. Because if I’ve realised anything lately, it’s how much I enjoy having you around.”

      Faye’s heart swelled at Talia’s admission. This call had meant a lot.

      “And maybe it won’t work out, but I have to know I at least tried.”

      Faye sunk down further into the mattress, curling into the foetal position as her eyelids became heavy. “If it’s meant to be…it will be.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ELEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Three weeks later…

      Okay, this was it. The night Faye would throw caution to the wind and actually enjoy her evening at Vision. She’d psyched herself up all week, she’d gone through the pros and cons of being at Vision willingly, and she couldn’t find a single reason why she shouldn’t be there. Talia loved the place, so Faye would show up and try to prove that she wasn’t against the idea.

      Because she knew Talia thought she was.

      Even if she said she believed Faye, that Faye didn’t hate what she did, Faye knew that deep down Talia wasn’t fully trusting of her yet. So tonight, that would change. Faye would arrive for her friend’s fortieth birthday—a night Phoebe had arranged at the drop of a hat—and put on as brave a face as she could. And if she got the opportunity to see Talia while she was there…even better.

      This would be the first time she’d seen Phoebe in a few weeks. Faye wasn’t entirely sure her night would be as plain sailing as she hoped—Phoebe had a way of turning things on their head with that mouth—but Faye was going to use this opportunity to her advantage. She wasn’t rushing back into a friendship with Phoebe. Faye had enjoyed the peace and quiet lately, but any chance to see Talia…she couldn’t refuse.

      Phoebe: I’m outside. Are you ready?

      Faye locked up, striding down the corridor. She had a nervous excitement building in the pit of her stomach, but it made a pleasant change from the sinking she usually felt. In the last few weeks, Talia had dropped by for dinner once or twice, to watch a film, or even just to say hi, so things were looking good between them. But Faye hadn’t once felt as though they were in a position to take anything further. It was company, and that was good enough for the time being. If only the chance to kiss her would look brighter…

      Faye: Coming down now. Be 2 minutes.

      She shoved her phone into her clutch bag and stepped into the lift. Honestly, she couldn’t wait to see Talia. Not Adria, she’d never pay for a dance from her again, but Talia. As herself…even if that wasn’t quite the truth. Yes, Talia would be working tonight, but Faye knew if she concentrated on the woman she knew outside of the club, she could dismiss the fact that she had a persona.

      Faye stepped off the lift and out into the cold evening air. They had a reservation for the VIP section tonight, and it would be roped off for them only. “Hey,” Faye said as she tapped Phoebe on the shoulder. “Ready?”

      Phoebe’s eyes widened as they fell to Faye’s chest. “Jesus. You’ve stepped it up a notch.”

      “Thought I’d make an effort.”

      Phoebe cleared her throat. “For Adria?”

      “I…don’t know her as Adria. I know her as Talia. And no, it’s not for her. We’re friends, and she’s not interested in a relationship. You know this, so please, don’t make a fool of yourself tonight.”

      That was all Faye was prepared to say for the time being. If she told Phoebe about her call with Talia a few weeks ago, Phoebe would do everything she could to put Faye off the idea. That seemed to be what she was good at recently.

      Phoebe stepped back, holding up her hands. “Fine. Whatever you say.”

      “You really don’t like her, do you?”

      Phoebe rolled her lips inward, shifting ever so slightly. “I’m sure she’s lovely when she’s not throwing herself at people, but she’s no good for you.”

      “Why do you pay for her and other women if you make snide remarks about her?” Faye cocked her head. She knew Phoebe loved the club, but she didn’t understand why. “I mean, you’ve been nothing short of verbally abusive towards her, so why?”

      “The club is exactly what it’s supposed to be. A club. Adria is a stripper. Doing her job. And yeah, she’s fucking amazing at it. But that doesn’t mean I want to see her hurt you. You mean so much to me, Faye…”

      Faye’s brows drew together when Phoebe’s voice cracked. Was she upset? Faye wasn’t sure she could trust her again yet, so she wouldn’t delve deeper into Phoebe’s sudden emotion. “But…you don’t know Talia outside the club. And you don’t seem to be prepared to give her a chance.”

      “I’ll…try, okay?”

      Faye’s brows shot up with surprise as Phoebe turned her back. Still, no matter what happened moving forward, she wouldn’t let Phoebe interfere anymore. She didn’t care for her opinion; she didn’t need to talk it out. She just wanted to get to know Talia…and as she’d discovered this evening, away from anyone who could cause their potential relationship any harm. Because while Phoebe said she was suddenly willing to try, Faye didn’t believe a word.

      They took the short walk to the club, but the nearer they got, the more Faye’s nerves grew. “H-how much do I owe you for the reservation?”

      “Oh, nothing.”

      “No. We agreed that we’d split the cost for Becky’s birthday.”

      “I know, and we did, but it doesn’t include you.”

      Faye turned to Phoebe as they stopped outside the club. “Why wouldn’t it include me?”

      “We didn’t do anything for your fortieth. I’ve covered your chunk of the cost. It’s a gift, okay?”

      “You didn’t have to do that. It’s nobody’s fault that I didn’t celebrate.” Faye and Phoebe had gone out to dinner, but with so much going on in Faye’s work life, she hadn’t had the time or the strength to plan anything else. Her friends were arranging parties and get togethers, but Faye had never really gone all out for any of her milestone birthdays. It only reminded her that she was getting older. “But thank you.”

      “I just want you and Becky to have a lovely night.” Phoebe linked her arm through Faye’s, guiding her towards the entrance of the club. The security guard gave them both a nod, and they slipped inside. “Is she working tonight?”

      “I believe so. She always works on Saturday.”

      “I know we haven’t spoken about it since you set me straight the other week, but I want you to know that I’m here if you need to talk.”

      “About what?”

      “Talia.”

      Faye appreciated that, but what was the point? Phoebe would jeopardise it all. “There’s nothing to say. I’m not sure she trusts me with her heart.”

      “I don’t trust her with yours, but that’s just my own opinion.”

      Faye ignored Phoebe’s comment, exhaling a breath. “I think she had a really bad experience with a relationship in the past. I’ve tried to talk to her about it, but she doesn’t seem keen on the idea.”

      “Probably for the best, Faye.”

      “Maybe. I don’t know.” They stepped into the open space, greeted with flutes of champagne from a waiter close to the door. “Oh, wow.”

      “I told you it was your treat too. Happy belated birthday.” Phoebe kissed Faye’s cheek, offering her a wink as she stepped back and motioned towards the VIP area. Several dancers strode towards them, taking their coats and bags while offering kisses on the cheek.

      “Okay, this is…not what I expected.” Faye suddenly felt flustered as she turned to Phoebe. “I thought it would be the same as the night you brought me here. This must have cost a fortune, Phoebe.”

      Phoebe lifted a shoulder as she sipped her champagne. “Nothing is too much for my best friend. Now, who do you have your eye on?”

      Faye slipped into the circular booth, relaxing into the polished leather. “Huh. I don’t know.”

      “I’m taken in a little by that blonde,” Phoebe said, tilting her head towards a tall, slender dancer.

      “So long as you don’t have Adria in your lap, I don’t care who appeals to you.”

      Phoebe shifted closer to Faye, leaning in. “Would that bother you?”

      “If she danced for you? Yes, it would.”

      “But why? It’s her job.”

      Faye held up a hand. She wasn’t getting into this conversation with Phoebe tonight, or ever. “Just…anyone but her, okay?”

      “Sure. Okay.” Phoebe went back to sipping her drink, her green eyes scanning the room. “Oh, you get a free dance tonight, by the way.”

      “I…think I’ll pass. Give it to one of the others.”

      With the thought of their other friends in mind, they came striding through the door, grinning at the sight before them. Faye waved them over, and then she relaxed back into her seat.

      This would be a good night. It had to be.
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        * * *

      

      Talia fixed her high-waisted, black leather pants as she checked herself out in the mirror, running a hand through her hair as she leaned in, fluttering her eyelashes. She was wearing a new mascara tonight, and so far, she wasn’t sure about it. Her blonde wig sat on the top of her suitcase; she’d decided to go natural tonight. It didn’t happen often, but occasionally, she preferred to change things up at the club. Okay, she was showing off her new cut; it’d cost her enough at the salon this morning.

      Satisfied that she could bring in a small fortune this evening, she stepped out of the dressing room and took the long corridor towards the stage and bar. Faye was due in with friends, but Talia wasn’t sure what time they were arriving. She’d started an hour earlier than usual since she hadn’t had the opportunity to swing by Faye’s place on the way here. She’d considered it, but Saturday was always big money, so she’d headed straight for the club.

      As she stepped out into the open, Talia scanned the room for any of her regular clients. She smiled in the direction of a group who always spent their Saturday evening here and headed towards them. Nine times out of ten, at least five of the seven wanted a private dance.

      But then she stopped mid-stride when she saw Faye was already here…with Jensen in her lap.

      Seeing another dancer with Faye shouldn’t have bothered Talia, it wasn’t like they were a thing, but it did. It hurt deep in the pit of her stomach. Because for the last several weeks, Faye had told Talia she would never want Adria to dance for her again. She’d assumed that was because of how Faye felt regarding the club, but it seemed not. It was just Talia that she didn’t want dancing on her.

      It’s a public dance. Lighten up a little…

      Talia cleared her throat and bypassed the group she was heading for. She needed a second to gather herself; she’d never come into work with personal stuff on her mind. But this did feel personal. Because for the number of times she’d told herself that Faye wouldn’t be the woman for her, she still didn’t believe it. Faye, in the last few weeks, had only pulled Talia in that little bit more with each evening they spent together. She was kind, she had the most heartwarming laugh, and they actually shared a lot of things in common. Mainly books and coffee, but there were very few things in life more important than that.

      She slipped out of view and hid inside one of the private rooms. She needed to keep calm. To remember the reasons why it didn’t matter what Faye was doing outside. But what she needed more than anything else…was to not have to watch another dancer with Faye. It was far too much. Way more than she thought it would be. It’s your job. She’s a client like the rest of them.

      Except Faye wasn’t. Never.

      With the slow exhale of breath, Talia clenched and unclenched her fists at her sides, and then stepped back out of the private room. She caught Faye laughing with her head thrown back, those soft hands caressing Jensen’s thighs. Light touching was acceptable, and Jensen didn’t generally care who touched her, but Talia did. She wanted Faye’s hands on her, not another woman who had only been dancing at the club for a week.

      Jealousy flared deep in Talia’s belly, but she couldn’t do a single thing about it. For one, she couldn’t make a scene in here, and two…she wouldn’t air her private business in public.

      She swallowed the lump of emotion she felt rising in her throat, preventing the tremble of her bottom lip. And then she strode across the floor, stopping at Faye’s booth. Phoebe was eyeing Talia, she always did, and then she nodded towards her lap, an eyebrow quirked as she held up cash between them.

      Talia had never been the jealous type, she couldn’t be in this line of work, but tonight the green-eyed monster was ready to have the time of its life. She climbed over Faye’s knees and straddled Phoebe’s lap. Phoebe had that familiar look in her eye, one that told Talia she was more than capable of rocking her world, so Talia leaned down towards Phoebe’s ear, and whispered, “You can touch a little…”

      Phoebe’s hands landed on Talia’s ass. Considering Phoebe didn’t like Talia, she had a funny way of showing it. “You look amazing tonight. You should lose the blonde for good.”

      Talia offered a single nod. “Noted.” And then she went to work on her client, reminding every last dancer in this club why she was the best.

      She glanced to her left, her heart stumbling when Faye made eye contact. And then she saw tears brimming in those beautiful eyes, her skin tingling as Faye looked back at her with enough hurt to tear Talia in two. This is why you’ll never be good enough for her!

      And then the moment was gone, Faye’s gaze pulled towards Jensen as she ground in her lap, her fingers stroking Faye’s jawline.

      Talia focused on the job she was here to do and lost herself in the music—the beat as it thrummed through her body—and imagined she was in a room that didn’t include Faye. She could go one better and imagine it was Faye she was dancing for, but with the way she was feeling about her lately, Talia wasn’t sure what she was capable of right now. The last thing she needed was to get so lost in her mind that she wound up kissing Phoebe, thinking it was Faye. It was best if she blocked Faye from her mind entirely.

      Phoebe stuffed several notes into Talia’s bra, patting her backside as she urged her up out of her lap. Talia glanced to the side of her only to find Faye had disappeared. “Where has she gone?” Talia asked when Phoebe stood toe-to-toe with her.

      “Into a private room.” Phoebe winked, and then she walked away.

      Talia’s mind swam. She knew what shouldn’t happen in those rooms, what didn’t happen, so why was she imagining Faye naked with Jensen? This was too much to deal with tonight.

      She shook her head as she moved towards the bar, stepping behind it as though she was getting one of her clients a drink. Here, she had access to the CCTV in the private rooms. It was for the dancer’s security, so anyone who could have eyes on it was encouraged to do so.

      Talia’s pulse hammered in her ears when Jensen whipped her bra off, rolling her body against Faye’s. Okay, Faye didn’t appear to be encouraging anything else, so that was positive…but there was something about Jensen that Talia didn’t quite trust. She’d been in this business long enough to know when one of the newer dancers was about to push her luck. Some just weren’t cut out for this career.

      And then, as if Talia’s thoughts had willed it to happen, Jensen leaned in, kissing Faye as she braced her hands against the back of the leather couch.

      Oh, no. Talia’s entire body ached. For what she could have had, for what she’d turned down, for what a fool she was. If she’d given Faye a little more, something to consider, she wouldn’t feel as though her heart had just been ripped from her chest. Because this wouldn’t be happening.

      Talia could go directly to Paul and report this, or she could step outside and get some fresh air while she decided what her next move would be. She didn’t want Faye to be blacklisted from the club, but she also didn’t want any of the dancers here to bend the rules in any way at all. If one did it, they all would. And then something dreadful would happen and neither the dancer nor the club would have a leg to stand on. Rules were in place for a reason.

      She poured herself a large measure of whiskey and rushed out from behind the bar. Whatever was about to happen in that room, she couldn’t watch it unfold. Talia may have pushed Faye away when it came to wanting more, but it didn’t mean she didn’t want something more. Her heart wanted Faye…God, it really did. But her head was forever giving her stark reminders of Megan.

      She’s not Megan!

      Talia stepped out into the cool air, clearing her throat as she hid her drink at the side of her when security turned around. “Hey, Ben. If Paul is looking for me, I’m just around the corner taking a breather. Not feeling too good tonight.”

      “Sure, Adria. I’ve got you.”

      Ben was lovely. He looked strong and mean, but really, he was a sweetheart. He didn’t take any shit from a single client, and the dancers were always his number one priority. “Thanks. I’ll only be a couple of minutes.” She rounded the corner and pressed her back to the wall. As the cold air seeped through her skin, goosebumps prickling over her arms and shoulders, she exhaled a deep breath and whispered into the night air, “God, I want her to be mine.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWELVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Faye left the private room as calmly as she could. She was numb, in a sense.

      She’d thought by coming here today and showing a little enthusiasm that it would make Talia realise that she was all in, kind of anyway, but it had all backfired, and now Faye was close to tears. Her dancer…had just kissed her. Her dancer…wanted more. Thankfully, Faye had let her down gently and left her a healthy tip on the way out, but she felt more conflicted now than she had the first time she’d come to the club. Vision really wasn’t the place for her.

      But it had been anger which led to Faye being in the private room in the first place. Seeing Talia dancing for Phoebe wasn’t what she’d had planned for the night, and now Phoebe had some explaining to do. Perhaps she’d done it to get a reaction, Faye didn’t know. But whatever the reason for it, seeing Phoebe stuffing money into Talia’s bra was burnt into her memory.

      “Hey,” Phoebe said, rushing across the room. “How was she?”

      “What?” Faye stared through her best friend.

      “Jensen. She’s not as uptight as the others. She quite likes breaking the rules.”

      Ah. So Phoebe had encouraged Faye into that room for a reason. Of course she had. “I’m leaving. I have a headache.”

      “You fucked her, didn’t you?” The grin that spread on Phoebe’s mouth turned Faye’s stomach. “Yes! That’s what I like to hear on a Saturday night.”

      “Is there a reason why you’ve become so disgusting as we’ve aged?”

      Phoebe suddenly gasped. “Oh…you didn’t?”

      “Have you bumped into Talia since you had her in your lap?” Just the thought of it made Faye want to vomit.

      Phoebe linked an arm through Faye’s, leaning closer to her ear. “You know, I can see the appeal of Adria. She’s fucking hot. And she had no issues dancing for me once I flashed some cash in her direction. It’s a shame she’s not one of the rule breakers.”

      Faye peeled Phoebe’s arm away from her and stepped back. “I’m going home. I don’t want to hear from you, and I don’t want you to turn up unannounced at my place. Have a wonderful night.”

      “Faye, wait!” Phoebe gripped her wrist. “What’s wrong?”

      Faye swallowed down the emotion in her throat as she looked Phoebe in the eye. “You know how much I like her; you know exactly how I feel, but you still did that to me. Was this night out some stupid plan of yours to make me look like a fool, or did you just want to hurt me for the fun of it?”

      “Oh, come on! She’s a fucking stripper. What do you expect me to do? Tell her no?”

      Faye nodded as she averted her eyes towards the corridor. It was her way out, and she needed to head for the exit sign before she punched Phoebe’s lights out. “That was exactly what I expected you to do. If you were the friend you claimed to be, you would have told her no.”

      Phoebe scoffed. “You do realise she’s been dancing for me since the night this place opened, don’t you? She has a cracking pair of tits. If you hadn’t been so frigid, she might have got them out for you.”

      Faye’s nostrils flared as she inhaled deeply. “Excuse me?”

      “Oh yeah. For the last two months, Adria has been grinding in my lap. And you know what? She loves every fucking second of it.” Phoebe stepped closer. “But then you come in here, all prim and proper, and have the audacity to tell me she can’t dance for me? Fuck off, Faye. Grow up!”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t realise you were into her, too. But I guess I should have expected that. She is gorgeous.”

      “I’m…not into her.” Phoebe snorted, shoving her hands into the pockets of her jeans. “But I’d fuck her given half the chance. I bet she’s a right firecracker in bed.”

      Faye turned and walked towards the exit of the club, her stomach rolling. When had Phoebe become so insensitive? When had her best friend decided it was okay to speak about another woman like that? As Faye stepped out onto the pavement, she wondered if she’d ever known Phoebe at all.

      She rounded the corner, a tear trickling down her cheek, and almost tripped over the feet sticking out of a doorway. She quickly stepped over the long slender legs, turning her head to the left. “O-oh,” Faye said quietly when she spotted Talia sitting in the doorway, a whiskey in her hand, her heels discarded at the side of her.

      “How did she taste?” Talia asked, her voice gravelly as she brought her knees to her chest, swirling her drink in the glass. “Did she give you what you needed?”

      Faye lowered her eyes, tears ready to spill out any moment now. Tonight wasn’t supposed to end like this. Never. “You should get back inside. It’s cold.”

      “I asked you how she tasted!” Talia shot to her feet, her eyes dark and stormy as she stepped closer to Faye.

      “Talia—”

      “It’s Adria!”

      Faye squeezed her eyes shut as she inhaled a breath. “No, it’s not.”

      When she found the courage to open them again, she was met with a devastated Talia staring back at her. Faye took a hesitant step closer, cupping Talia’s cheek as she pressed their foreheads together. God, she wanted to kiss this woman. She wanted to at least try to convey what she felt for Talia. But as she tilted her chin upward, Talia’s breath washing over her lips, a choked sob escaped Talia’s throat.

      “You shouldn’t come here anymore,” Talia whispered, placing a hand to Faye’s chest and holding her at bay. “It’s too difficult for me. You make my life difficult.”

      Faye’s throat constricted, her muscles weakening as Talia’s words sunk in. She’d never felt so hurt by a simple comment before. Her chin trembled as she looked into Talia’s eyes, cold and uninterested. Faye nodded, separated from the only woman she wanted, and swallowed down the thick emotion in her throat. If she could just hold her composure for another minute, Talia would never know the pain those words had inflicted on Faye’s heart. “O-okay. I won’t come by anymore.”

      “Good.”

      “I’m sorry you feel that way about me. I think I should stop seeing you all together, Talia.” She never wanted anyone to feel that way when she was around. Shit, that was excruciating. “I never wanted to make life difficult for you. And I certainly never wanted to hurt you. Just…be safe, okay?”

      Talia stared through Faye, her jaw visibly clenched.

      Faye started to turn away slowly, unsure if she could actually leave Talia standing alone. But as she cast one last glance in Talia’s direction, Faye knew this was it. Whatever she hoped to achieve by having Talia in her life…she’d just failed miserably.

      “All I want is you to be safe.”
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        * * *

      

      Talia rushed down the street, her belongings still at the club. She’d told Paul she had a family emergency and had to leave for the rest of the night, and he’d thankfully bought that excuse. She’d never ran out on work before, but the pain in Faye’s voice outside the club thirty minutes ago was beginning to break Talia’s heart every time she thought about it.

      She hadn’t meant any of what she’d said. She just wanted to hurt Faye for hurting her. Deep down, she knew that Jensen had instigated everything in that room, but she was a problem for another day. A problem she would absolutely fix the next time she felt as though she could breathe. Because Faye, lately, continuously stole her breath at any given opportunity. And if a woman could do that to her after the hurt she’d gone through with Megan, then she was worth a shot.

      Talia reached Faye’s apartment block, stopping momentarily while she gathered herself. She was close to breaking down, close to saying ‘fuck it’ and drowning her sorrows, but she needed to see Faye before she made a decision on whether she should drink herself senseless tonight.

      She lifted a hand and pressed the buzzer for Faye’s apartment, praying to anyone that could be listening that she would answer. But then the door suddenly unlocked, and Talia stepped inside. Faye didn’t strike her as the kind of woman who was lax on security, so perhaps she was expecting Talia to show up. She didn’t know how she felt about that. Talia had never liked knowing someone could read her so well. But Faye did, and she had from the moment they’d spoken two words to one another.

      She took the stairs two at a time, her stomach lurching when she reached the corridor and eyed Faye’s door. She rushed towards it before she could turn around and leave, knocking gently on the pale blue wood.

      When the door opened, Faye’s eyes pained and red, Talia offered a gentle smile. “Hi.”

      “I thought you were Phoebe.”

      “Oh, right.” Talia glanced down the corridor, dreading the idea of Phoebe joining them. “Should I leave?”

      “Probably. It’d be for the best,” Faye said barely above a whisper as she wrapped her arms around herself. She still wore the gorgeous black dress from the club, now barefoot. “You’ve said all you need to say, so you should leave. I don’t want to fight with you, Talia.”

      “I’m not here to fight.” She took a step closer to Faye, lifting a hand and brushing her hair from her face. God, she had the softest hair.

      But Faye shook her head and stepped back. “Please don’t.”

      “Faye,” Talia whispered, offering a sad smile. “Can we talk?”

      “No. I need you to turn around and leave. You told me you didn’t want to see me again, so why are you here? Why are you making this harder, Talia?”

      Talia really didn’t want to do that. But she did want to sit down and talk through all of this with Faye. Surely they owed it to one another. It was quite clear how much they both wanted to take this further.

      “I need to apologise. I saw you tonight with Jensen, and I lost my shit. The things I said to you outside the club…I never meant any of it. Her on you. I just…God, I can’t even bring myself to think about it.” Talia’s stomach rolled. If she had her way, Jensen would be looking for a new club in the not-too-distant future.

      “Then don’t think about it. It was nothing more than a dance, Talia.”

      Talia smiled weakly. “Except it wasn’t just a dance, was it?”

      “To me, it was. I had no idea what she was going to do when I went into that room. And for the record, it did nothing for me. She did nothing for me.”

      Talia swallowed, heat creeping throughout her body as she chanced a step closer. “Faye, I’d really like to figure this out between us.”

      “I went to the club tonight with every intention of trying to show you that I didn’t hate your lifestyle…your career.” Faye lowered her eyes between them. God, Talia really had hurt her. “I wanted you to see that I could enjoy myself and I wasn’t plain and boring. The person everyone seems to think I am. But…Phoebe was right.”

      “Phoebe is a bitch—”

      Faye held up a hand. “Just hear me out. Because as much as I never want to see Phoebe’s face again, she’s right.”

      “A-about what?” Talia wasn’t sure she wanted an answer to that question. Phoebe had an open dislike towards her. For Faye to believe that Phoebe had a point, that she was right…well, it could only mean that Faye felt the same way as Phoebe. That Talia was everything she never wanted Faye to believe.

      “This. Us. It would never work. And I’ve been a complete fool to even entertain the idea.”

      Talia’s heart constricted, tears threatening to fall. But she wouldn’t get upset. Faye was just another in a long line of disappointments in her life. “I see.”

      “Then I’m glad you agree. I don’t do this. I don’t pine after women, especially not women like you.”

      “Like me?” Talia scoffed. “What the fuck is that supposed to mean?”

      Faye’s forehead creased. “Someone drop dead gorgeous. Someone who has so much life inside of them that it frightens me. Someone…way out of my league, Talia. I’d disappoint you within weeks of this going further. Phoebe told me this evening that I was frigid. If I add that to the long list of everything you’d hate about me, it puts the final nail in this particular coffin.”

      Oh.

      That wasn’t what Talia expected Faye to reveal.

      “But for just a couple of months, I thought the potential was there. I thought I could be the one who came into your life and made you happy.” Faye laughed pathetically. “It’s been thirteen years since I was in a serious long-term relationship, and I got way ahead of myself when I met you at the bistro. You just…you shone in front of me. You make my face tingle every time you look at me, and I lose all sense of time when you’re around. But I need you to leave here tonight and understand that what happened back at the club meant nothing. I mean, look at the mess I’ve created. It’s not worth it. I’m not worth it.”

      “Faye—”

      Faye shook her head, holding up both hands as her bottom lip trembled. “No, stop. I don’t want to hear anymore. This isn’t one of my romance novels, this isn’t going to end with a happily ever after, and I should have listened to Phoebe when she told me that weeks ago. This is real life…”

      “I know how real this life is. I’ve lived the cruelness of it for so long that I don’t know what happiness and love are anymore.”

      “I wish you could see what I see, Talia. I wish you could stand in front of the mirror and see the beauty in everything you are. Because while you are a dancer, that isn’t all I see. I see the kindness in your eyes, I feel the softness in your touch, and I see the real you before anything else. But…I make your life difficult, and knowing that, knowing I’ve made you feel that way…I can’t see you anymore. Not like this, and not as friends.”

      “Y-you can. We can.” Talia ached to reach out and touch Faye, to hold her.

      Faye exhaled a shaky breath, gripping her door handle. “I…don’t want to see you anymore.”

      And just like that, the door closed slowly, the lock clicking so quietly that Talia wondered if Faye had actually shut the door in her face. But she had. Talia stood alone in the corridor, silence enveloping her. She wanted to knock on the door, but she couldn’t. Faye didn’t want to see her anymore and she had to respect that.

      Talia cleared the emotion from her throat, slowly walking towards the stairwell. She didn’t know where to turn, what to say, how to feel. Faye Holmes had just said everything Talia could ever want to hear from another woman, and then she’d closed the door on her.

      Conflicted, Talia pressed the call button next to the lift, and shoved her hands in her pockets. When the doors opened, chilling green eyes stared back at her.

      Phoebe.

      “What are you doing here?” Phoebe stepped out of the lift, looking Talia up and down. “You’re so desperate for her to see you, but she doesn’t want you.”

      Talia pinched the bridge of her nose, exhaling a breath. If she didn’t keep her cool, she was going to do something she’d regret. “You got your wish, okay? I’m gone.”

      “From the city or…”

      “From Faye’s life.”

      Phoebe stepped past Talia, grinning. “Good. That’s good. Is this you leaving with your tail between your legs then? I don’t have to worry about finding you here anymore?”

      “Sure. Whatever.” Talia had no fight left inside of her. She’d been defeated once and for all. “Hey?”

      Phoebe turned, snarling. “What?”

      “Fuck you!”
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        * * *

      

      Faye pressed her palms to the back of the couch, her knees weak. In the next few minutes, there was the potential to vomit. Taking deep breaths, she squeezed her eyes shut and prayed her lasting image of Talia wouldn’t be her eyes as Faye closed the door in her face. You told her you don’t want to see her anymore. An unusual sense of panic rose in Faye’s chest, the idea of never seeing Talia again quite terrifying.

      And after this evening, the thought of seeking her out to apologise was even more frightening. “Oh, God.” Faye pushed off the couch and pressed the heels of her hands to her eyes. “What the hell have you done?”

      Faye had no idea what to do next. A huge part of her wanted to run after Talia and beg her for forgiveness, but another part of her knew it would be a mistake. Nothing had been easy for them in terms of a relationship so far, and it wouldn’t likely turn out to be any different moving forward. But then Faye thought about all the times when they were alone together. How Talia’s sole focus was always on her. How they talked freely and laughed without a second thought. Didn’t that outweigh the inner turmoil she felt whenever things between them didn’t seem possible? It should…but it didn’t.

      A light knock on the door had Faye’s heart rate skyrocketing through the roof. Had Talia decided she wanted to try again? God, it had to be her.

      Faye reached out a hand, forcing her front door open. But when she was met with a grinning Phoebe, her stomach rolled. “What?”

      “Came straight here from Vision. Wanted to check on you.” Phoebe stepped past Faye, shedding her coat.

      “Don’t bother hanging your coat up. You’re not staying.”

      Phoebe spun around. “Um, why not?”

      Faye laughed, shaking her head. Phoebe may be oblivious to her behaviour at times—at least, that was what Faye once thought—but she no longer believed that. This woman was intent on ruining her life. “When I divorced Amy, why did you decide to hang around? Why, for the love of fucking God, did you want to be my friend?”

      Phoebe softened. “Because I like you. You’re a good friend.”

      “So do you treat all your friends the way you treat me? Or am I just stupid enough to allow you to walk all over me?”

      “W-walk all over you? I’ve never done that.”

      “In your eyes, maybe not. But I’m done here, Phoebe. I don’t want you around anymore. You’ve ruined everything tonight. Our friendship included.”

      “Why? Because I made a comment or two about Talia? You need to lighten up!”

      “And you need to leave. Get your coat and get out of my apartment.” The longer Phoebe stood in front of her, the more infuriated Faye felt herself becoming. “I thought you cared about me. I thought you wanted me to be happy. But it’s only on your terms, and I cannot for the life of me fathom why!”

      “Faye, calm down.” Phoebe stepped closer, reaching out a hand. But Faye only moved further away from her supposed friend. “Faye, please…”

      “The things you said back at the club, the way you spoke to me…” Faye wrapped her arms around herself, fighting back the tears in her eyes. “I don’t know what’s going on with you lately, but I don’t like it. I don’t like any of this.”

      Phoebe scoffed. “So, what are you saying?”

      “I’m saying that you and I really aren’t good for one another. I’m not cut out for a friendship with you anymore. You ruined the one thing I had going for me tonight, and I’m not sure I can ever forgive you for that.”

      “The one thing you had going for you?”

      “Talia. I had Talia going for me.” Faye smiled weakly at just the memory.

      Phoebe snorted. “I’m pretty sure that’s all in your head.”

      “I didn’t tell you that we were considering dating. I knew you wouldn’t take it well, and I needed some time without you down my ear about it. But it doesn’t matter anymore. I closed the door in Talia’s face tonight, and I’m beginning to wonder why I didn’t do the same to you.”

      “Because I’m your friend.”

      Faye approached the door, holding it open as she cocked her head towards the corridor. “You can leave now. I have nothing else to say to you.”

      “So that’s it?”

      Faye offered a single nod, surprisingly calm considering she was about to have practically nobody she could turn to in life. But she’d never really had Phoebe anyway, so this loss was minimal in the grand scheme of things. “That’s it.”
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      “Hi, what can I get you?” Talia stood nervously at the cash register, swallowing as Faye eyed her from the other side of the counter.

      “Usual. Cappuccino and a bagel. Thanks.”

      Talia nodded, her eyes flitting all over the touch screen. Faye looked as though she hadn’t slept in a month, and since this was the first time they’d seen one another in a month, Talia was surprised. Happy that Faye was alive but surprised she was here at all.

      “I-I’ll bring it over when it’s ready.”

      “Thank you.”

      And just like that, Faye was gone again.

      Talia prepared her coffee, measuring out milk into the metal jug. She inconspicuously watched Faye as she took her belongings from an oversized satchel, setting everything out on the table as she used to. Only this time, Faye had opted to sit with her back to Talia.

      Fucking hell. I really left an impression on her.

      She focused on her job, just as she had for weeks on end. Faye being here didn’t need to change anything; Talia would just try her best to pretend she wasn’t in the bistro. In the last few weeks, she’d wished to see Faye, to say hello and ask how she was doing, but then Talia remembered the pain in her eyes as she closed the door on her. And she remembered the hurt she had felt as Faye did so. Because that wasn’t the Faye she knew. In fact, it was the total opposite to what she had witnessed before the night it all fell apart at the club.

      Really, that place was becoming a curse for Talia.

      She took the pre-prepared bagel from the display cabinet and cleared her throat as she grabbed Faye’s cappuccino on the way out from behind the counter. She noted how Faye’s shoulders curled inward. She was hiding herself again. That only saddened Talia because since they’d got to know one another, Faye seemed to flourish and come out of her shell more. Now, she was back to being the quiet writer in the corner.

      “Your order,” Talia said, a shiver running through her body as Faye looked up at her. “I’ve put it on a tab for you. Wasn’t sure how long you were staying…”

      “Thanks.” Faye went through her usual routine of adding sugar and grabbing a bite of bagel, the same order she always did it in, but Talia couldn’t pull herself away from the table. She wanted to share the same air as Faye Holmes. “Was there something else?” Faye asked as she turned her attention away from her coffee and back on Talia.

      “N-no. It was just nice seeing you again. Bye, Faye.”

      Talia turned and exhaled a breath; those same tears she’d wanted to cry the last time she saw Faye were threatening to resurface. And today, it was the last thing she needed.

      She couldn’t wrap her head around the fact Faye was here, let alone how she’d just dismissed her. Even if it hadn’t been Faye’s intention—which it was, Talia knew it—it still felt that way.

      As she approached the counter again, another customer stepped up, a beaming smile ready and waiting for her. “Hi, can I get a peppermint latte and a ploughman’s, please?”

      “Sure. Can I take a name for your order?”

      “Jenna. I’ll be at table seven.”

      Talia blinked slowly as she watched Jenna approach Faye’s table. And then time stood still when she leaned down and kissed Faye…on the lips.

      Fuck!

      Did Faye really have to bring her new girlfriend here? To the same spot Talia had met her, got to know her, and in some ways, fallen in love with her? Because she had…with her personality, her comforting nature, her eyes. And if Talia hadn’t been the fool who’d turned Faye down the first time around, their relationship could have blossomed by now.

      Jenna threw her head back laughing as she took a seat, her hand working its way across the table and settling on Faye’s. All Talia wanted to do was curl up into a ball and will the rest of this week away. She’d done well to avoid calling Faye, and she’d done well to restrain herself from showing up at Faye’s apartment, kissing her and never letting her go.

      Before Megan, Talia wouldn’t have hesitated to do any of those things. In fact, she would have considered herself as full-on in a different time, but Talia had met Faye at a point in her life when it wasn’t so simple for her, and now she’d lost the one woman she knew would make her happy.

      Jenna glanced over at the counter, and then Talia realised she still had to take the customer her order. Yeah, because the world isn’t fucked up enough already. She quickly prepared Jenna’s latte and plated up her ploughman’s sandwich, rushing from behind the counter.

      “Sorry, the coffee machine was playing up.” She offered Jenna a slight smile, placing her order down. “Enjoy lunch, ladies.”

      Talia turned, but Jenna suddenly gripped her wrist. “Excuse me. Are you okay?”

      “I, uh…yeah, why?” Talia looked between Jenna and Faye.

      “You look upset.”

      Talia briefly cast her gaze on Faye, clearing her throat. “I’m fine. It’s been a busy morning, and I didn’t sleep well last night.”

      “Okay…if you’re sure.”

      “I am. But thank you for the concern.” Talia really meant that. Jenna was perfect for Faye; she had a heart just like her. “If either of you need anything else, just let me know.”
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        * * *

      

      Faye had made a mistake coming here today. It hadn’t been intentional to invite Jenna along, she actually hadn’t done that, but when Jenna called and asked what plans she had today, she’d foolishly revealed that she would be at the bistro. And the lovely Jenna had decided to surprise her.

      But the thing that had really thrown Faye was the look in Talia’s eyes as she placed her order. In reality, Faye thought Talia would have been perfectly fine with cutting all contact. After all, she’d never wanted to date her anyway, but Faye had been shocked by the agony in those eyes. If there had been anything Faye was looking forward to today…it was Talia and her pretty face.

      She shouldn’t feel that way, she was dating another woman, but as with the ones before Talia…Jenna didn’t quite fire her up inside. She was sweet, a nurse at the local hospital, but she wasn’t Faye’s ideal woman. Still, Faye had promised herself in the last few weeks that she would give anyone she dated the opportunity to change her mind. It was a stupid idea, Faye always relied on that immediate spark, but perhaps that just wasn’t going to happen in her lifetime.

      That’s a lie. It happened the moment you met Talia.

      But Talia wasn’t to be, and Faye had come to realise that.

      She packed up her work for the day, shoving everything into her bag as she drained the last of her coffee. Jenna had left an hour ago for a training programme around the corner, and Faye couldn’t stare at the screen any longer. She needed to get home and into something comfortable, a book and the couch for the night.

      As she got to her feet and slung her bag over her shoulder, she turned around and bumped into Talia. “Oh, I’m sorry.” Faye held Talia’s upper arms, delighting in the way her muscles moved beneath her hands. “I didn’t know you were there.”

      Talia didn’t move; she didn’t back up. “It’s fine. I was just clearing your table.”

      Faye let go of those strong muscles, lowering her eyes between them. “How have you been?”

      “Honestly? Or did you want the nice version?”

      “H-honestly…” Faye looked up to find tears in Talia’s eyes.

      Talia’s bottom lip trembled, breaking Faye’s heart. “Miserable.”

      Yeah, Faye knew how that felt. She may have been going out to dinner with Jenna, but most evenings since she last spoke to Talia were spent on the couch watching a soppy romcom. She would admit to a few tears here and there. The truth was…she missed Talia immensely.

      “You were my friend, Faye.”

      But I couldn’t only be your friend.

      “And then you became so much more than that to me. Maybe I was stupid to not put up a fight on your doorstep, but I’m not sure you wanted to hear any of it.”

      “Put up a fight?” Faye’s forehead creased.

      “You didn’t even give me the opportunity to tell you how I felt. You said what you did, and then you dismissed me by closing the door in my face. Do you have any idea how much that hurt?”

      “I-I…”

      “I thought you were different,” Talia whispered, inconspicuously wiping a tear from her jawline. “Y-you two look really happy together. So, I’m happy for you.”

      “Talia, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have brought her here today.”

      “No, you did the right thing. Because for the last month, I’ve sat at home contemplating calling you. But I knew it wasn’t what you wanted.”

      Oh, it was. It really was.

      “And now that I know you’re involved, I can stop thinking about you. I can stop looking for you when I turn a street corner. And I can stop praying that I’d walk in here for a shift and you’d be sat here, at your table.” Talia inhaled a breath and then puffed out her cheeks. “I probably came across as being heartless and unlovable but that was my way of protecting myself. I think you saw through it once or twice, and you’re the only person to do that to me, but I wanted you to know that you made me feel more in the short time I knew you than anyone else ever has or will.”

      Faye wanted to love everything Talia was saying…but she had Jenna in her life.

      “I want you to know that even though you decided you couldn’t take a chance on me any longer, I’ll always remember how you made me feel. Like I could potentially find someone…someday.”

      I don’t want her to find someone. I want her to choose me.

      “And those things Phoebe said about you are not true. You’re not plain or boring. You’re nothing that she believes. You’re…well, I won’t go into it. You have a girlfriend and that’s that. I just…” Talia pulled Faye into a hug, sniffling as she buried her face into Faye’s neck. It shouldn’t feel so good, but Faye knew it wouldn’t ever feel better with anyone else. “Have an incredible life, Faye. Be happy.” Talia stepped back and untangled herself from Faye, offering one of the sweetest smiles. “Good luck with your career.” Talia took Faye’s hands and lifted them, kissing her knuckles, lingering as her eyelids fluttered closed momentarily. Just that small gesture thrilled Faye, but the look in Talia’s eyes said she didn’t think the same. She was saying goodbye. “God, you would have been so good for me. We would have been so good together.”

      No. Talia wasn’t supposed to say all this stuff. She was supposed to repeatedly turn Faye down while claiming that they could only be friends. Because that would have been easier to take as she watched Talia turn and walk away, her shoulders heavy.

      Faye knew she’d made a mistake when she told Talia she didn’t want to see her again. It had been hard enough to speak the words, but this made everything more complicated than she imagined it could be. She thought she was doing the right thing when she asked Talia to leave. Based on her reaction outside the club, it was the only thing Faye could do to protect herself. But now Talia was saying this stuff to her…words she’d wanted to hear from the moment they’d met.

      Fuck!
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        * * *

      

      Faye rushed down the street, the relentless rain pelting her and sending a freezing cold chill throughout her body. They had a storm coming tonight, one named Agnes, and the strength of it had decided to increase as Faye stepped out of her apartment block.

      Perhaps this is my karma. Swept into the river, never to return.

      As she reached the dock gates, the wind howled, waves on the river to her right. Some may say she was out of her mind to be on the dock in conditions like this, but Faye hadn’t been able to settle since she walked out of the bistro this afternoon. Everything Talia said rang in her mind, playing constantly like a movie reel in her head, and now she needed to see her.

      She could deal with Jenna another day.

      Faye stepped closer to the apartment block, pushing the anxiety she felt deeper into her belly. She needed a clear head for this; she needed to get it all absolutely right. Talia was bordering on being heartbroken at the bistro this afternoon, and Faye had never wanted that. Before Talia could blow her off again, she’d made the decision to do it first. It was as simple as that. It didn’t mean she didn’t feel something for Talia, and it didn’t mean what she’d said was the truth…it just meant Faye was a coward.

      I have to make this right.

      She lifted a hand and pressed the button beside the surname ‘Gregory.’ Every emotion swirled inside her, the option to turn around and run away was not a possibility this evening. If Faye wanted to be happy, she had to step up and be honest with Talia. She deserved that much, no doubt about it.

      A gentle cough filtered through the intercom. “H-hello?”

      “Hi, it’s me. Could I come up?”

      “Who’s me?”

      “Faye.”

      The line fell silent, just the wind howling around Faye.

      “Talia, please?”

      Talia released the lock on the front entrance, the intercom cutting out as she did so.

      Okay, maybe this wasn’t going to go quite as well as Faye hoped it would. But she still had to try. She’d never gained anything in life without trying. She took the stairs slowly. She could have opted for the lift, it seemed the normal thing to do, but taking the stairs gave her an extra moment to think. To understand what it was she was doing here.

      Being here tonight could potentially change everything.

      She steeled herself as she exited the stairwell; Talia’s door was just a few feet away. But the door remained closed with no signs of Talia waiting expectantly for her. No, not a good sign.

      Faye curled her hand and knocked gently. When the door opened, Talia rested against the doorframe, her eyes swollen. “Hi. Now isn’t really a good time for me.”

      Faye would usually accept that and walk away, but not tonight. “Can I come in?”

      “I can’t do this with you, Faye.” Talia pushed off the frame and attempted to close the door, but Faye jammed her foot in the gap. “Faye, please stop.”

      “You said what you needed to say earlier, and now it’s my turn. Please, don’t ask me to leave.”

      Talia scoffed as she shook her head. “I believe you said what you needed to say last month.”

      “I don’t pretend to know what you’ve been through in the past, and I don’t want to tell you that our relationship would never be difficult, but I want to try. I want to stand here right now and ask you again if you’ll have a drink with me, and this time…I want you to say yes.”

      Talia opened the door wider, ushering Faye inside with a tilt of her head.

      “You said I make your life difficult, Talia. I don’t know how you expected me to respond to that, but I did so in the only way I knew how. By pushing you away.”

      Talia perched herself on the edge of the coffee table, bracing her elbows on her knees as she ran her hands through her hair. “I never meant any of what I said outside the club. You hurt me, so I wanted to hurt you back.”

      “I know.”

      “Seeing her…” Talia gritted her teeth, nostrils flared. “Seeing her made me realise just how much you meant to me. Jensen, that is.”

      “When I first found out who you were, I told myself I couldn’t ever date a dancer. I’d gone over it in my head for all of five minutes, but then I realised that I knew you. I’d already asked you on a date, so the rest didn’t really matter. What you do is what you love. Why would I ever deny you of that?”

      “Because everyone does in the end, Faye…”

      “But I’m not everyone. And I want you to give me the chance to prove that to you.”

      Talia’s head whipped up, confusion written all over her pretty face. “You what?”

      “I want you to let me prove to you that you are lovable, that you can hold down a relationship, and that I’m not out to hurt you.”

      “But it would naturally end up being that way.”

      “When you came to my apartment after the club, why exactly did you do that?” Faye wanted to understand the conflicted thoughts in Talia’s head, but she couldn’t. She’d poured her heart out to Faye in the bistro earlier, but now she was finding excuses. Again.

      “To kiss you.” Talia’s voice dropped, the unintentional seductiveness making Faye weak in the knees as Talia stared at her from across the room. “I came to your apartment to apologise…and to kiss you.”

      Faye’s breath caught when Talia got to her feet and stalked towards her. Those long, slender legs were covered only by mid-thigh shorts, a racerback hugging Talia’s upper body. But then Talia stopped in front of Faye, a slight space between them.

      “I’ve wanted to kiss you for some time now, Faye. That was never my issue. You weren’t my issue. But my expectations when it comes to relationships and love never match up with the reality, so I pushed back. I held you off. Because I didn’t want you to be the same as everyone else.”

      Faye reached out a hand, taking Talia’s and pulling her closer. “I’m proud of who you are.”

      “What happens when I leave for work?”

      Faye smiled, running her thumb over Talia’s knuckles. “I’ll dream of you until you come home.”

      “And when we don’t get a single weekend together?”

      Faye lifted a shoulder. Talia was going to have to do so much better than that. “That’s the beauty of doing what I do. Weekends don’t really exist for me. If you want Wednesday and Thursday to be our weekend, then so be it.”

      Talia moved closer again, smirking when she noted Faye’s deep breathing. “You have a girlfriend. You shouldn’t even be here.”

      “W-we’re not exclusive. It’s only been a few dates.”

      Talia’s brow rose. “More than I ever got with you.”

      Okay, two could play this game. “And who is to blame for that?”

      “Fair enough.”

      Faye’s eyes lowered to Talia’s mouth, thrilled when she found Talia taking her bottom lip between her teeth. Faye knew she was close to giving in. She could argue all day long that it wouldn’t work, but the connection, the urge to touch one another, was palpable. “Talia?”

      “Mm?” Talia placed a gentle hand on Faye’s hip.

      Stunned when Talia pulled Faye against her, all she could muster up were shallow breaths. It didn’t matter how she’d imagined kissing this woman…the reality was already so much better as their breasts pressed together. But then Talia’s lips were on Faye’s, her tongue slipping into her mouth, dancing against one another.

      Desire slid directly to Faye’s core, wet heat pooling between her thighs. But it was the flutter of her heart that Faye memorised, how Talia’s soft hands held her hips. Nothing could ever compare to this. Sheer…heaven.

      Talia pulled back, gripping Faye’s jaw gently as she went back in for another kiss, this one chaste. And then she grinned as she licked her lips, those dark eyes painfully beautiful. “How about that drink sometime?”

      Faye, for the first time in a long time, felt as though she could breathe. “Any time. Any place.”
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      Faye woke to unfamiliar surroundings and complete silence throughout Talia’s apartment. She’d insisted she go home last night after showing up so abruptly, but the wind howling outside convinced her to stay. Talia had begged, and Faye didn’t have the heart to let her down. In all honesty, Faye could have done with some space, some time alone to realise what was happening here. But Talia had been more than accommodating, even taking the couch and offering her bed to Faye.

      She’s a sweetheart.

      Faye eyed the alarm clock; it was almost 8 a.m., but she had no desire to get out of bed. Talia’s mattress was far too comfortable, and all night, she’d been enveloped by her scent. Really, Faye was on cloud 9 this morning. It didn’t matter if she found herself wondering what the future could possibly hold or whether she would be able to stick this out. What mattered was that she’d shown up last night and Talia was willing to give it a chance.

      She climbed from her cocoon and stretched her body. Faye wore Talia’s clothes—an oversized night shirt and shorts. She brought the material up to her nose, smiling as the softness of Talia’s scent hit her nostrils. God, why is everything about her so damn good? She could certainly get used to the feeling she’d woken up with this morning. Hopeful, happy…intrigued. Because yes, everything about Talia intrigued her.

      Faye’s body thrummed. She really wanted to have breakfast with Talia before she had to leave and get to work at home. She didn’t know what plans either of them had in the coming days, but if Faye had to make herself available in the evenings, she would absolutely do that. She didn’t do that for just anyone, her work came first, but Talia was an exception. Faye suspected she always would be.

      As she crept out into the open living space, she sighed. Talia was nowhere to be seen. There was no running water coming from behind the bathroom door, no sizzle of bacon as Talia cooked breakfast. Nothing. Shit! I’ve run her out of her own home. No, Faye couldn’t and shouldn’t think like that. Talia could have popped out to pick up the morning paper for all Faye knew.

      And then Faye’s heart settled when she reached the kitchen counter, a note sitting beside an empty cup. She traced a fingertip across Talia’s handwriting. It was stunning, just like her.

      Help yourself to anything you need. I’ll be back soon. You looked beautiful sleeping this morning…

      Okay. Faye could get used to this. All of it. Talia, her cute notes, her delightful words. She didn’t think she would want or need this ever again, that someone who you woke up with every morning and fell asleep with every night, but she did. She wanted every last moment of it. But only with Talia.

      For as long as Faye could remember, nobody had come close to having this effect on her. She longed for something meaningful, a partnership, but since Amy walked away…Faye had fallen into a routine of not seeing past anything other than her career. And for the most part, it had worked. As she reached her forties, she’d resigned herself to the fact that some things just weren’t meant to be, regardless of how much she wanted it. But here was Talia, willing to give them an opportunity to get this right. And boy, did Faye crave that possibility.

      She flicked the kettle on, preparing herself a cup of instant coffee, and stepped out of the kitchen and towards the huge bookshelf in the living room. She’d wanted to search it last night, to inspect the framed pictures she’d spied dotted around the place, but it hadn’t felt as though it was her place to do so. Now, with Talia gone, it was the perfect opportunity. She wasn’t rummaging around to look for things that didn’t concern her, she just wanted a tiny insight into Talia Gregory’s life.

      Faye lifted a framed photograph, her eyes widening when she inspected it. It was Talia—or Adria—hanging upside down on a pole, spread eagle. Every last muscle strained, her core ripped and strong. Faye felt a heat flush on her cheeks. Talia was so athletic, it made Faye pull her own stomach in as she continued to stare at the picture. What the hell did Talia want with Faye? Honestly, she wasn’t sure she’d be able to keep up with this woman. But she was going to give it one hell of a try.

      She placed the picture down, lifting an award beside it. “Oh, wow.”

      In her hands, Faye held a piece of crystal citing that Talia was the European Pole Dancing Champion. As she brought it closer, she discovered that Talia had actually won it three years in a row.

      This…was impressive.

      “Ah, you’re delving into my life,” Talia spoke quietly, her breathing ragged.

      Faye spun around, holding the award to her chest. “Jesus. Don’t creep like that!”

      “Found anything to change your mind yet?” Talia stood with a hand on her hip, her chest heaving, her clothes sweat soaked. “Did you want me to go back out to give you time to do a runner?”

      “This,” Faye said, ignoring Talia’s question as she held up the award, “is impressive.”

      “You know what’s more impressive? You standing in my living room showing those gorgeous legs off.”

      Faye blushed, shaking her head as she laughed quietly. “I wasn’t snooping. I was just a little bit curious and wanted to have a look at your bookshelf. But then I came across this and got waylaid.”

      “Snoop all you like. I have no secrets, remember?”

      Faye gently placed the award back down on the shelf, stepping away and towards the kitchen. “Can I get you some coffee?”

      “No, I’m okay for now.” Talia opened the fridge, taking a two litre bottle of water from the shelf. She eyed Faye as she drank from it, catching her breath when she placed the bottle on the counter. “Did you sleep okay?”

      “Like a baby. Thank you for offering your bed last night.”

      “I couldn’t bear the thought of you walking home in that wind and rain. And this morning, it looks like carnage out there. A few trees are down along some of the side streets.”

      “I didn’t realise how strong the gusts were.” Of course Faye didn’t; she’d been too busy gazing into Talia’s eyes. And kissing her. God, just the reminder of Talia’s lips sent Faye’s body into a frenzy. Nothing and nobody had ever felt so good. She cleared her throat and poured hot water over her coffee. “Do you have much on today?”

      “I have the day off from the bistro. I thought I’d stop by the club and work on my pole routine for the show and then maybe we could go out for dinner?”

      Faye’s heart thrummed. Talia wasn’t wasting any time. “I’d love to.”

      “You know, tomorrow is Friday,” Talia explained, removing her running jacket.

      Faye tried not to stare, but it was impossible not to. This woman had the body of an angel. She’s going to be bitterly disappointed when you get naked yourself. Faye quickly batted that thought from her mind. If she allowed the idea of her body next to Talia’s to infiltrate her head, she’d never sleep with Talia.

      “You…kinda vanished then.”

      “What?” Faye suddenly stood up straight.

      “I said tomorrow is Friday, and then you zoned out on me.” Talia cocked her head, offering Faye a weak smile. “You were thinking about what tomorrow means, weren’t you?”

      “What does tomorrow mean?” Faye had no idea where this conversation was going. Friday meant only one thing to Faye: more work.

      “I have to be at the club. You know?”

      “I…don’t know.”

      “Faye, tomorrow this becomes real. And I know we’re probably not even dating yet, we haven’t had that conversation thoroughly, but when I leave here tomorrow evening, sexy lingerie in my suitcase, what I do becomes very real.”

      Faye understood. Talia was wondering what Saturday would hold for them once Faye had sat at home alone. But it really didn’t matter. She’d already explained that to Talia last night. The only thing they could do right now was figure out a system that worked best for them. So long as she got Talia to herself some nights, Faye could live with the rest.

      “I think you forget that I haven’t been in a serious relationship for a long time.”

      “That’s not what I mean,” Talia said, pulling herself up onto a stool. “I have a bad feeling that you’re going to call me on Saturday and tell me that you don’t want to see me again because I’d danced the night before.”

      Faye rounded the counter, stepping between Talia’s legs. She smiled, feathering her fingertips across Talia’s defined jawline. “Or you could call me when you’re awake, and I’ll come over and make us lunch.”

      Talia lowered her head, her eyes closing briefly. “In an ideal world, that’s exactly what would happen. But I don’t know. I have a really bad feeling about all of this.”

      Faye tilted Talia’s chin upward, leaning in and kissing her gently. Even after her workout, Talia still tasted delicious. When she pulled back, she noted the tears in Talia’s eyes. “I’m not going anywhere.” Faye lifted Talia’s hand and placed it against her chest. “You feel that?” Talia nodded, smiling. “That’s what you do to me. You make my heart pound…”

      Talia trailed a single finger down the front of Faye’s night shirt, veering off and towards her thigh. When she reached the hem, she brought both hands under the material, lifting them higher and settling them on Faye’s hips. Her soft, warm skin thrilled Faye, that familiar arousal bubbling away from deep within. “I don’t know how I got so lucky with you, but I’m going to do everything I can not to fuck it all up.”

      “Stop worrying. Just go with it and the rest will figure itself out.”

      “Will you stay and have breakfast with me?” Talia drew slow circles against Faye’s stomach with her thumbs, sending a jolt of pleasure to her core. “I’ll just shower and then get right on it. I’m sure you have a lot of work on.”

      “Shower and I’ll make breakfast.” Faye reluctantly pulled herself away from Talia, turning towards the fridge. She needed to curb everything she was feeling this morning. She needed far more time to prepare herself for a woman like Talia. Maybe if you can put it off long enough, you can lose a few pounds in the process. “Any requests?”

      Talia grinned. “I’d say you, but I’m not sure how long I can keep you confined to my bed without your publisher getting suspicious.”

      “Shower! Now!”

      “Oh, demanding.” Talia stepped up behind Faye, lowering her mouth to her ear as she whispered, “I kinda like that in a woman.”
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        * * *

      

      Faye steeled herself as she pushed through the bistro door. She’d chosen here because it was where she felt safe. Whether Talia was here or not didn’t matter; the bistro was close to Faye’s heart. Now, she just had to face Jenna.

      She had no idea what she would say, but she hadn’t lied to Talia when she said it had only been a few dates. Perhaps it would have gone somewhere, but Faye wasn’t willing to hang around to find out. The woman she wanted…wanted her back. That’s what mattered.

      Jenna waved her over, pointing towards the coffee she’d ordered Faye. Okay, that was sweet. But it only made Faye feel guilty about meeting with Jenna today. This woman had been wonderful company. But you’re not looking for company. “Hi.”

      Jenna stepped forward and leaned in to kiss Faye, but it landed on her cheek as Faye turned her head. Jenna frowned. “Is everything okay?”

      “Have a seat,” Faye said, pulling out a chair for herself. Just be honest with her. She’d want that. “I can’t stay long because I have a lot of work to get through, but I wanted to sit with you for a few minutes.”

      “That’s cute.”

      “No, it’s not that…” Faye swept a hand through her hair, focusing on her coffee cup. She had no idea how to begin this conversation. Faye couldn’t say she’d ever been in this position before. Honestly, she never wanted to be in it ever again either. “I just…you’re great, Jenna. Really.”

      Jenna held up a hand. “Oh, please don’t. I know where this is going, and you really don’t need to do this. You could have just sent a text saying, ‘thanks but no thanks.’”

      “I wouldn’t do that to you.” Did Faye come across as the type of woman who would just send a text? “The least you deserved was an explanation.”

      “Was it something I did?” There was a nervous edge to Jenna’s voice, but she had no reason to worry. Faye had thoroughly enjoyed the couple of dinner dates they’d had.

      “God, no. Not at all.”

      Jenna smiled weakly. “Right. Okay.”

      “There was someone before you. Someone who couldn’t commit.” Faye didn’t want to say too much. She’d barely registered what was happening herself today. She’d woken up in Talia’s apartment, and tonight, they were going to dinner. To say she was shocked by the turn of events was an understatement.

      “And now they can.” Jenna nodded slowly, a hint of defeat in her eyes saddening but warming Faye. She’d done something right if Jenna was upset to see this come to an end. Perhaps there was life left in her yet. “Just when I find a gorgeous woman, she’s unavailable.”

      “I’m sure you’ll find the right person for you. But this is something I have to do. I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be sorry. If you’ve found someone who is willing to come back for you, I’d say that trumps everything else.”

      Faye knew Jenna was right, but it didn’t make her feel like any less of a bitch. Still, she hadn’t strung Jenna along or suggested anything other than getting to know one another. They were hardly a couple. “Thank you for understanding.”

      “Maybe we could still have this coffee together and remain friends?” Jenna threw the suggestion out there, a glint in her eyes as she lifted her cup to her lips. When she smiled, Faye couldn’t say no. Jenna had done nothing to warrant them never seeing one another again. And she really was lovely. Just…too lovely for Faye. She wasn’t quite sure what that meant, but she didn’t have an edge to her the way Talia did.

      “Yeah, I’d like that.”

      “Good. It’s quite nice for me to have friends outside of work. It gets to be too much, you know?”

      Faye sipped her coffee. “Mm. I guess it’s a nice break once you leave the hospital. You’re all probably sick of looking at one another by the end of your shift.”

      Jenna laughed and nodded. And then her features turned serious, her hand fisted under her chin. “Now, who is this woman you’re dating?”

      “Her name is Talia. We’ve known each other a few months now.”

      Jenna eyed the counter and then turned her attention back to Faye. “Wait! You mean the server from here?”

      Faye swallowed. How the hell did Jenna remember Talia? They’d spoken for seconds, nothing more. “Yes.”

      “Oh, how embarrassing.” Jenna winced and then laughed nervously. “Is that why she was upset? Because you and I were here together?”

      “I don’t know. But when you left, she came over to speak to me. She wasn’t in a position to date before.”

      “She looked devastated when we were here.” Jenna suddenly had a look of guilt in her eyes. But the meeting in the bistro hadn’t been intentional.

      “No, I know.” Faye’s chest tightened at the reminder. She’d never bring Jenna here to willingly hurt Talia and she hoped Talia knew that. “But we’ve sat down and talked. Things are different now.”

      “Look, I’m happy for you.” Jenna settled a hand over Faye’s, squeezing it. “If she makes you happy, grab it with both hands.”

      “I plan to,” Faye said, her belly swirling with every emotion she’d felt lately. It wasn’t often she was in this position, emotionally unstable at times, but it was a good feeling. It meant someone cared enough about Faye to consider a future with her. “But we should definitely catch up at some point. When you’re not rushed off your feet at the hospital.”

      “Yes. Send me some dates, and I’ll check my rota. Maybe bring Talia along too.”

      “I’ll see if she’s free.”

      “You know, I’m headed out with a few friends on Saturday. You’re more than welcome to join us. Just a few drinks, nothing too hangover-worthy.”

      “Can I pass on it? I’m finalising my manuscript and this weekend is the perfect opportunity to do so.”

      “Of course. Some other time?” Jenna asked, draining her coffee cup.

      “Some other time.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIFTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Talia rushed down the street, jumping over a puddle before her bright white pumps landed directly in the murky water. She was picking Faye up on the way to dinner, and she didn’t want to be a second late. Every last thought today had involved Faye. After Talia arrived back at her place this morning to find a gorgeous woman standing in her living room, she was struggling to think of anything else.

      As much as Talia wanted to throw herself in at the deep end with Faye, she wasn’t sure Faye was into that kinda thing. And being out of a relationship for so long, Faye likely wouldn’t appreciate Talia being so full on. But at times, she couldn’t help herself. And where Faye was concerned, it was harder to stop herself than it had been with anyone prior.

      Don’t scare her off. She’s giving you a chance here.

      But then Faye stepped out of her apartment block looking delicious, and Talia lost her breath.

      She quickly recovered.

      “Well, I’m a little underdressed tonight.” Talia looked down her body, wrinkling her nose. “Should I go home and change?” While Faye stood before her in a little black dress and heels, her blonde hair straightened and falling down her back, Talia wore skinny jeans, pumps, and a button-down shirt.

      “No, you look perfect.”

      “Correction. You look perfect. I look like I haven’t made the effort.”

      Faye took a step closer, lifting up onto her tiptoes and kissing Talia. “Relax. Let’s go to dinner, and then if you’re not disappointed at the end of it, we can come back here…if you wanted to.”

      “Oh, I want.” Talia’s body lit up at the thought of spending more than just a couple of hours with Faye.

      “Good. Because tonight is our Friday night.”

      Talia loved that Faye was willing to change her schedule and days around for her. Anyone she’d dated in the past just made their dislike known for not being able to spend the weekend with Talia. At times, she wished she had Friday and Saturday to herself, but what did it really matter so long as she was dedicating whatever time she could to her other half. In the past, it did matter…but now? With Faye? No. They were going to work at their own pace. Fuck society.

      She held out a hand, thrilled when Faye took it, and strolled slowly down the street with her. If this relationship could work, Talia would never ask for anything again in her life. She could lose it all, her career, her livelihood, but if Faye was by her side…it would all be worth it. “Let’s eat some food. I’m starving.”

      Faye barked a laugh, squeezing Talia’s hand. “Nothing new there then. I’m sure you have hollow legs.”

      “Hey, you can’t blame a girl for eating everything in sight.” Talia side-glanced in Faye’s direction. “Well, almost everything.”

      Faye blushed, one of those sweet smiles curling on her mouth. “I don’t know how you do that.”

      “What? Make you blush?”

      “Mmhmm.”

      Talia wrapped an arm around Faye’s waist as they fell into a perfectly rhythmic stroll. “Don’t worry. One day, you won’t blush anymore. Instead, you’ll just act on every little comment I make.”

      “Oh, is that right?”

      “Better believe it, beautiful. Because once I get my hands on you, it’s game on.”
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        * * *

      

      Faye stared up at the clear night sky, thousands of stars visible even with light pollution this evening. Talia was using the bathroom before they left the restaurant, but Faye had decided to step outside and breathe for a moment.

      Dinner had been everything Faye wanted. Talia’s company was perfect for her. She rarely spoke a negative word when she talked about her life or her future. So long as she didn’t think about her ex, Talia was a shining star sitting across the table from Faye.

      She rested against the railing, smiling out at the still water. The storm had left as quickly as it had arrived, now just the gentle lap of waves as they reached the dock wall. Faye could stand here all night; the peacefulness of the city after dark had led her to walk around aimlessly some evenings. Of course, it wasn’t as quiet as it could be. It was Thursday night, which meant the students descended on the city for cheap drink offers, but it was still pleasant. Vibrant, even.

      “You doing okay?” Talia asked as she stepped up beside Faye, a gentle hand placed on the small of her back.

      “I’m fine. I just love being out here. Isn’t it lovely?”

      “I really love this city. I wasn’t sure what to expect when I got here, but it’s been good for me.”

      Faye stood up straight, turning to face Talia. “I’m glad you moved here.”

      “Any particular reason why?” Talia grinned as she cocked her head.

      “Oh, I couldn’t possibly say.”

      Faye’s legs turned to jelly when Talia stepped forward and pressed her body to hers. Her warmth, the strong but gentle body against her…Faye could barely contain herself.

      “So, is that offer to come back to your place still on?”

      “Of course.” They laced their fingers together, a shiver working its way down Faye’s spine as Talia leaned in and kissed her. Faye pulled back reluctantly. She wanted to be alone with Talia, not standing on the dock. “Come on. It’s getting cold.”

      “Oh, I’m warm. Really warm.”

      Faye smirked as she turned away from Talia. “Then you can keep me warm once we get back to mine.”

      They took the short walk to Faye’s apartment in silence, both digesting the last couple of days. Faye had so many questions to ask, things she wished to know about Talia, but she didn’t want to come across as overbearing. She was a writer; naturally, other people intrigued her.

      “Those awards you have,” Faye started, deciding now was the time to discuss Talia’s career. She hadn’t wanted to potentially rock the boat during dinner. “Do you compete often?”

      “I used to. While I was in London.”

      Faye side glanced at Talia. “It’s not something you do anymore?”

      “Once I’m settled here and the club is steady, I’ll probably compete again. I just haven’t had the time to go through the training, the whole process, you know?”

      “Three-time European Champion, huh?”

      Talia smiled, her eyes shining with pride. “It’s not just dirty dancing like some people think. I worked my arse off to get those titles.”

      “I don’t doubt that.”

      “But that’s not what people want to see or hear about. They don’t care if you work out every morning and push your body to the limit; they only hear what they want to hear. The sleazy side of it. But that’s not what my career is about. It’s not how I see it.”

      “I admire you for what you do. I don’t think there would ever be a scenario where I’m out of bed before dawn so I could run around the streets.”

      “You don’t need to.” Talia smiled, leaning in and kissing Faye’s cheek. “My job requires it. I can assure you, if I didn’t have to do it, I probably wouldn’t.”

      “Does this mean I may get one morning in the future where you don’t disappear on me?”

      Talia laughed. God, it was music to Faye’s ears. “I’m sure I can make an exception for you.”

      Faye loved that.

      They held conversation freely with one another, neither afraid of getting ahead of themselves. Considering Faye hadn’t done this in a long time, it surprised her that she felt comfortable enough to have a little banter with Talia.

      They reached Faye’s apartment block, shivering as they slipped inside. When the lift opened and Talia guided Faye into it, the light caught Talia’s eyes. This was the first woman in a long time to leave Faye winded with a mere look. She was the only woman to have ever put every ounce of attention on her. Even Amy hadn’t been so open with her. But Talia… This night had been so beautiful that she dreaded the moment it came to an end.

      “You’re staring,” Talia said, her voice low.

      “You’re gorgeous.”

      “Keep talking like that and we won’t make it to your apartment.”

      Faye smiled as she shook her head. Talia always had a way of cranking up the temperature, even on a night when it was close to zero outside. As the lift reached Faye’s floor, Talia hit the ‘close door’ button, guiding Faye back against the wall. The smirk she wore sent pleasure through Faye’s body, that hint of arousal in Talia’s eyes not going unnoticed.

      “When you left my place this morning, all I could think about was kissing you again.” Talia’s breath washed over the side of Faye’s face, tickling her neck. “And watching you across the table tonight…”

      Faye wanted to hear everything Talia thought, dreamt of. She wanted to pin Talia against the nearest hard surface and whisper her every desire. But Faye…struggled to speak the words. Talia was so incredible that she couldn’t help but feel less than. It was an issue Faye had to deal with herself. It wasn’t Talia’s fault she was gorgeous.

      Talia must have sensed that Faye was uncertain, releasing the button, the lift doors opening suddenly. She took a step back, straightening out her shirt and clearing her throat, and then threw a thumb over her shoulder as she said, “Don’t worry. I’m not going to ravage you once we get inside. Come on. Let’s have a drink.”

      Faye swallowed as she followed Talia out of the lift. In all honesty, she wanted Talia to do anything she wished to do. She wanted to forget about the world outside and roll around the sheets with Talia until they couldn’t muster up the strength for anything more. But until Faye got out of her own head, it wasn’t possible.

      She pushed the key into the lock, forcing her apartment door open. Talia had suddenly quietened, and Faye didn’t like it. She much preferred the playful side of Talia. Who wouldn’t? “What can I get you?”

      “Wine?” Talia suggested.

      “I thought you didn’t drink?”

      “It’s only one glass, Faye. I’m sure I’ll live.” Talia shrugged her jacket off, hanging it on a hook by the door.

      She gazed around Faye’s apartment, taking in the pictures on the walls, the bits and bobs she had sat around her place, and then she wandered off, leaving Faye disappointed. She loved Talia’s warmth, how safe she felt when she was close by. And with the thoughts whirring around her mind, Faye needed Talia close by to keep her grounded.

      “Red or white?”

      Talia glanced over her shoulder as she approached Faye’s bookshelf. “Oh, whatever you have open.”

      Faye nodded and focused on what she was doing. Talia’s legs in those jeans, her backside…everything was in perfect proportion. Could Faye get naked with this woman without feeling like a whale? God, she really hoped she could go through with it when the time came. She’d never been overly concerned about her body before. She was naturally curvy, she ate well and looked after herself, but there wasn’t a single inch of her that could be considered toned or sculpted to perfection like Talia.

      She’s going to demand I turn the light off. Faye snorted inwardly. Those thoughts alone were completely ridiculous and without foundation. Talia didn’t strike her as someone who would dare compare bodies, and she didn’t seem like the type who would be disappointed in Faye’s appearance. After all, they’d made it this far.

      She headed for Talia, handing over a glass of red, and then turned. She needed to sit down for a moment. Once she was comfortable on the couch, Faye watched Talia with interest. She scanned Faye’s library, nodding on occasion, shrugging on others. And then she turned to Faye, smiling. “How’s the book coming along?”

      “Good, yeah.” Faye shifted slightly when Talia sat beside her, sipping her wine slowly. She turned side on, propping her head with her hand, her arm resting on the back of the couch. Talia mirrored her position, one leg curled beneath her. “I have some last edits to work on and then it’s out of my hands for a while.”

      “Any plans for when you have some freedom?”

      “Nothing springs to mind at the moment. I’ll probably visit my mum for the weekend at some point, take her out to lunch.”

      “That’ll be nice,” Talia said, a hint of sadness in her eyes. “Are you close to your parents?”

      “Dad left a long time ago, but I’m really close with my mum. She’s more like a sister than a mother. You’ll love her; she’s great.”

      Talia’s brows rose with surprise. “You…think that’s something you’d want to do one day?”

      “Introduce you to her? Of course I would.”

      “Right.” Talia inhaled a deep breath, rubbing a hand down her thigh.

      “I mean, not until you’d be comfortable doing so. We’ve only just started dating, so I wouldn’t think about it too much yet.”

      “No, I know.”

      “But down the line, if things go well, I don’t see why I wouldn’t introduce you to her. She’s very supportive of my love life. She talks about it often enough.”

      “Does she know we’re dating?”

      Faye shook her head and then sipped her wine, lowering her glass to the coffee table. “No, I haven’t spoken to her since last weekend. But I’ll probably mention it the next time she calls.”

      Talia chewed her lip, lowering her eyes momentarily. “Do you plan to tell her everything about me?”

      “Not if you don’t want me to.” Faye shifted closer, surprised when Talia pulled her leg over her lap. She gently placed a hand on Faye’s knee, leaning in for a soft kiss.

      “I want you to do what’s best for you, Faye. I wouldn’t expect anyone to understand your reasons for dating me, least of all your mum, so whatever you decide, okay?”

      Faye had no issues with telling her mum about Talia’s career. She wasn’t embarrassed to be dating her in any way at all. “I think right now, what’s best is that we take our time and not rush into anything.”

      Talia palmed Faye’s skin, her fingers slowly edging back and forth up her thigh. “Agreed.”

      “Tonight has been beautiful,” Faye whispered against Talia’s lips. Arousal slid to her core when Talia took Faye’s bottom lip between her teeth, releasing it slowly as she smiled into a kiss. God, this woman was unbelievable. “Talia…”

      Talia’s hand inched higher again, pushing past the tight material around Faye’s thigh. She really didn’t want her to stop, but Faye knew they should. The last thing she needed was to sleep with Talia only to end up heartbroken and attached.

      “Just keep kissing me, Faye. I don’t want anything else from you…except your lips.”

      Faye’s heart fluttered as she wound her fingers through Talia’s long dark hair. She deepened the kiss, sliding her tongue against Talia’s, desperately trying to close her thighs together when Talia moaned into her mouth. Tonight, Faye was soaked.

      Talia dragged her nails down Faye’s thigh, sending a shudder throughout her entire body. Talia must have felt it since she was smirking. But it was when Talia got to her knees and urged Faye to slide down the couch—now braced above her, those dark eyes staring down at her—that Faye well and truly lost her breath.

      “You have no idea what you do to me, do you?”

      Faye’s chest heaved; her hand fisted in Talia’s shirt as she pulled her down against her. Their tongues danced, Faye’s hands resting on Talia’s backside as she urged her against her, but it was Talia’s knee between Faye’s thighs that had her body wild with a desire Faye had only ever written about.

      “Faye,” Talia whispered, one hand braced against the arm of the couch above Faye’s head. “You do want this, don’t you? To be with me?”

      Faye offered a sad smile, that fear in Talia’s eyes painful to witness.

      “Because if you don’t, and you’re leading me on, I can’t do this with you. I can’t just be some fun. This…it needs to be more with you.”

      “I’d never do that to you,” Faye said, brushing her thumb across Talia’s bottom lip. The urge to press against Talia’s knee was ever-present, but they had to stop this before things went further. “You do believe me, don’t you?”

      “I do. It’s just…you’re wonderful, and I wonder what the hell you see in me. Why you would want to be with me.”

      Shocked, Faye leaned up and captured Talia’s lips again. She had no words to describe how she felt inside; she just knew she wanted to be kissing Talia at any given opportunity. “Wow,” Faye whispered, pulling back. “I was thinking the exact same thing about you.”

      “You’re so beautiful,” Talia pressed a kiss to the tip of Faye’s nose, forcing herself up and off her. “But we need to slow this down. As much as I want you, and God, I really do…you’re not ready.”

      “Tal—”

      “Hey, there’s no rush. I want you to be certain about me, okay?”

      “I am certain.” Faye sat up on her elbows, frowning as she watched Talia stand and straighten herself out.

      “Then…I want you to be certain certain.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIXTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Faye stared down at her phone, at a loss as to what she should do with herself this afternoon. Her manuscript had been sent off last night, and now she was sat in the bistro with nothing to do. Okay, Phoebe was meeting her here in the next ten minutes or so, but aside from that…Faye felt lost. And dread. She felt dread at seeing Phoebe again. Especially because of what Faye had to say to her.

      Since last Thursday, she’d spent every possible moment with Talia, including Saturday and Sunday when Talia should have been relaxing after two heavy night shifts. But Talia had insisted Faye go over to her place, so they could spend some time together and get to know one another, and that had only spilled out into Monday morning and Tuesday evening too. While Faye loved every second they’d spent together recently, it didn’t quite satisfy her as she sat here alone.

      Talia wasn’t working at the bistro today; she was working on fresh choreography for future shows. Faye couldn’t wait to be at one of them—enjoying watching Talia do what she did best—but it didn’t change the fact that she missed her. Still, they would see one another this evening if Faye had anything to say about it.

      The bistro door opened, and Phoebe strode in, a defiant look on her face. They hadn’t spoken since that night after the club, the night she sent Faye into that room with Jensen, but Faye was tired of fighting with people. Despite all of Phoebe’s flaws, Faye would still consider Phoebe to be a friend. Just. A friend who required a wide berth at the moment, but one she hoped would eventually come to see what Talia meant to Faye.

      “Hi,” Phoebe said, shoving her hands in her pockets. “Did you want me to sit down, or…”

      “Well, I didn’t invite you here so you could stand there looking at me as though I’ve done something wrong. So, yeah. Sit down.”

      Phoebe puffed out her cheeks, dragging a seat out and scraping the legs across the floor. She always had loved the dramatics of a fall out, but Faye couldn’t be bothered with it all.

      “So, what did you want to see me about?”

      “Really? That’s all you’ve got?”

      Phoebe snorted. “You’re the one with issues, not me.”

      “Issues…”

      Phoebe held up a hand. “Look, I was only trying to have a good night when we were at the club. There was no need for you to go off on me how you did. I don’t know how you and I gelled so much when we met because you’re the total opposite to me, but I’m done here with you. You can do as you please. I won’t be made to feel guilty for enjoying a night with a gorgeous woman.”

      Faye’s jaw clenched immediately. Phoebe was talking about Talia. It didn’t matter if it was her job, Faye knew Phoebe was trying to rile her up.

      “I wasn’t trying to make you feel guilty. But you’re so crass sometimes and it’s not a good look on you. You never used to be like this, but since that club opened, you’re fucking feral, Phoebe.”

      “You need to let go a bit. That’s your problem.”

      Faye scrubbed a hand down her face. “Anyway, I’m not here to argue with you. I’m here to tell you that I’m dating Talia, and I hope you can be happy for me.”

      Phoebe’s eyes widened, and then a disgusted laugh fell from her mouth. “You’re not serious.”

      “I am. We’re dating. Like it or don’t, I’m not interested anymore.”

      “You’re out of your mind. She’s a stripper. How can you trust that she won’t hurt you? I mean, you genuinely believe she’s not in that room doing whatever she wants to whoever she wants?”

      “I’ve heard this all before. You can choose to believe Talia isn’t good for me, but I know different. I see everything nobody else has the chance to see. Why can’t you just be happy for me, Phoebe? Is it really that much of a hardship for you knowing that I’m happy?”

      “I don’t care if you’re happy; she’s a fucking stripper!” Phoebe yelled at Faye, startling her. Customers turned and eyed them both. Faye wanted the floor to open up and swallow her. Phoebe knew exactly what she was doing. “You’re pathetic!”

      Faye got to her feet, pressing her palms to the table as she leaned down closer to Phoebe. “You’re supposed to be my friend. I’m disappointed you can’t see past who I have in my life. You’re lucky I kept you in it for so long.”

      “Fuck off, Faye.”

      “Gladly. But I’m warning you, stay out of her room!”

      Phoebe smirked as she got to her feet, tilting her chin. “You know the funny thing is that you can’t stop me. What Adria does at work isn’t your business. If I want to be in that room paying your girlfriend to dance for me, then I will. Over and over again. Now just think for one second how ridiculous that sounds and put an end to it all. You’ll only become a laughingstock!”

      Phoebe turned on her heel and rushed from the bistro, the door slamming shut behind her.

      Faye could only watch her leave, stunned by Phoebe’s reaction even though she shouldn’t be. Over the years, Faye had become fond of Phoebe; she’d been there for her when it mattered most. But this? No, this wasn’t healthy. For the first time in weeks, Faye felt free as she watched Phoebe walk away. Her only wish right now was that Phoebe didn’t change her mind and turn back around.

      Faye knew all eyes were on her, burning through her back, but she was all out of caring. These people here didn’t know her or Talia. They didn’t know the relationship they had or how happy Talia made Faye. These people meant nothing to her.

      Faye’s phone started to ring on the table, Talia’s name flashing on the screen. She answered immediately, Talia’s voice would soothe her instantly. “Hey!”

      “Faye, where are you?”

      “I’m at the bistro having a miserable day because you’re not working.” She slid back down into her seat, grinning as Talia released a light chuckle. “Why?”

      “So, I’ve spoken to the boss here at Vision. We’ve been friends for years.”

      “O…kay.”

      “And since it’s just me here today, the other girls are in tomorrow, he said it would be okay if you came over and watched my routine.”

      “O-oh.” Talia told her relationships with clients were forbidden. And even though Faye didn’t see herself as a client, she had been to the club on several occasions, making her one whether she liked it or not.

      “But you don’t want to. That’s fine.” Talia mistook Faye’s silence as hesitation. That wasn’t the case at all. “Maybe I’ll just come over tonight if you don’t have any plans?”

      “No, I want to come to Vision. If you’re sure it’ll be okay. I don’t want you to get into any trouble by having me there.”

      “No, it’s perfectly fine. Paul has a conference call for the next hour with the club in London, so I figured you could come and see what I do when I’m not dancing behind closed doors. You’ve never watched a show before, so I thought this would be the perfect opportunity for you to know what to expect when one comes up.”

      “I can be there in…” Faye paused, turning her watch towards herself. “Ten minutes? I’ll just finish my coffee.”

      “Can’t wait. Just text me when you’re outside, and I’ll come and get you. The place is locked up.”

      Faye thrummed with excitement. She couldn’t believe she was about to have unlimited access to Talia and her incredible talent. “I’ll see you soon.”
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        * * *

      

      “Okay, so I just need to tell you that Paul thinks you’re a friend.” Talia closed the door to Vision, bolting it up. “It was the only way I could get you in here. Please, don’t hate me.”

      “I don’t want to jeopardise anything here for you. Being a friend is fine.”

      Talia’s heart leapt at Faye’s words. She knew she’d understand, and in some ways, she was surprised Faye agreed to coming here, but Talia had spent the entire morning thinking about her. If she could get her into the club as a friend, it was better than nothing. “You’re sure?”

      “I’m sure.”

      “Then follow me.” Talia cocked her head towards the main room off the corridor, grinning at Faye’s sheer beauty. She wore her hair up today, that delectable neck on show, the lightest of makeup present. “You look really good, by the way.”

      Faye’s eyes dipped lower. “Not as good as you.”

      Talia blushed. She spent her weekends in sexy lingerie, but when Faye eyed her up…yeah, it did a lot of things to her body. Nobody else had that effect on her, and Talia never wanted them to. Faye and those heavenly blue eyes had completely stolen her heart. “You really know how to make a girl feel good.”

      “Mmhmm. Right back atcha!”

      Talia felt Faye’s eyes on her as they reached the stage area. Most of the tables and chairs were stacked away; they’d be put out later depending on how many clients had booked in this evening. “Can I get you anything? A nice glass of wine to go with the show?”

      “No, I’m okay. Thanks.” Faye glanced at the leather couch she’d sat on the first night she met Talia in here. “Should I sit here?”

      “Yep. Make yourself comfortable.” Talia slid her platform heels on, only wearing them during her routine on training days. She spent enough time in them on weekends; her feet wouldn’t thank her for any unnecessary wearing. She turned back to Faye, an eyebrow quirked as Faye sat staring, open mouthed. “Problem?”

      “N-no.” Faye shook her head quickly. “No problem. None.” Faye squirmed in her seat, placing her hands on her thighs. “All good. Pretend I’m not here.”

      Talia cocked her head, grinning. “Oh, that’s not possible.”

      And then she hit play on the track and closed one hand around the pole in the centre of the stage. She didn’t take her eyes off Faye, the sexual tension between them palpable lately. Faye swallowed as Talia wrapped her leg around the pole backwards, her eyes fluttering to Talia’s exposed inner thigh. They may have had a space between them, but Talia was certain she could see Faye’s pulse in her neck, her fingers digging into her thighs as she watched Talia’s every move.

      As much as Talia wanted to eye-fuck Faye this afternoon, she was here for a reason. To work. To perfect her talent, her skill. So Talia switched off, pushing away everything around her, and climbed the pole with ease. As she moved into the La Roue pose, she caught Paul from the corner of her eye. He was watching intently, nodding as Talia hit each pose without an ounce of difficulty. When she switched into the cocoon pose, Paul whooped and clapped.

      “That’s my girl!” He stepped out of the shadows, approaching Faye.

      Talia brought herself out of the routine and dropped back to the floor, landing in the splits. Paul was standing close by, but Faye hadn’t batted an eyelid in his direction. She just stared through Talia, the corner of her bottom lip between her teeth.

      “I thought you had work to do?” Talia slid off the stage, fixing her lingerie on her hips. “Or are you pissing about as usual?”

      “I gotta head out.” He turned to Faye. “You must be Adria’s friend…Faye?” Paul held out a hand, taking Faye’s. “What did you think?”

      “Amazing, yeah.” Faye cleared her throat quietly and then gulped. “Great club.”

      “Well, it wouldn’t be here without this one.” Paul cocked his head towards Talia. “She brings in the clients. Which reminds me…McDonald and his firm are down this weekend. Make it a good night for them.”

      “Yes, sir.” Talia saluted Paul, grinning. “Now, can I get back to work or are we having tea and sandwiches?”

      “You’ll be okay here? John is due in at 4, but if you need to head off, just lock up behind you. Spare keys are in the office. I’ll get them off you tomorrow.”

      “Right, will do.” Talia switched her gaze to Faye as Paul walked away. She had no idea what Faye was thinking, but those blue eyes were so dark it sent a shiver down Talia’s spine. “Since he’s going out, I can have ten minutes to myself.”

      Faye snapped out of her daze. “Sorry, what?”

      “I said I’ll sit with you for ten minutes before I get back to work.”

      “O-oh, okay.” Faye focused on her hands in her lap, picking at a spot on her jeans.

      When the main door slammed shut, Talia approached Faye. “Is everything okay?”

      “Of course. That was incredible. You’re very…flexible.”

      “Uh huh.” Talia stopped in front of Faye, her breath catching when Faye looked up at her, reached out, and touched the back of her knee. “F-Faye—”

      “Sorry.” Faye drew her hand away, sitting back on the couch. “I forgot about the cameras. Shit.”

      Talia straddled Faye’s lap, pressing her hands into the back of the couch. “They’re not on. The girls aren’t here or the clients.”

      Faye looked up into Talia’s eyes, reaching out a hand and gripping the back of her neck. When she pulled Talia in, their lips connecting, Faye’s other hand palmed Talia’s thigh. God, Faye’s hands on her skin would always send her wild.

      “Talia, I-I…” Faye looked down between them, groaning as her eyes landed on Talia’s cleavage.

      Talia dragged Faye’s gaze back to her, gripping her chin. “I’m not working right now, beautiful. You can touch whenever and wherever you like.”

      Faye’s breath quickened, her hands smoothing over Talia’s thighs. There was a slight hesitancy in Faye’s touch, but that was to be expected. They were close to ripping one another’s clothes off in the middle of the club. “N-not here.” Faye dipped a hand between Talia’s legs, grazing her fingertips against Talia’s crotch. “I want you, but not here. Never here.”

      Talia instinctively rolled her body against Faye, their lips almost touching. “B-babe…”

      Faye’s eyes lit up at that term of endearment, grinning as Talia wrapped her arms around her neck and settled against her. “You’re driving me crazy.”

      Talia dipped her mouth towards Faye’s ear, nipping at her lobe. “And you’re making me very wet.”

      “We need to leave. Right now. We have to go.”

      “Go where?” Talia pulled back, feigning confusion. She just liked to tease Faye. It was a lot of fun.

      “To my place.” Faye urged Talia up out of her lap, scrambling to her feet on unsteady legs. “Please tell me you can leave now.”

      “I can. Just let me change and grab my things. I’ll be five minutes.”

      Faye held up a hand, and then she pointed up and down Talia’s body. “The lingerie stays on.”
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      Faye struggled to find the right key as they reached her apartment door. It didn’t help that Talia was pressing her body to Faye’s back, those impeccable breasts just dying to be touched. Right now, Faye couldn’t think straight. God, she wanted to rip every last shred of clothing from Talia’s body while covering herself up entirely.

      She hated being in her own head, and this afternoon, it wasn’t an ideal place to be. No, she needed to be fully present…one hundred percent in this with Talia. Because if Faye had any kind of inkling as to how this was going to go, she suspected it would be the greatest sex of her life. How could it not be with a woman like Talia?

      Her body ached at the thought of the club. How Talia had straddled her on the couch. How Faye had dipped her hand to find scorching wet heat pooling between her legs. Fuck…she could barely contain her own arousal.

      “I really need you to hurry up,” Talia whispered against Faye’s ear, nipping at her lobe.

      The sensation sent a roar of desire straight to Faye’s sex, her underwear undoubtedly soaked.

      When Talia slid a hand around Faye’s waist, dipping it lower and cupping her through her jeans, she said, “Because if you don’t, I’m going to fuck you against this door.”

      “Oh, God.” Faye’s shaking hand tried to slot the key into the lock, failing as her entire body trembled. “O-one minute.”

      “You have about three seconds before my hand moves inside.” Talia applied a little more pressure to the seam of Faye’s jeans, forcing it against her aching clit. Sure, it had been a while since Faye had been with another woman, but she didn’t expect to feel so hedonistic about it.

      With one final try, the key slid into the lock. Faye turned the handle, forced inside by Talia, her body pressing her to the back of the front door as it slammed shut. Talia’s delicate mouth was on her faster than Faye could comprehend, their tongues warring as Talia reached for the button on Faye’s jeans. Her concern for her appearance vanished, only to be replaced with concern for how quickly this could potentially be over. Faye, in all her aroused glory, was just about ready to explode.

      Talia took a slight step back, her fingers making light work of the buttons on Faye’s shirt. As the material hung open, her coat now discarded on the floor, her chest heaved. Talia trailed a single finger up her stomach, grinning when Faye shivered. “You are the most beautiful woman I’ve ever had the pleasure of laying eyes on.”

      Faye’s chest expanded. The more Talia spoke, the quicker Faye settled into this.

      “And if I don’t taste you soon…” Talia lowered Faye’s bra, exposing a painfully hard nipple. “I might never recover.” She leaned in, wrapping her lips around Faye’s nipple, and all sense of where they were faded away. This woman was everything Faye needed in life. There was no doubt about that. Talia released it from her mouth slowly, taking her bottom lip between her teeth as her eyes met Faye’s. “Fuck. You’ve no idea how long I’ve waited to see you naked.”

      Faye dipped her head, a shy smile creeping onto her mouth.

      But Talia was already trailing her lips down Faye’s body, now on her knees as she lowered Faye’s jeans down her thighs, over her knees…her white lace underwear following. “Faye…” Talia placed a kiss to Faye’s stomach, moving lower as she brought her hands up Faye’s thighs. “I need to taste you.”

      Faye’s mind swam with every possible scenario she’d ever played out in her head with Talia. None of them resembled this. Talia on her knees, effectively begging for more. Faye wasn’t someone who had women literally at her feet, but here she was…and she couldn’t wait another second for Talia’s mouth to be on her. She threaded her fingers through Talia’s gorgeous black hair, encouraging her to do whatever she felt she needed to.

      With one hand reaching up and tweaking Faye’s nipple, Talia slowly dragged the flat of her tongue between Faye’s lips. When she reached her clit, flicking the tip of her tongue, Faye’s knees almost buckled. As if sensing that, Talia used her free hand to hold Faye upright against the door, smiling against her as she buried her face in her sex.

      For this moment, Faye had no words.

      They moaned in unison, Faye’s hips thrusting against Talia’s mouth. And what a gorgeous mouth it was. The greatest. “Y-yes.”

      Talia moaned her approval once again, suddenly slipping a finger slowly inside Faye. Every move Talia made was teasing, but Faye wouldn’t change anything about this pace. Because while Talia took her time getting to know every last inch of Faye’s skin, it meant she had her full attention.

      Faye’s orgasm approached when Talia slid another finger inside her, sucking her clit into her mouth with the most beautiful pressure. Faye arched her back off the door, her hands digging into Talia’s shoulders, the most exquisite heat building throughout her body. “T-Talia,” Faye gasped, desperately trying to hold on for a moment longer. But it wasn’t to be. Talia pumped hard and fast inside Faye, encouraging the intensity of her orgasm to tear through her. “Oh, s-shit!” Faye cried out into the silence of her apartment, whimpering when Talia continued to push her over the edge.

      Her body stiffened momentarily, and then she collapsed down the door.

      Talia’s lips instantly found Faye’s. She grinned when she tasted herself, the thought of being in this position only ever imagined in her wildest dreams…or one of her novels.

      “Mm. I could do that every time I walk through the door,” Talia said, still kneeling.

      “You’re a dream come true.” Faye’s breathing evened out as Talia cupped her cheek, smiling into a tender kiss. “But I need you naked.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Talia braced herself on one hand against the arm of the couch, staring down at Faye, her mouth agape. They’d barely made it to the couch, and three hours later, Faye was still deep inside Talia. For the first time in many years, Talia felt entirely connected to another woman. Yes, Faye knew what she liked and when, but this was a different connection. The trust she felt with the woman beneath her was something Talia could say with certainty she hadn’t had in a relationship before. She’d tried too hard with Megan in the past, but with Faye, it was effortless.

      A sheen of sweat covered Talia’s skin as Faye thrust hard and slow, her walls clutching Faye’s fingers. They’d explored one another, enjoyed orgasm after orgasm, and now Talia’s body was giving up on her. The muscles in her shoulders screamed for respite, but Faye’s hand between her legs was proving difficult to stop. If she could stay like this forever, Talia would be a very happy woman. It didn’t matter how she’d initially felt going into a relationship with Faye, because she had shown she was fully here. She wasn’t going to let Talia down. “H-harder,” Talia begged, her hips meeting every thrust of Faye’s fingers. “Fuck me harder…”

      Faye pressed her thumb to Talia’s clit, sending the most powerful orgasm of the evening through her body. She pushed deep—fast—and as Talia roared Faye’s name throughout the apartment, her body collapsed on top of Faye.

      “Mm.” Faye nuzzled into Talia’s neck. “That was fucking hot.”

      “You are fucking hot,” Talia mumbled against Faye’s shoulder. “I don’t think I’ll ever have to work out again if we keep this up.”

      “If I have to work out with you, then so be it.” Faye slid her hand out from between them, wrapping her arms around Talia and holding her close. “Today has been perfect, Talia.”

      “You’re telling me?” Talia lifted her head briefly, a brow arched. “You certainly know how to get me going, that’s for sure.”

      Faye drew Talia into a kiss, their foreheads pressed together. “You’re not only saying that to be polite?”

      “Trust me, if I didn’t enjoy any of what you just did, you’d know it.”

      A chill settled over them. Talia dragged a blanket from the back of the couch, shifted until she was comfortable, and snuggled into Faye.

      Faye’s fingertips stroked up and down Talia’s bare arm. “I write about all these perfect couples who have the most incredible sex, but I didn’t think it happened quite like that in real life. I mean, it’s fiction, right?”

      “Oh, it happens.”

      Faye kissed Talia’s hair. “It does. I discovered that today.”

      “Are you happy?” Talia tilted her head and gazed into Faye’s beautiful eyes. They’d softened—tiredness evident in them—yet they were still so strikingly blue. “With me? Because that’s all I want in life, Faye. To be happy with someone who is also happy with me.”

      “I’m unbelievably happy with you.”

      “Promise me?” Talia wasn’t often needy, she’d learnt how to live alone a long time ago, but she did need Faye’s reassurance with this one. Because if she’d discovered anything today, it was that she was falling in love with Faye Holmes. “I know anything can happen, but promise me that we’ll try to make this work for us.”

      “This does work for us, Talia.”

      “Then…thank you.” Talia ghosted a fingertip across Faye’s collarbone. “For seeing me as a human being before everything else. For giving me the opportunity to work through my own stuff before I brought you into my life. Just…for being you. Because no matter how much I wanted to see more of you, I couldn’t bring myself to do it. All I saw in my mind was a time when you’d walk away from me when things got to be too much. But you know me better than I know myself sometimes, and I’ll never forget that.”

      Faye stared up at the ceiling, a gentle smile on her lips. “I think you forget that I’m the one who pushed to see more of you. Knowing who you are, what you do…it was an issue for me for a minute. But that was all. You mean a lot to me, Talia, and I’d be a fool to walk away from you when I feel how I do about you inside. Nobody has ever caught my eye the way you did. Nobody has caused me sleepless nights without a touch or a kiss. Nobody…could compare to you in my eyes.”

      Talia sniffled as she buried her face in Faye’s naked chest. She wasn’t moving from this position until someone physically dragged her away. “I’ve never meant that much to anyone in the past.”

      “Well, you do now.” Faye squeezed Talia against her. “And I can’t wait to spend every moment I can with you.”

      “Can I stay over tonight?”

      Faye laughed. “I’d be offended if you didn’t.”
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      One month later…

      The thrum of the beat moved through Talia like never before. In all her years dancing, she’d never felt so whole. Faye had completed her entirely over the last month or so. She didn’t question, she wasn’t untrusting, she just told Talia to be safe and that she would see her the following morning. Life…couldn’t be any better.

      She scanned the room, heading towards the bar where some of her regulars stood. Talia only had to give them the eyes and they were putty in her hands. At least, most of the time it went that way. But as she stepped towards the group, someone stopped her with a hand on the wrist.

      She turned around to find Phoebe watching her. “Can I help you?”

      “I hope so. I’ve paid for you.”

      Talia shuddered. Did Phoebe have to be so blunt when she was in here? Of all the people Talia had come across in her dancing days, Phoebe had to be the least respectful. “I don’t have anyone booked in for another hour.”

      “I just got here and took your final slot of the night.” Phoebe grinned, tilting her head towards the private room. “You ready or what?”

      As much as Talia hated this, Phoebe was a paying customer. “For someone who can’t stand me, you spend a lot of time in my room.”

      “I didn’t say I couldn’t stand you. You’re just no good for certain aspects of my life.”

      Talia rolled her eyes, holding out an arm towards the private room. Phoebe was all talk. Talia had come across women like her before. “After you.”

      Phoebe strolled through the club, one hand in her pocket and the other holding a whiskey. When she stepped behind the curtain, she turned and shed her jacket, hanging it up on one of the hooks. Talia would rather Faye’s friend wasn’t in her room, but this was her job, and she didn’t get to pick and choose who paid for her time. If Phoebe was her next client, then so be it.

      She guided Phoebe towards the couch, just as she preferred it on previous occasions, and motioned for her to sit. Talia selected a song from the playlist she kept in the room, blowing out a breath and straddling Phoebe. But Phoebe had an unfamiliar look in her eyes. A look kind of…predatory? Huh. Talia wasn’t fond of it.

      Knowing what Phoebe liked—she’d danced for her enough since she arrived in Liverpool—Talia focused on her routine and blocked out the knowledge that it was Phoebe in her room this evening. It didn’t sit well in her gut when she thought about seeing Faye tomorrow or the fact that she’d woken up with Phoebe’s friend this morning. Talia didn’t think Phoebe would come back here to pay for a dance anymore, not now that she knew she was dating Faye. It was kinda shitty, considering. Throw in the harsh words they’d repeatedly shared, and Phoebe really did have some balls turning up here and playing the innocent card. This woman had no conscience at all.

      Phoebe placed her hands on Talia’s thighs, grinning up at her.

      “No touching,” Talia said, peeling Phoebe’s hands from her. “You know the rules. Don’t take the piss.”

      “Oh, come on. What’s a little touching between friends? You weren’t complaining when I had you in my lap out there the other month.”

      “In here, no. During a private dance, it’s against the rules. No touching or I stop dancing.”

      Phoebe rolled her eyes and scoffed. “With the money I’ve paid, I should be allowed to do whatever I want to you.” She leaned forward, pressing her lips to Talia’s cleavage. “See, it’s not so bad, is it? Let go a little.”

      Talia shot from Phoebe’s lap, stumbling back against the wall. “Leave.” She pinched the bridge of her nose, disappointed that Phoebe would go to such lengths to piss her or Faye off. Did she really hate Talia that much? “Get your coat and leave.”

      “Relax,” Phoebe said, getting to her feet. “If you say no touching, then I won’t touch again. I’m sorry.”

      Talia shook her head. “Nah. We’re done. Get out.”

      Phoebe stepped towards her, pulling her shoulders back. “You’ve just cost me a fortune. I’m not going anywhere.”

      “What’s your fucking problem?” Talia spat, glaring at Phoebe. “What have I done that’s bothered you so much?”

      “What have you done?” Phoebe quirked an eyebrow, painfully close to Talia now. “You’ve taken the one thing that I always wanted away from me. You’ve destroyed everything I had with Faye.”

      “What?” Talia’s forehead creased. “You’re still her friend. Maybe if you stopped acting like a twat, you’d realise that.”

      “No, no.” Phoebe feathered her fingertips across Talia’s jawline. “You have it all wrong, Adria. Faye is mine. She always will be. And one day, when she least expects it, I’m going to sweep her off her feet. Now, in order for me to do that, you need to fuck off out of her life!”

      Talia barked a laugh. Phoebe wasn’t serious, surely…

      But then Phoebe pressed her body to Talia, capturing her lips unexpectedly. Talia tried to push her away, but Phoebe held her strength against her.

      This was one of Talia’s greatest nightmares. She generally saw it coming, she was good when it came to reading people, but she hadn’t expected this from Phoebe. She may not have been the kind of person Talia usually got grief from, but Talia felt violated, nonetheless. She pushed again, gasping when Phoebe stumbled back and almost tripped over the small table in front of the couch.

      “What the fuck?!”

      Phoebe grinned, picking up her whiskey. “You’d better tell Faye about this before I do!” And just like that, Phoebe was gone, the curtain sending a breeze through the small room as she sauntered away.

      Oh, God. Faye. She was going to be devastated by this.

      Talia rushed out of the room towards Paul’s office, trying to keep the shaking she felt approaching at bay. But then she ran into a body towards the entrance and stumbled back. “I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s okay.” The woman she’d collided with looked at her, glaring. “I…know you.”

      Talia, too, recognised the woman. But she couldn’t place her. “I don’t think you do.”

      And then the woman gasped. “Y-you’re the woman Faye is dating.”

      Ah. Jenna.

      Well, this night was well and truly fucked…as was Talia.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” She rushed past Jenna, heading down a corridor that led to Paul’s office. The door was open, and he was sitting at his desk. “Hey, there’s just been a situation in my room.”

      “Situation?” Paul looked up from a stack of paperwork. “What kind of situation?”

      “Client got handsy. Wouldn’t take no for an answer. K-kissed me.” Talia was definitely shaking now, but not because of Phoebe. She was shaking because she was ready to fall to her knees, knowing she’d likely lost Faye. People like Phoebe always got their comeuppance in the end, but if this meant her relationship was over, Talia wasn’t sure what she would do. Faye had become the most important part of her life recently. She couldn’t imagine that ending. And certainly not because of fucking Phoebe.

      Paul shot to his feet, gripping her arms. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine. I’m fine.”

      “You don’t look fine. Grab your stuff and get out of here. Come and see me in the morning.” Talia opened her mouth to argue that she didn’t need to leave, but Paul held up a hand. “No, Adria. Go home. I’ll deal with the client now, and then I want you here tomorrow so we can discuss this. They know the rules. They’re out of here.”

      Talia simply nodded as Paul strode out of the door, fixing his suit jacket as he marched down the corridor. Talia needed to see Faye, but she also needed time to process this. She couldn’t show up at her door now, a dithering wreck. She needed to calm herself down and figure out how the hell she could fix this.

      Paul turned back suddenly. “Do you want me to have security take you home?”

      “No, I’m okay. The fresh air will do me good.”

      “Straight home, kid. Call me in the morning. I need to file a report with you.”
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        * * *

      

      Faye stirred a teaspoon of sugar into her coffee, rounding the back of the couch and sinking down into it with a book. This morning, she had no intentions of leaving her apartment—not unless Talia had plans for them. Everything had just fallen into place, and what a beautiful feeling it was.

      She eyed the clock; Talia would be waking up soon. She wasn’t due to finish her shift last night until 3 a.m. and Faye didn’t have the heart to call her and wake her up before midday. Yes, she loved to work out, but she also needed rest. Rest she could have here, snuggled up beside Faye.

      Her buzzer sounded, a grin spreading on Faye’s mouth. It had to be Talia. Nobody else would call on a Saturday morning.

      She shot to her feet, the romance novel she was reading falling to the floor as she knocked it from the coffee table, and lifted the receiver. “Come up, pretty lady.” She granted access to the block, unlocking the door and leaving it ajar.

      Faye looked down her body. She didn’t look catwalk ready, but she looked half decent. Only Talia would find her attractive in a pair of sweats and a hoodie, but that was just one more thing that she loved about her. Appearance didn’t matter to Talia...except when it was related to herself.

      “Hello?”

      Okay, that wasn’t Talia’s voice.

      Faye turned to find Jenna standing in the doorway. “Oh…hi.”

      “Sorry for coming by on a Saturday morning, but I wondered if I could talk to you?”

      “Of course. Is everything okay?” Jenna looked a little bit lost, perhaps nervous about something. “Jenna?”

      “This woman you’re dating…”

      Faye grinned. “Talia?”

      “Yeah. Uh, I just…” Jenna shook her head, gripping the strap of her handbag. “How’s that going?”

      “Amazing. Really good.”

      “She’s a stripper!” Jenna rushed out her words faster than the speed of light. “And you can tell me to mind my own business, but I thought you should know she works the club around the corner.”

      “So?”

      “So, I just came to warn you.”

      “No, I mean…so what that she works at the club. That she’s a dancer.”

      “Y-you knew!” Jenna’s brows rose with surprise. “Oh…well. Wow.”

      “It doesn’t affect my life; you shouldn’t let it affect yours. What Talia does is nobody’s business but her own.”

      Jenna wrinkled her nose. Of course she was about to give her opinion. “And you’re okay with it? You turned down another date with me…for her?”

      Okay, Faye was done with people having an opinion on her life. And she certainly wouldn’t stand here while a woman she barely knew tore a strip off her girlfriend. Girlfriend. Faye smiled inwardly.

      “Unless there was something else, you can leave now.”

      “Whoa. No. You can’t be serious. I was quite happy letting this go between us because you were happy, you seemed happy when you spoke about her, but…a stripper, Faye? Really?”

      “She’s a dancer, for the love of God!”

      “Sweetie,” Jenna said, stepping closer. “You can dress it up however you like, but she dances for men.”

      “And women.”

      “Mm, but still…”

      “Correct me if I’m wrong, but you must have been there yourself to know she was working.”

      “Well, yes. But—”

      “But nothing. You can’t have it both ways. You can’t go to the club and then come here acting disgusted by knowing she’s there doing what she loves.”

      Jenna snorted. “I’m not the one sleeping with her.”

      “And thank God for that.” Faye smiled sarcastically. “I know you mean well, I really do, but it’s not an issue for us. Whether Talia is at the bistro or the club, I love her just the same.” Faye’s eyes widened at her own admission. “I mean, I will…eventually.”

      “Oh, I think you’re already there.” Jenna smiled weakly, shaking her head. “I really hope you know what you’re doing, Faye. This, in my opinion, is only going to end one way. She’s going to break your heart. I can see it coming a mile off.”

      Faye nodded slowly. “Talia and I have a great relationship. One that is of no concern to anyone else. She makes me happy. God…she makes me laugh so hard that my body physically aches. And you know, of all the women I’ve ever met in the past, present company excluded, she’s the only one I feel safe with. But it’s not a safety that protects me from the world; it’s a safety I feel protects my heart. She protects my heart. And whether she is a dancer or not doesn’t change that. It doesn’t change the fact that she’s genuine, honest, or downright amazing. Being a dancer is a part of who she is. She’s an artist, in many ways. And if she trusts me to be the one who makes her happy, who shares her achievements and her downfalls with her, I’d be a fool to let that go because she strips down to her underwear on the weekends.”

      Jenna held up her hands. “Faye, I’m sorry.”

      “I love her, okay? And I’m not interested in how soon it is or what the future holds. I love her and that’s that. She makes me feel…alive. So alive.”

      Jenna threw a thumb over her shoulder, edging back towards the door. “I’ll go. I never meant to come here and cause any trouble. I just thought you should know.”

      “Thanks for looking out for me; I appreciate it. But it’s not needed. Talia would never hurt me.”

      As Faye saw Jenna to the door, she found Talia out in the corridor, the door still slightly ajar. “Oh, hi.”

      “Hey,” Talia said, looking past Jenna. Then she turned her gaze to Jenna, frowning. “Since you’ve finished trying to tear my life apart, you can leave.”

      “I’m so sorry. I just—”

      “Wanted to stick your nose into other people’s business.” Talia nodded, stepping past Jenna. “Piss off!”

      Faye glanced back at Talia. Her shoulders were slumped. She cleared her throat, smiling at Jenna. “I should go. She looks like she needs a hug.”

      “Faye, I’m really sorry.”

      “Yeah, I know.” Faye closed the door, watching Talia as she collapsed down on the couch. She seemed tired. Worn out. “Everything okay?” Faye had no idea how much Talia had heard, but she wasn’t concerned. Everything she’d said was the truth.

      “As much as you think you love me, you’re going to want to take that back in a few minutes.”

      “Talia, I’m sorry you had to hear it like that.”

      Talia reached out a hand, pulling Faye down beside her. “You don’t love me. I can promise you that.”

      Faye frowned, her heart dropping to her stomach. She may not have expected to say those words this morning, but she meant them. “Just because you think I don’t doesn’t mean it isn’t true.”

      “Phoebe came to the club last night.” Talia wrung her hands in her lap, unable to look Faye in the eye. Faye supposed she should be surprised Phoebe had been to the club, but nothing surprised Faye with her anymore. “She was there…and s-she…she booked me.”

      Faye shifted closer, resting a hand on Talia’s knee, but Talia shifted until it fell away. “Hey, what’s wrong?”

      “I’m trying to tell you, but you keep being nice to me, and it’s making it really fucking hard, Faye.”

      “How else am I supposed to be?”

      Talia turned in her seat, taking Faye’s face in her hands. She offered her a sad, heartbreaking smile, then leaned in and pressed her lips to Faye’s. “These last couple of months have been amazing with you. This month more so because I felt like my life was coming full circle. I had myself an amazing woman who supported me in my career, and I’d never felt so stupidly happy. Even when I wasn’t with you, I felt happy. But I can’t take the possibility of being destroyed ever again. I can’t handle the pain I feel when I get kicked to the kerb, and I can’t handle you leaving me. It’s only been a few months since we met, and I still can’t take the thought of you not being in my life.”

      Faye’s bottom lip trembled, her eyes damp. “Talia, what’s going on?”

      “We shouldn’t be together, Faye. You should be with someone else. I don’t know who, I can’t bear the thought of it, but I’m doing this for you. Because it’s what’s best for you. Take me out of the equation, my love life will always be a total disaster, but you…God, you deserve to be so happy. You really do.”

      “But I’m happy with you,” Faye said, whimpering when Talia shook her head.

      “It’ll never last. You’ve just had a woman at your door supposedly revealing some huge secret to you. I don’t want you to always defend your reasons for being with me. Life and love should never mean you have to defend yourself against an opinion people have about me.”

      Faye’s heart tightened. Everything had been going so well; she hadn’t imagined the potential of it all falling apart.

      Talia leaned in once again, placing what felt like a final kiss to Faye’s lips, her hands falling away. “Phoebe came to my room last night and demanded I end things with you. She broke every rule in that room, and now I feel as though I can’t breathe. That’s never happened to me before, and perhaps that makes me lucky, I don’t know…but s-she broke the rules, Faye.”

      “Broke the rules?”

      “I asked her not to touch me. I warned her. But she really doesn’t give a shit about anyone other than herself. A-and you. She cares a lot about you. She’s…in love with you.”

      “Phoebe?” Faye snorted. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

      “It seemed ridiculous at first, but then it all started to make sense in my head. And she basically admitted it, so it doesn’t really matter what I think about it all. She’s in love with you, Faye.”

      “N-no. She can’t be.”

      “Why not? You’re every woman’s dream.”

      Faye shifted back. “Just not yours.”

      “Oh, babe. Believe me, I don’t want to end things with you. I want to keep waking up with you in my arms and doing stupid shit together. I want to not dress all day when we have our weekend together on a Tuesday afternoon. And I want to keep cooking dinner with you, for you, while I watch you work across the room. It’s all I want to do.”

      “Then stay. Don’t do this.”

      Talia lowered her eyes as she whispered, “She kissed me, Faye. Your best friend…kissed me.”

      Anger flared in the pit of Faye’s stomach, the mere thought of Phoebe in that room at all sending wave after wave of turmoil through her. “Of course she did.”

      “What?” Talia’s forehead creased.

      “She’s been intent on riling me up at any opportunity. And then she made that comment in the bistro last month—”

      “What comment?”

      “About how there was nothing I could do if she paid for you. How she could do it whenever she wanted to.”

      “Jesus, Faye. You could have told me. Warned me.”

      “I didn’t think she’d actually do anything.” And that was the complete truth. To know that Phoebe had pushed this as far as she possibly could… No, she never thought she’d do this. Faye lowered her head to her hands. “I’m so sorry.”

      “You couldn’t have known, Faye.” Talia placed a soothing hand to Faye’s shoulder, not understanding why Faye felt responsible in some way. Neither of them could have known Phoebe would cross the line.

      “Did she hurt you?”

      “No. But she has been blacklisted from the club.”

      “Well, that’s something, I guess.” Faye pulled Talia’s hands into her lap. “Please, don’t end this.”

      “You’re not mad?”

      “With her, I’m seething. But with you, no. How could I be mad at you for this? I know you wouldn’t do a single thing to hurt me. I know that you only see me. And I trust you completely, Talia.”

      Talia brushed a tear from her jaw. “Nobody has ever said anything like that to me before.”

      “You should know by now that I wouldn’t decide anything rash. I don’t have it in me to do something like that.”

      “Faye…” Talia looked up into Faye’s eyes, swallowing.

      “Yeah?”

      “Thank you for defending me to Jenna. I don’t think she meant any harm by coming here, but still…thank you. It means a lot.”

      “I’ll always defend you.” Faye whispered against Talia’s hair as she pulled her against her. “I meant everything I said. Don’t ever forget that.”

      “I just feel a bit overwhelmed by it all.”

      “I know.” Faye pressed a kiss to Talia’s temple, a thumb stroking her cheek. “Phoebe isn’t going to get in the way of us again. It’s time I spoke to her one final time. She’s…not the friend I thought she was.”

      Talia lifted her head, relaxing against Faye as they got comfortable on the couch. “Has she ever given you a hint of how she felt?”

      “No, not that I can ever recall. We met when my divorce was going through and Amy was being a bitch. We just hit it off instantly, and then we kinda became joined at the hip. She’s always been there, but I’ve never felt anything for her other than friendship. I’m kinda sad that she’s been my friend with different intentions for her. If she’d told me, this could have been put to bed a while ago. Because she was only my friend. Nothing more in my mind.”

      “Maybe she was just trying to push my buttons, I don’t know. But if you think about it…it would make sense.”

      Faye sighed, smiling when she felt the weight of Talia’s body between her legs. “I’ll figure it all out. Don’t worry.”

      “I’m not moving from this position today.”

      “Good. I’m not prepared to let you go.” Faye’s heart settled. “I’m never letting you go.”
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      Talia stretched her body, groaning as her joints cracked and popped to life. She rolled onto her side, easing one eye open to find Faye staring back at her. Those blue eyes twinkled as the early morning winter sun streamed through the bedroom window, just Faye’s gentle breathing present as Talia allowed herself a moment to wake up fully.

      Yesterday morning had been…a lot.

      While she’d had every intention of coming here yesterday to end things with Faye, here she was, warm and cosy with the woman she’d given her heart to. The woman who meant the world and more to her. A woman who had defended her when faced with outside influence yesterday.

      Faye loved her? Surely not…

      She reached out a hand, brushing Faye’s blonde hair from her face. Her eyes fluttered closed as Talia’s fingertips touched her skin, Faye’s lips parting ever so slightly. “Mornin’.”

      “I’m so glad you’re here.” Faye shifted closer, nuzzling her face into Talia’s chest. One arm wrapped around Talia’s waist, squeezing her impossibly close. “And I know you won’t always be because you’re working, but it’s still nice having you here this morning.”

      Paul had called Talia early yesterday evening, offering her the night off. Talia would have usually argued that she didn’t need the time off, that she would prefer to be working and earning money, but she didn’t actually need the money…and the idea of leaving Faye alone last night to mull over everything didn’t feel right. “Glad I’m here too.”

      Talia wrapped Faye up in her arms, snuggling further down into the mattress. There was something incredibly satisfying about lying in bed, warm and fuzzy. Talia didn’t usually do warm and fuzzy, but with Faye, she couldn’t imagine any other kind of morning. Her skin was so soft, her shampoo delightful as it wafted towards Talia’s nose, and her morning hair was the most adorable thing Talia had ever witnessed in her twenty-nine years on this earth. Faye Holmes was just…everything.

      Faye tilted her head, gazing up at Talia. “Did you really come here yesterday to end things?”

      “Y-yes.”

      Faye shifted back, leaving Talia feeling deserted and alone. “You didn’t think we were worth a shot? Just because Phoebe likes to play games…you were willing to just forget all of this and walk away?”

      “Babe, it wasn’t like that.” Talia sat up, running a hand through her hair. “You have to understand that being in a relationship with me comes with exactly what happened yesterday morning. People recognise me, they pay for me, and they come running to whoever I’m dating. I know the drill, I know how people like to meddle, and I don’t want you to be a part of that. You mean far too much to me for that.”

      “But…I want to be by your side.”

      Talia nodded slowly. She’d made a bad call on the way over here yesterday. “I realise that now. I’m sorry.”

      “I need you to never do that again, Talia.” Faye reached out, taking Talia’s hands. When she lifted them and kissed Talia’s knuckles, tears welled in Faye’s eyes. “I need you to trust me when I tell you that I’m not going anywhere. Not because you dance, not because of Phoebe. Just…I’m here, okay?”

      “And I love that about you, I really do.” Talia got to her knees, sinking them into the mattress on either side of Faye. When Faye wrapped her arms around Talia’s waist, those blue eyes brightened as she stared up at her. “You’re amazing. I’m sorry; I made a mistake yesterday. It won’t happen again.”

      “God, I want to stay in bed with you all day.” Faye dropped one hand to Talia’s backside. “Naked and very sweaty.”

      “You’ll be lucky; it’s bloody freezing this morning. I don’t think anyone is getting sweaty.”

      “Oh, I’m sure we could have given it a good go.”

      Talia narrowed her eyes, her arms draped over Faye’s shoulders. “Could have?”

      “I have somewhere I need to be. But I won’t be long, and then you’re all mine.” A sadness settled in Faye’s eyes, but then she lowered them to Talia’s naked chest, trailing a single finger up her stomach and between her breasts. “You’ll always be mine, right?”

      God, Talia hoped so. “For as long as you’ll have me.”

      “Forever.” Faye pressed her lips to the space between Talia’s breasts, dragging her nails down Talia’s back. “Now I’m making us breakfast before I have to leave.”

      “Come on,” Talia said, climbing off the bed. She loved making breakfast with Faye; it was something she never really had much opportunity to do in the past. Whoever she’d dated—pre-Megan—seemed to be eager to leave early the next morning. “I’ll get the pancakes on the go while you slice some fresh fruit.” Thrilled when a very naked Faye flung back the covers and swung her legs over the bed, Talia stared up at the ceiling, releasing a slow breath. This woman was absolutely all she needed in life. “And I suggest you put some clothes on before I bolt the door and stop you from leaving.”

      Faye took a step closer, pressing her naked body to Talia’s. She wrapped a hand around the back of her neck and drew Talia into a kiss. “Not the worst idea in the world.”
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      Faye blew out a bracing breath, stopping on the stairs before she headed for Phoebe’s apartment. They’d had a key to one another’s place for several years now, but this morning, Faye would be handing hers back, expecting Phoebe to do the same. After recent events, Faye couldn’t trust her anymore. If she was out to hurt her, and that was becoming more apparent as the weeks went on, she would do the right thing and cut Phoebe from her life.

      Claims she’s in love with you.

      Faye had never heard anything so ridiculous. How could Phoebe be in love with her? It simply wasn’t possible. They’d never had a moment, nothing that could even be considered flirtatious between them. In fact, Phoebe purposely went out of her way to belittle Faye at times. None of this made any sense. Of all the things Phoebe had said in the twelve years since they’d met…this had to be the most unbelievable.

      She took Phoebe’s key from her pocket, climbing the stairs slowly. Faye didn’t particularly want to be here this morning—she had much more pressing things to get on with at home—but the sooner she nipped this in the bud, the sooner she could build on her relationship with Talia. Really, it was all she wanted to be doing. Because Talia made her beam with pride. She made Faye smile with the slightest of glances. And in terms of intimacy, well…Faye couldn’t quite put into words what Talia was capable of in the bedroom. Or the couch. Or the kitchen.

      She flushed at the thought, a dirty grin spreading on her mouth.

      Yeah, she needed to say what she had to say and get back home.

      As she approached Phoebe’s door, she heard the radio playing inside her apartment. Thankfully Phoebe was home, because Faye had no intentions of stretching this out longer than it needed to be. Phoebe had hurt her, had done everything a best friend would never do, and she didn’t appear to give a single crap about that fact.

      Faye knocked as she slid the key into the lock, pushing the door open. Phoebe sat at the breakfast bar reading a newspaper, briefly glancing in Faye’s direction.

      “It’s been a while since you let yourself in. Are you feeling unwell?”

      Faye closed the door and strode towards Phoebe. She placed the key on the counter, opening the top drawer and taking her own apartment key from it. “I was bringing it back.”

      “What? Why?” Phoebe scowled, dropping her newspaper down. “And why are you taking yours off me?”

      “Because we’re done. I don’t want you anywhere near my apartment or in my life.” Tears welled in Phoebe’s eyes, but Faye scoffed and shook her head. “The little miss innocent act doesn’t wash with me. You’re a fucking bitch!”

      Phoebe shot down from her stool, clearing her throat. “I don’t know what the hell is going on with you, but do you have to be so nasty?”

      “Did you really think Talia wouldn’t come home from work and tell me what you did? What you said?”

      Phoebe rolled her eyes. “Go on. Enlighten me.”

      “I’m not standing here arguing the toss with you because, to be honest, I’m really not interested anymore. You stay out of my life, and I’ll stay out of yours. It shouldn’t be hard to do since you repeatedly insult and hurt me lately.”

      Phoebe took a step closer, placing her hand on Faye’s arm. “Faye, I’m sorry if I’ve ever made you feel that way. It wasn’t intentional.”

      “But kissing Talia was?”

      “I didn’t kiss her.” Phoebe snorted. “She’d be fucking lucky.”

      “I suppose you’re going to tell me you didn’t say you were in love with me either?” Faye laughed but all colour drained from Phoebe’s face. “Which is a good thing since you’re not my type, and I’ve never heard anything so ridiculous in my life.”

      “I-I…”

      “You what?” Faye threw up her hands, resting against the kitchen counter. “Stop fucking about and tell me what the hell is going on with you.”

      “S-she’s right,” Phoebe whispered. “I did and said those things.”

      “O-oh.” Faye’s brows drew together. While she hadn’t entertained the idea of Talia lying to her, Faye did not expect Phoebe to be honest. “I…uh.”

      “I just…I never knew how to tell you. We’re entirely different people, Faye, but that didn’t make me want you any less. You’ve always been so put together and supportive of me, and I guess I let my heart get in the way of that. And then she showed up in your life… What does she have that I don’t?”

      “It’s not about what she has, Phoebe.” Faye pulled herself up onto a stool, scrubbing her hands down her face. How the hell had it all come to this? “You were my friend. And even though some of the things you say and do are very questionable, I still loved you like a friend. B-but that’s all. That’s where it ends.” Faye took a calming breath. “Your behaviour lately has gone too far. I just…I don’t want you in my life anymore.”

      “God, I’ve been so fucking stupid.”

      Faye smiled, cocking her head. “And you’re not in love with me, Phoebe. You can’t stand the sight of me most days. But I’m happy with Talia. And what you did at the club is not okay.” Faye still couldn’t quite believe what Phoebe had done. Anger flared deep within her. “You assaulted her!”

      “Don’t tell me how I feel.” Phoebe clenched her jaw, glaring at Faye as she dismissed the fact that she had, in fact, assaulted Talia.

      This was a waste of time. Phoebe, for whatever reason, never seemed to understand how her behaviour affected other people. Nor did she realise that it wasn’t appropriate to throw herself at another woman. Faye couldn’t be involved with someone like that. Someone who took what they wanted.

      “You can’t even look at me with respect let alone speak to me with it.” Faye climbed down from her stool and threw a thumb over her shoulder. “I’m just going to head off. This is pointless.”

      “So, that’s it? You’re throwing away a twelve-year relationship for some slut?”

      “That’s exactly why I’m throwing away a twelve-year friendship with you. You’re not the person I thought you were.”

      As Faye opened the front door, the sound of a toilet flush caught her attention. She didn’t particularly care who Phoebe had over. That was until the bathroom door opened and Jenna walked out wearing very little.

      “Oh, you have to be kidding me!”

      “F-Faye, hi.” Jenna blushed, grabbing a blanket from the back of the couch.

      “Yeah, I’m more than done here.” Faye stepped out into the corridor, disappointed by the people she seemed to welcome into her life. Yes, Phoebe had been there for her at a time when her life was falling apart, but she would have preferred to go it alone if this was the outcome in the end. “Take care of yourself, Phoebe. Don’t call me again.”
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      “God, I don’t want to work tonight.” Talia flung herself through Faye’s front door, smiling when she found Faye curled up on the couch with a hot chocolate and a book. “I’m dreading it even more when I see you sitting here like this.”

      “Well, we don’t all have a hot body that’s in demand. I stay in my lane, and you stay in yours.”

      “But…what if I want to be in your lane?” Talia pushed out her bottom lip, frowning. “Your lane looks so much more fun this afternoon.”

      “Sure. Lying on the couch with a hot chocolate is so rock and roll. I don’t know how you haven’t ripped my clothes off yet.” Faye rolled her eyes, closing her book over and sliding it onto the coffee table. “But we can have dinner and stuff before you leave, so it’s not all bad.”

      “And…stuff?”

      Faye quirked an eyebrow, removing her black, thick-rimmed reading glasses. “You know, sit around. Twiddle our thumbs.”

      “I can think of something I want to twiddle, and it isn’t thumbs.”

      Faye barked a laugh, that delicious sound floating around the apartment.

      “I did have something in mind, but I’m not sure it’s your kind of thing.”

      “Now I’m intrigued.”

      “I need to like…warm up for tonight,” Talia said nonchalantly. Her gaze penetrated Faye as she tried to work out what she was saying, a slow grin spreading on Faye’s mouth. “You know?”

      Faye clambered from the couch as quickly as she could, landing in front of Talia. “No, I don’t know.”

      “Why don’t you take a seat on the couch then? It’s much easier if I just show you.” Faye turned, but Talia suddenly gripped her wrist. “Ah, not yet.”

      Faye swallowed as she looked up into Talia’s eyes.

      “Tell me something,” Talia whispered, lowering the zip on Faye’s hoodie. “That first night you came into my room…did you know how aroused I was?”

      “N-no.” Faye’s eyes darkened.

      “You’re the only person to ever do that to me.”

      Faye blushed, her dimples threatening an appearance. “I’m sure that’s not true.”

      Talia pressed her body to Faye’s. When her back connected with the kitchen counter, Talia reached a hand up and gently gripped Faye’s jaw, smiling as her breath came in short and sharp. Yeah, she could make a woman weak at the knees…but it was only this woman she had any plans to do that to. Now, and hopefully forever. She lowered her head, brushing her lips against the softness of Faye’s, an overwhelming urge to never leave this apartment again.

      But then Faye deepened the kiss, wrapping her arms around Talia’s neck, her tongue poking between her lips. She wasn’t sure what she’d imagined—how animalistic Faye could be in certain situations—but that ever-present shyness seemed to evaporate as she moaned into Talia’s mouth, nipping at her bottom lip as she pulled back.

      Talia traced a fingertip across Faye’s cheekbone as their foreheads pressed together. She studied Faye’s impressive blue eyes, wondering just how much she could push her buttons. “When I was in your lap…” She paused, brushing her bottom lip against Faye’s. “God, I’d never been so wet.”

      A whimper escaped Faye’s lips, her knees buckling. “Talia.”

      “Tell me what you want, beautiful.” Talia didn’t lose her focus. This was all she’d wanted for so many years. Someone who felt breathless in her presence. Someone who looked at her like they wanted to devour her. Someone…like Faye. “Tell me.”

      “You,” Faye murmured.

      “You’ve got me.”

      Faye unbuttoned Talia’s jacket and slipped it from her shoulders. Her breath hitched when Talia stood before her, those blue eyes roaming her body.

      “I kinda came prepared. I hope you don’t mind.” Talia had planned this all before she left her apartment some twenty minutes ago. Black leather pants, heels, just a bra beneath her jacket. She wanted to show Faye that she could have anything she wanted—dance and all.

      Faye’s eyes darkened as she placed a hand to Talia’s stomach. She shivered, her lips parting when soft fingertips ghosted up higher. “Wow.”

      “That night,” Talia whispered, lifting Faye’s chin with two fingers. “What did you really think?”

      Faye’s cheeks reddened. “I…I shouldn’t say.”

      “I turned you on, didn’t I?” Faye took her bottom lip between her teeth, her eyes closing. “You can admit it, you know.”

      “Y-yes.”

      Talia leaned in, kissing Faye’s neck. “Good. That was the plan.”

      “It was?”

      “Mmhmm. I was already into you. And while I knew I couldn’t have you, I wanted to give you…something.”

      “God, you were so hot.” Faye trembled when Talia’s lips moved across the swell of her breasts, her hands slipping her hoodie from her shoulders. “And the way you danced…I-I didn’t want it to end.”

      “So you did want another dance from me?” Talia pulled back, a smirk breaking out on her mouth as she did so.

      “No, I just…” Faye sighed. “Maybe.”

      “You know there’s nothing wrong with that, right? I’d dance for you over and over…” Talia found the hem of Faye’s sweats. “May I?”

      Faye nodded, her back still pressed to the counter.

      But as Talia lowered Faye’s sweats down her legs, watching them pool at Faye’s feet, she realised just how much she needed this woman. Talia gripped the front of Faye’s bra and pulled her to her. “Sit on the couch.”

      Faye took her bottom lip between her teeth, her eyes setting Talia’s body ablaze wherever they landed.

      “Go on. Sit down, beautiful.” She guided Faye to the couch, gently pushing her down. “Stay there.”

      Talia went back to the kitchen, plugging her phone into the speaker on the counter. She scrolled for a particular song, The Weeknd’s Often, and quietly slid her leather pants from her legs. She eyed her heels beside her pants—no, that may be a little too much for her to take—and hit play, rounding the front of the couch again.

      “H-holy…” Faye’s mouth fell open as Talia straddled her.

      Talia lowered herself onto Faye, slowly rolling her hips to the beat of the music. “I know this isn’t what you’re expecting, but you can have it all. Fuck, if I only spent my time dancing for you for the rest of my life, I’d be one very happy woman.” She ground down in Faye’s lap, trailing her tongue up the side of Faye’s throat. “When I’m not with you, you’re all I think about. You’re all I want.” Talia tracked her tongue back down the dip in Faye’s neck, smiling against her skin when Faye released a ragged breath. “You…God, I always want you so fucking much.”

      Faye, so sure and so steady, placed her hands on Talia’s thighs, caressing her palms up and down her skin. And then she turned her head towards Talia’s ear, nipping her lobe. “I can touch you, right?”

      Talia pulled back, staring directly into Faye’s eyes. “Always.”

      Talia rolled her hips again, slowly…teasing.

      Faye shifted her hands further back, gripping her ass. “I don’t know how I kept my hands to myself the first night I met you.”

      “You can touch all you like in here,” Talia whispered as she grinned at the look on Faye’s face. She looked aroused yet terrified. “Nobody is ever going to stop this. It’s just you and me.”

      “Promise?” As Faye asked that, she brought one hand away from Talia’s ass and dipped it between her legs. “I can touch forever?”

      “Forever, gorgeous.”

      Faye leaned up, capturing Talia’s lips. When she ghosted a single fingertip up her lace covered folds, she demanded, “Spread your legs.”

      If Talia thought Faye was on the shy side of intimacy, this afternoon was leading her to believe otherwise. Perhaps Faye had just needed a little encouragement in that department, a push in the right direction, because the look Talia was receiving right now as she opened her legs wider…well, Faye was going to do as she pleased to her. Encouragement or none.

      Faye moaned as she cupped Talia through her underwear, and then she teased her further when she pushed the lace to one side and pressed a finger between her lips. Faye craned her neck again, placing sloppy kisses up Talia’s throat. “You’re so wet.”

      Faye knew exactly what she was doing. “I-if you keep doing that, you won’t get this dance.”

      “I don’t want you to dance; I want to touch you.”

      Talia bucked slowly against Faye’s hand, gripping the back of the couch with both hands. She hadn’t anticipated this reaction this afternoon, but Faye…fuck, she could work her up like nobody else in this world.

      Faye lowered Talia’s bra beneath her nipple, sucking it into her mouth as she increased the pressure between her legs. She sucked harder only to release Talia’s nipple slowly, her teeth grazing.

      Right now, Talia was on cloud 9.

      “Fuck, that feels good.” Talia shifted up and forward; she needed Faye inside her. “You feel so good.”

      Faye eased two fingers inside Talia, giving attention to her other nipple as Talia continued rolling her hips. Only in her wildest dreams had she imagined a moment like this. But she should have known what Faye was capable of making her feel. They’d spent many nights together, every last one of them delectable.

      “Oh, shit.” Talia lifted one hand from the couch, pressing it against the back of Faye’s head. “Yes, t-that…”

      “Mm, your skin tastes amazing.” Faye ran the flat of her tongue over Talia’s nipple, her hooded eyes watching her as she did so. “And I can promise you right now” Faye almost slipped out of Talia only to push deeper. “I’m going to fuck you senseless until the moment you leave me tonight.”

      Talia squeezed her eyes shut when Faye pushed in and out, her thumb rolling over her clit. She lifted up onto her knees, giving Faye whatever space she needed. But Faye only held onto her waist, her tongue taking slow circles around her navel. “Faye, shit,” Talia hissed as Faye dug her nails into her hip, pumping harder and faster inside her. “O-oh, I’m close.”

      “Come for me so we can take this elsewhere.” Faye’s words tilted Talia’s world on its axis. “I’m not done with you yet.”

      Talia cried out into the open space, shuddering against Faye, her fingers still moving inside her, her thumb lashing her clit. “S-shit.” Talia’s breath hitched as she slumped against Faye, every last drop of her orgasm coaxed from her with Faye’s incredible fingers. “Oh, God…” She moaned, spent but needing so much more. “G-get up.” Talia, on shaky legs, demanded. “And take me to bed.”

      Faye grinned, popping the clasp on the front of her bra. “Gladly.”

      But as Talia took Faye’s hand, their bodies colliding, she captured Faye’s lips gently and then pulled back. “Those things you said to Jenna the other week…”

      “What about them?” Faye asked, her voice filled with desire.

      “Did you mean it?” Talia stroked her fingertips up Faye’s bare forearm, a shudder travelling through Faye’s body.

      “Every last word.”

      Talia swallowed, studying Faye’s eyes. This woman was as honest as they came. “Then…I love you, too.”
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        * * *

      

      Talia stood in front of the mirror in the dressing room, blowing out a breath. For the first time in her career, she didn’t want to be here this evening. She wanted to be wrapped up with Faye, the woman she’d declared her love for this afternoon.

      Talia never thought she’d speak those words again, it hadn’t once seemed possible over the last few years, but she couldn’t have chosen a better woman to be with…Faye was her world. Some might have said Talia wasn’t capable of love—how could she do what she does when she has a significant other at home?—but those people had no idea what they were talking about, and Talia would always be of that opinion.

      Faye got her. She got Faye. When people didn’t involve themselves, their relationship was flawless.

      A knock on the dressing room door had Talia rolling her eyes. Since when did people knock?

      “Yeah?”

      Another dancer popped her head around the door. “Paul wants to see you in his office.”

      “Okay, tell him I’ll be there in five. Finishing off in here.” Talia held out her arms, just a pair of pants covering her legs. “As you can see, I’m not quite dressed yet.”

      “I’m sure he won’t mind if you go in there wiggling your tits in his face. Maybe it’ll lighten his mood.”

      “He’s got a face on him?”

      “Mm. Something has pissed him off. He basically yelled at me to come and find you.”

      Talia shrugged her hoodie on. “Fine. But when I’m late getting onto the stage, it’s his problem.”

      She followed the other dancer down the corridor, shuffling off towards Paul’s office as quickly as she could. When she knocked on the open door, he spun in his office chair.

      “Do you know what this is about?”

      Talia stepped inside, closing the door. “Um, no. What’s going on?”

      “You’re sleeping with a client? Are you fucking serious, Adria!”

      Talia eased into a seat, dragging her hair over one shoulder. While Paul was furious, he’d never spoken to her like that before. “First of all, I’d appreciate it if you spoke to me with some respect. And second, no. I’m not sleeping with a client.”

      “So, the report I received is a lie?” Paul spun the screen towards Talia. “This woman, the one you told me was a friend, is actually your partner?”

      “Oh, Faye? Yeah. She’s my girlfriend,” Talia said, smiling. “But I’m not sure why it matters. She doesn’t come here.”

      “That’s bullshit. She’s booked in several times since we opened; I’ve already checked.” Paul threw down the booking forms, scoffing. “Faye Holmes. Picture ID to match.”

      Fuck! Talia’s stomach sank. “Fine. I met her working my other job. Our relationship doesn’t affect anything I do here, and she doesn’t come by anymore.”

      “I don’t give a fuck. Get rid of her or I get rid of you!”

      Talia glared. “Excuse me?”

      “Finish it. If you don’t, you no longer have a job here. If the girls find out about this, they’ll all think they can rip up their contract and fuck whoever they like.”

      “I’m not fucking whoever I like. We’re in a relationship!” Talia was seething, but she hated screaming matches. It likely wouldn’t solve anything. Besides, in many ways, Paul was right. She had signed a contract to say she wouldn’t have any kind of relations outside of the club with a client. “You’ve known me a long time, Paul. Have I ever done anything to jeopardise my job?”

      Paul held up his hand, facing away from Talia. “You’ve disappointed me. If you’re not willing to end it with her, you can get your things and leave. Maybe some shitty club will pick you up at some point, but I hope you’re willing to downgrade.”

      Talia’s heart constricted. This job was her life. It didn’t matter what she did, how good she was, this was just more proof that she’d never have everything she wanted. Someone, somewhere, would always expect her to choose the job or the love life.

      “Right, well…” She got to her feet, holding back her emotions. “I guess I’ll pack my shit up then and see you around.”

      Paul shot her a look. “Y-you’re choosing to walk away?”

      “I wasn’t walking away. You’ve fired me.”

      “No, no. I gave you the option.” Paul laughed, shaking his head. “And you chose her. You’re a fool.”

      Talia pressed her hands against his desk, leaning forward. “Actually, I think you’re the fool, Paul. You and I both know this place will sink without me here. I’m the one who brings the clients in. I’m the one you asked to leave London to get this set up here. Well, you know what? Fuck you and fuck your club! I’ve worked my arse off for you for almost ten years, and this is the thanks I get? Shove the fucking lot of it!”

      Paul opened his mouth to speak, but Talia was done. She strode towards the door, turning back briefly.

      “I came to you and told you about Jensen, but she’s still here. She actually kissed a client in her room, but I’m being alienated because I’m in a committed relationship? There’s something seriously wrong with that.”

      “She promised it wouldn’t happen again.”

      “No. What you mean to say is that you’re only willing to turn the other way if I’m on my knees behind your desk, sucking your dick! I’ve seen it happening. I’m not fucking stupid.”

      Talia pulled the door open, leaving the room as it bounced back off the inside wall. She’d never felt so happy walking into this club tonight, and now she had no career left. The bistro was a nice place to be, but she didn’t leave at the end of the week with two grand in her pocket.

      With her head held high and a tremendous amount of love for Faye sitting in her chest, she headed for the dressing room and eyed the clock. It was only 9:30, if she left soon, she could spend what was left of this evening with Faye. She’d come to realise lately that her girlfriend was the only one who seemed to have her back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Faye relaxed into the couch, her entire body aching from the activities Talia had her involved in this afternoon. It was a good ache, muscles she hadn’t used in a long time seemed to have come back to life, but as she lay here…it only made her miss Talia that little bit more than she usually did. But it was fine. It had to be. Talia was out there doing what she loved, and surprisingly, had spoken those three words to Faye earlier. She hadn’t anticipated it, she also didn’t expect her to say it so soon, but hearing ‘I love you’ slip from Talia’s beautiful mouth…Faye couldn’t explain how it made her feel.

      She had known for a few weeks that what she felt for Talia was more than Faye was willing to admit. Nobody fired her up the way Talia did. But the fear of rejection had won out. When Jenna had shown up at her door, the words had slipped out so effortlessly that Faye wondered why she’d ever worried. It felt right to speak about Talia like that. It felt genuine. Even if she’d conveyed her feelings in other ways, saying it made all the difference.

      But had Faye expected Talia to say it back? God, no. It wasn’t something she thought possible.

      Talia, incredibly sexy Talia, the woman who ignited every inch of Faye’s skin…loved her.

      Faye barked a laugh, sinking her head deeper into the cushion. “Holy fuck!”

      Really, it was quite unbelievable. What were the chances of Faye coming into this year alone and contemplating her every expectation, only for her to fall in love with a woman who really did fulfil her in every way possible? Her mum was going to lose her mind when she found out just how serious things were between them. And then she would ramble on about what was next. That thought alone reminded Faye that she’d prefer to keep Talia to herself for a while longer yet. She had absolutely no issue introducing them to one another, but Talia was likely to run a mile when her mum got wind of it all.

      God, no. That can’t happen yet.

      A key in the door had Faye sitting bolt upright, her heart pounding. Did Phoebe have another key that Faye didn’t know about? It wouldn’t surprise her.

      But then Talia walked through the door, dragging her suitcase behind her.

      Faye’s brows drew together as she threw the blanket from her legs, approaching her girlfriend. “Hey, what’s happened?”

      “N-nothing,” Talia said, her eyes swollen and red. “Can I stay the night?”

      “That’s not a question you ever have to ask.” She guided Talia through to the living room, staring down at her as she sunk into the couch. “Has something happened?” And then Faye’s stomach almost hit the floor. “H-has someone hurt you at work?”

      Talia instantly reached out for Faye when her voice broke.

      “God, no. Nothing like that. I’m perfectly fine.” Faye got comfy in Talia’s lap, sitting side on. “I wasn’t needed at the club tonight, that’s all. Quiet night.”

      “Friday is a quiet night?” Faye wasn’t sure she believed that.

      “Y-yeah. Nothing to worry about. I’m sure things will pick up again.” Talia stroked a hand up and down Faye’s thigh, resting her head against the back of the couch. Something was definitely on her mind, but Faye didn’t know where to begin. So long as a client hadn’t done anything untoward, that was the main thing.

      “I was about to have a look for a film. Did you want to join me?”

      “Can I spoon you?”

      Faye gripped her face, grinning as she leant into a kiss. “You’re only joining me if you spoon me.”

      “Perfect. Get this gorgeous arse up then so I can slip into something more comfortable,” Talia said in a low, teasing voice. But it only had wetness gathering between Faye’s legs. She may have been joking, getting a rise out of Faye, but Faye’s body didn’t know that. It simply heard what it wanted to hear and went from there. “Maybe we could put a horror on.”

      “Ha! In your dreams.”

      Talia stared up at Faye, smirking. “You don’t like horror? Is my girlfriend a wimp?”

      “If I was, would you still love me the same?”

      Talia got to her feet, wrapping her arms around Faye’s waist. She drew her into a soft kiss, smiling against Faye’s lips. “I love you no matter what.”
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        * * *

      

      Faye pottered around the kitchen, giving Talia an extra hour before she woke her up. When they’d gone to bed last night, Talia had asked that Faye not set the alarm clock unless she needed it for herself and that she wouldn’t be working out this morning. Faye had wanted to question it, to know why Talia was down since coming home from work very early last night, but Talia didn’t want to talk about it. Faye saw it in her eyes as they snuggled together in bed.

      So, she wouldn’t push it. At least, not right now. When Talia was ready to talk, she would come to Faye. Thankfully, that was the kind of relationship they had. Amy had always kept things bottled up, and then when it became too much, she exploded on Faye at the drop of a hat. She didn’t want that with Talia. She wanted openness and honesty. That way, nothing could get mixed up.

      As Faye quietly loaded the dishwasher, Talia’s phone vibrated on the kitchen counter. Paul’s name flashed on the screen, but Faye wouldn’t answer it. It wasn’t her phone, and it wasn’t her business. She added a dishwasher tablet as the call ended, closing the door and resting back with a tea towel in her hands. Yes, she was cleaning for the sake of it, but it kept her from thinking about last night. The conflict in Talia’s eyes, the lack of conversation…

      Faye peered at Talia’s screen as it lit up again. She had eleven missed calls from Paul. Okay, that was concerning. And then the phone started to ring again. Faye lifted it, chewing her lip. Paul clearly needed to speak to Talia. Something was wrong.

      “Hi, it’s Faye. Talia’s…friend.”

      “Oh, uh…”

      “She’s not available right now. Can I take a message since you seem to really need to get a hold of her?”

      Paul fell silent, just the sound of his breath filtering down the line.

      “Hello?”

      “Sorry. Could you ask her to call me when she has a minute.”

      “Of course. Is it urgent?” Faye asked.

      “No. Not urgent. I just wanted to speak to her about something.”

      Faye smiled. That was a relief. “Okay, I’ll have her call you as soon as she can. Bye, Pa—”

      The line went dead before Faye could finish her sentence. She narrowed her eyes as she placed Talia’s phone down and stepped away from it. She already felt bad for answering her girlfriend’s phone; she didn’t want to dissect the call too.

      Faye considered waking Talia, but the bedroom door opened as she dropped down onto the couch, preventing her from needing to. Talia yawned as she padded barefoot towards the couch, curling up as she settled beside Faye. “Mornin’, babe.”

      “Hey.” Faye pressed a kiss to Talia’s hair. “Sleep well?”

      “Mm. Like a baby.”

      “And you’re not working out today? Or were you planning a later run?”

      Talia lifted a shoulder, bringing her knees to her chest. “Nah. Don’t think I’ll bother today.”

      “Okay. While I love the idea of you being here all day, is there a reason why you don’t want to work out? I mean, you don’t need to, that’s not what I’m saying…but you never miss out on a session.”

      “Breathe,” Talia laughed, side eyeing Faye. “I’m not working out because I have no reason to.”

      “Paul called.”

      “What? You answered?”

      “Only when I saw you had eleven missed calls from him. I’m sorry, but I was worried something had happened.”

      “He’s a prick.” Talia scoffed. “And I’m not interested in anything he has to say.”

      Faye settled back against the couch, wrapping an arm around Talia’s shoulder. “Something happened, and I’d like to think that you trust me enough to tell me. I can’t help you if you don’t.”

      “He fired me last night.”

      Faye’s forehead creased. Why the hell would he do something like that when Talia was keeping business alive for him? “Why?”

      “Just did. We don’t need to talk about it. I’ll see if the bistro will give me extra shifts. But first, I wanted to ask if I could take you out dancing tonight.”

      “Dancing?”

      “Drinks and dancing. I want to let my hair down. It’ll be the first time in a long time, and since I have no reason not to, I thought we could make full use of our Saturday night together.”

      “I’d love to go out with you tonight. I’m due to get my manuscript back on Monday morning so tonight would be great. And then tomorrow, we’ll lounge around and do absolutely nothing.”

      “Perfect,” Talia said, leaning in and kissing Faye’s cheek. “So, I should head home and get some things sorted for this evening. Unless you wanted me to pick up some clothes and just come back here?”

      “Whatever you want to do. I’m happy to have you here all day and night, but if you needed to go home for a few hours, get some space or whatever, that’s fine.”

      “Space from you? Woman, you’re crazy!”

      “Talia,” Faye paused, turning side on. She really wanted to get to the bottom of all of this before this evening. Because if Talia was letting her hair down for the first time in forever, there was no telling the state she could potentially be in later. “What happened at the club? Why did Paul fire you?”

      Talia stared down at her knees, brushing a tear from her cheek. “He knows about you. He asked me to decide, so I did.”

      “Decide what?”

      “Between you and my career.”

      Faye’s pulse whooshed in her ears. Paul had made Talia decide...and she’d chosen Faye. Surely not. “I…don’t want you to do that. If you’re here because you chose me, I don’t want you to do that. Dancing is your life, Talia.”

      “You’re more important.”

      “As beautiful as it sounds hearing you say that, you and I both know that you’ll be miserable without your career. And I’d love nothing more than for you to be here with me every night, but I knew what I was getting myself into when we met. Please, call him.”

      “You don’t understand. He’s not saying I can have both; he’s telling me to pick you or the job. He hasn’t given me a few days to decide or anything else. He told me to end things with you, or I had to leave the club. So, I left the club.”

      “Can he do that?” Faye wanted to believe it was unlawful, but she had no idea what was allowed. She recalled Talia telling her it was forbidden to date a client, but she hadn’t actually believed it.

      “It’s in my contract. And even though you and I know you’re not a client, they don’t see it that way. You’re on the books.”

      “So take me off them.” Faye scoffed, shaking her head. If it meant Talia could keep her job, she’d never step foot inside the club again. “Tell him I’m not a client anymore.”

      “To be honest, he never should have given me the ultimatum. And I know he’s calling to ask me to change my mind, but I can’t do that, Faye. If I’ve realised anything recently, it’s how important you are to me. I couldn’t imagine a life without you in it, and I don’t even want to try.”

      “We need to figure this out. You can’t lose your job simply for dating someone. I’m not even a regular. This is pathetic.” Faye got to her feet, pacing in front of the coffee table. “Can’t I sign something to say I won’t come by anymore?”

      “It doesn’t work like that, babe. It’s my own fault for getting involved with someone who’d been to the club. Now I have to face the consequences.”

      “Your own fault? Nobody is at fault. We fell in love Talia; you make it sound like a terrible mistake.”

      “Shit, no. That’s not what I’m saying.” Talia followed Faye, wrapping her arms around her waist. “Loving you will never be a mistake. But this is my fault. I knew what would happen, I just…didn’t think I’d get caught.”

      “I feel like I’ve ruined your career. Everything you’ve worked hard for is gone because of me.”

      “Hey,” Talia whispered, tipping Faye’s chin towards her. “You’re the breath of fresh air I needed in my life. You haven’t ruined a single thing. I love you.”

      Faye nuzzled into Talia’s chest, sniffling. “I love you too.” But there wasn’t a single scenario where Talia lost her job because of Faye, and she was going to make sure of that. “I’m so sorry.”

      “It is what it is, Faye. It’s not the end of the world. I still have you.”

      “You deserve both. All of it. You deserve the world.”

      Talia swayed them as they stood embraced, wrapped up in one another. “Got the world right here,” she said, pressing a kiss to Faye’s temple. “Now, I’m going home to grab some things for tonight, and then I’ll be back. Give me a few hours, okay?”

      “Okay. It’s going to take me all day to make myself look beautiful, so you’d better get going.”

      Talia cupped her face, tracing a thumb across Faye’s bottom lip. “Nonsense. You’re the most beautiful woman in this world.”
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      Faye lifted her phone from the coffee table, squinting as she typed a number in from her laptop. This could be the biggest mistake she’d ever made, but the thought of Talia losing her job because of her…she had to at least try. If it went her way and Paul could understand that Faye wasn’t a client, perhaps he’d reconsider firing Talia. Or foolishly allowing her to walk away.

      With a shaking hand, she continued to stare down at the number for the club. There was probably nobody there—that would be just Faye’s luck—but if Paul did answer…what exactly was she going to say? She didn’t have a demanding bone in her body; he’d likely just laugh and end the call. Still, she found her thumb pressing the call button as she brought her phone to her ear.

      “Vision.”

      “H-hi, could I speak to Paul, please?” Faye toyed with the tassel on the edge of the blanket draped over her legs. As warm and cosy as she felt inside, she wished Talia was spending the day with her. But a lot seemed to have happened last night, and Faye understood Talia’s need for space. Even if that wasn’t quite the pretence under which she’d left, Faye knew Talia had a lot on her mind.

      “One moment. I’ll put you through.”

      The pleasant voice Faye had been met with was about to turn into a miserable guy who likely didn’t care for anything she had to say.

      “Paul.”

      “Hi, Paul. It’s Faye. Talia’s girlfriend. We met at the club when you kindly let me in to watch her train.”

      “Yeah, I know who you are,” Paul said as he cleared his throat. “Can I help you with something?”

      “Talia came home last night kinda upset. Is it true she’s been fired?”

      “No, it’s not true. She had a decision to make, and that decision led to her leaving Vision.”

      “Right, well…if this is about me, I’m not a client, Paul. We didn’t meet at the club. We met before. I didn’t realise who she was until after I’d been to Vision. So, all of this is really very unnecessary.”

      “Talia…Adria…had a contract to honour. If she knew you before the club, then she’s more of a fool than I thought she was. This could have been prevented if she hadn’t brought you to Vision.”

      “She didn’t bring me to Vision. My friend did. I had no idea Talia was Adria.”

      “That’s too bad. But it’s not my problem.”

      Perhaps not, but Paul’s attitude was certainly his problem. One he should really address.

      “Right, okay.” Faye pinched the bridge of her nose, her eyes fluttering closed. “Then I’d like you to remove my details from the system. I don’t want to be on the books of an establishment that doesn’t give their employees the benefit of the doubt.”

      Paul scoffed.

      “How is Jensen?” Faye was playing with fire now, but she was at a point of no longer caring. If Jensen could get away with kissing Faye, then Talia losing her job really wasn’t something Paul should be considering. “Still at the club?”

      “Y-yes.”

      “Interesting. I thought client relationships were forbidden.”

      Paul paused on the line, just the sound of him clicking a pen as Faye waited for whatever he came up with next. “They are.”

      “I should have done this the last time I was at the club, but being someone who doesn’t like to cause trouble, I left it.”

      “Should have done what?”

      “Put in a formal complaint. I mean, I’m fairly certain Jensen isn’t supposed to kiss clients. And if you check back on the footage, you’ll see that I didn’t hint at her doing so.” Faye heard Paul shift, rustling papers in front of him. “Should I come by to sign the complaint or…”

      “What do you want from me, Faye?”

      “I don’t want a thing from you. But Talia has dedicated her entire adult life to you and your business. Do the right thing and give her back her job. You and I both know she deserves to be there. You said it yourself; she’s the one who keeps you going from day to day.”

      Paul sighed. “She won’t answer my calls.”

      “Give her a few days. She’s angry with herself and you.”

      “Have her call me. She’s got a week!” Paul ended the call, leaving Faye sitting with a smug grin on her face.

      Satisfied that Talia would have a job to go back to, Faye did a little dance as she closed the lid of her laptop. Then she shot to her feet. She had a night out to get ready for, with the most incredible woman to ever step foot in her life.

      “Come on. You’ve done your bit. Let your hair down.”
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        * * *

      

      Faye turned away from the bar, cocktails in hand, and moved through the crowd of people on the dance floor. Talia looked delectable tonight—letting her hair down really had worked wonders this evening—even if she was slightly tipsy just three drinks in. But Faye couldn’t blame her girlfriend for letting go. A lot had happened recently. Between Phoebe causing scene after scene, Paul releasing her from the club, and the initial conflict between the two of them, Talia deserved to enjoy her night out however she saw fit. Faye wasn’t going to hold it against her.

      “Ugh. I thought I’d lost you for a moment.” Talia wrapped an arm around Faye’s waist, grinning as she leaned in and kissed her. “What did you choose in the end?”

      “Suck, bang, and blow.”

      Talia arched a brow. “Impressive.”

      “And this is yours,” Faye said, handing over Talia’s cocktail. “A tight snatch, just for you.”

      Talia burst out into a fit of laughter as she took her drink. “You know, I didn’t expect this side of you. Bringing me to a cocktail bar with a list of dirty drinks…”

      “No? Is that the same as when we first met, and you discovered who I was?”

      Talia watched Faye, confused.

      “When you realised I was Faye Holmes, you made a comment about how I didn’t look like the kind of person to write what I do.”

      Talia visibly winced. “Sorry, babe. I hope that didn’t offend you. I just…I don’t know. When I used to watch you, you seemed really closed off and quiet. But then BAM! you know?”

      Faye smiled. She knew exactly what Talia was saying. “I know. Don’t worry, I wasn’t offended.”

      “Can you believe I turned down that drink with you when we met? God, that has to be the single most stupid decision of my life.” Talia sunk down into her seat, directing Faye into the one next to her. “Hard to think about it now.”

      “Everything worked out in the end. That’s what matters.”

      “Why did you ask me out for a drink? We’d only spoken once or twice…you had no idea who I was.”

      If Faye was being honest, she was shocked when she’d asked Talia out. Because that wasn’t something she usually did. Especially not on a whim without knowing the first thing about someone. But Talia had that pull, that intrigue, that…something she couldn’t put her finger on. “I just wanted to know you.”

      “Well, I’m glad about that. And even though I turned you down, I hope you know I didn’t do it because I wasn’t interested in you. God, I was. I was so interested in you, Faye. But I had it in my head that you’d run when you found out about everything else. I couldn’t face that rejection.”

      Faye lifted a hand, cupping Talia’s cheek. “I know. Don’t beat yourself up about it.”

      “You have the softest hands.” Talia leaned into Faye’s touch, her eyes closing briefly. Faye could spend forever touching Talia. That connection always intensified when they had skin-on-skin contact.

      “Why don’t we settle in here with our drinks and then get on that dance floor.”

      Talia nodded as she pressed a kiss to Faye’s palm. “I’d love to. But you should know, my dancing is my dancing. Don’t expect some kind of granny dancing around my handbag.”

      Okay, what did that even mean? “Explain…”

      “If I’m dancing, I’m dancing.”

      Faye’s eyes widened. Surely Talia wasn’t going to dance the way she did at work? “You mean—”

      “No, no. Nothing too raunchy.” Talia leaned in, nipping at Faye’s earlobe. Just that simple action sent desire straight to her core, her breathing suddenly laboured. “But I will do everything I can to get you really fired up.”

      “T-Talia.” Faye gripped Talia’s knee to steady herself. This woman only had to look at her and she was fired up. God only knew what the outcome of her dancing in this club would be.

      “Mm?” Talia smirked against the side of Faye’s face.

      “God, you’re too much.” Faye turned her head, capturing Talia’s gorgeous mouth. And oh, the things it could do. Faye had never been with anyone so sexually free, so…hot. Talia really had ignited every aspect of her life. She pulled back, those dark eyes as enticing as ever. “But I wouldn’t have you any other way.”

      “No?”

      Faye grinned. “Never.”

      “Then get that beautiful backside on the dance floor. I want everyone in here to know that you’re all mine.”

      Faye couldn’t and wouldn’t argue with that.

      As Talia got to her feet and dragged Faye up with her, their bodies collided in the most delicious of ways. If Talia kept looking at her the way she was, if her hands held onto her hips the way they were, neither would make it to the dance floor. They’d be on their way home sharpish.

      Talia guided her onto the dance floor, the thrum of the music already taking over her body as she leaned in and whispered, “I love you a ridiculous amount.”

      Those words, the sincerity in Talia’s voice, Faye wasn’t sure whether to cry or kiss the face off her girlfriend. Before Faye had time to make a decision, Talia was behind her, pressing her body to the back of Faye. Her hands roamed down Faye’s stomach, her lips danced along her neck, and her breath…short and sharp, had Faye wishing there was nobody else in the room.

      “Of all the things I imagined when I moved here…you were not one of them.”

      Talia’s hands continued to roam slowly, setting every inch of Faye’s skin on fire. Faye didn’t fall for women like this, not in a million years, but would she take back anything she had with Talia? Never. Because Talia made her think, she made her tick, and Jesus…she made her wet.

      “But you just appeared. In my life. And I’m so thankful for that.” Talia’s breath washed over Faye’s ear as she moved Faye against her, rolling her hips. “I can’t believe you chose me, Faye. That you love me. I just…can’t lose you. Ever.”

      Everything Talia was saying was what Faye had always dreamt of hearing. Amy had been great in many ways, but this—what she had with Talia—was in an entirely different league. “That’s not going to happen.” Faye lifted her hand and wrapped it around the back of Talia’s neck. Her own chest heaved as her backside ground in Talia’s lap, the friction just perfect…for the time being. It wouldn’t be long before Faye needed Talia far more than she did in this moment.

      “You feel so good against me.” Talia’s voice was laced with desire as her hand lowered to Faye’s thigh. Talia palmed it, grazing her nails painfully close to the inside, before drawing her hand away. “And I can’t wait to have you to myself tonight.”

      Arousal pooled between Faye’s legs. Would Talia always make her feel that way? So filled with desire that she couldn’t form a coherent thought? This was all so new to Faye that, at times, she wondered if she would combust. With Talia wrapped around her, it was perfectly possible.

      Faye turned, draping her arms over Talia’s shoulders, her bottom lip between her teeth. “Tonight,” Faye whispered as she leaned in, “you’re going to fuck me senseless. I hope you realise that.”

      A dirty smirk formed on Talia’s mouth, her thigh once again slipping between Faye’s legs. “In that case, I’m going to have you on edge until the second we stumble through the door.” She pushed her thigh to Faye’s sex, their foreheads touching. “You’ll be so wet; you’re going to want me to take you right here. And you know I’d give you anything you wanted.”

      Faye threw her head back, laughing. Talia may be hot and dirty at any given moment, but Faye knew when she was bluffing. “You wouldn’t.”

      Talia gripped Faye’s ass, forcing her down onto her thigh. To everyone else, it looked like nothing more than dancing, but Faye and Talia knew exactly what was happening here. “Wanna try me, gorgeous?”

      Faye buried her face in Talia’s neck, that intoxicating scent making her dizzy. “Oh, God.”

      “Mmhmm. That’s what I thought.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Talia dragged Faye through the front door, wincing as it closed with a thud. It was three in the morning, Talia could already feel her hangover approaching, but she had no intention of sleeping yet. No, she wanted Faye. As the night had worn on, just watching her girlfriend let go and enjoy herself…Talia itched to remove the gorgeous black dress from Faye’s body. And then there were those eyes…

      Mmhmm, I need her right now.

      She kicked off her heels, catching Faye by the wrist as she strode through the apartment. When she turned Faye to her, pulling her into her body, Talia groaned. “Do you have any idea how fucking gorgeous you are?”

      Faye grinned as she leaned into a kiss. “Mm. You mentioned it once or twice tonight.”

      “Only once or twice?” Talia mumbled, guiding Faye through the open space, their bodies still pressed together. “Maybe I should show you how gorgeous you are. You know, in the bedroom?”

      Faye’s pulse quickened under Talia’s fingertips as she placed them on her neck. “I-I…” She gripped Talia’s ass, moaning into her mouth. “God, I’ve wanted you all night.”

      Talia jutted her chin, a smirk playing on her mouth. “Bedroom, babe. Right now.”

      As Faye’s back connected with the closed bedroom door, Talia threaded her fingers through those luscious blonde locks. Her own breath quickened when she ground against Faye’s thigh, all sense of who and where she was fading.

      And then Faye leaned in towards her ear. “I’ve been so wet for you all night. I almost had you fuck me under the table.”

      Talia’s head fell to Faye’s shoulder. God, she would have loved nothing more than to take care of Faye whenever she wanted and needed it. Out in public or not, she’d have Faye coming time and time again. “Then I’m going to need you to tell me that next time.”

      “Talia…”

      Talia lifted her head, staring into Faye’s eyes.

      “I need you inside me.”

      With her hand reaching around Faye, Talia turned the handle and forced them both through the door. They giggled, stumbling their way towards Faye’s bed before they landed with a thud. Okay, it may not be sober and sensual sex, but Talia was in the mood for something a little less serious tonight. Dirty, hot, uninhibited sex with the woman she loved. Because tonight was all about them, after all. Work didn’t matter; Talia’s plans for the coming weeks had no relevance…it was just the two of them, almost naked.

      Once she had Faye on her back, Talia got to her knees at the foot of the bed, resting between Faye’s legs. She ghosted her hands up her thighs, slowly dragging Faye’s underwear down her soft skin. “Do you know how much I love tasting you on the tip of my tongue?” Talia spoke with a desire in her voice as she pushed Faye’s dress up around her waist. “How much I love hearing you moan for me, knowing you’re all mine?”

      “F-fuck.” Faye’s chest heaved.

      “Mm. And when you give me exactly what I want,” Talia paused, gathering Faye’s arousal on her fingertips. “No one could ever come close…”

      “M-more,” Faye begged, lifting her legs and pushing her feet into the mattress. Talia’s eyes lit up as Faye ghosted a hand down to meet Talia’s fingertips, pressing them to her clit. “Please, Talia. More.”

      God. Talia would watch Faye in the throes of passion every second of every day if she had the chance. There was something extremely sexy about a woman touching herself for you. But when Faye did it? Oh Lord, Talia could come right here and now. She slowly teased Faye’s entrance, taking her bottom lip between her teeth as she pushed one finger in, only to pull out ever so slightly. “Fuck, you’re soaked.”

      “F-for you,” Faye panted, one hand gripping the bedspread.

      She placed a kiss to the inside of Faye’s thigh, easing a second finger in. When Faye contracted around her, Talia couldn’t help but smirk. Faye wanted her like nothing else in this world…and for Talia, that sentiment was returned tenfold.

      “More,” Faye whispered, gripping Talia’s wrist and pushing her deeper. “Please, I want so much more.”

      Oh, fuck. Faye was right up Talia’s street. She slipped out of Faye, adding a third, then a fourth finger.

      “Y-yes. Mmm.” Faye arched off the bed when Talia pressed a thumb to her clit, a fierce gasp leaving her lungs. “Yes, right there.”

      Talia barely resisted the urge to fuck herself with her free hand, wanting to watch every second as Faye came undone so freely. Because this side of Faye—while not entirely surprising—was new, and Talia didn’t want to miss a single second of it.

      But then Faye reached blindly for Talia. “Up here. I-I want you up here.”

      Talia got to her feet, her fingers still buried deep inside Faye, and braced herself over her with one hand.

      “No. I want you on top of me.” Faye scooted up the bed, and within a second, Talia was hovering over her, her knees pressed either side of Faye. “Better…”

      Talia resumed her movements, leaning down and capturing Faye’s incredible mouth. This woman had the potential to undo every last promise Talia had made to herself, and tonight, it was the outcome Talia hoped for. Because having Faye in her life was more important than any job, any belief, any promise, she could ever make.

      Faye reached up and under the pillow, taking something from beneath it suddenly. Talia didn’t quite catch what it was; she was too lost in Faye’s eyes as she touched her forehead to Faye’s. But then there was a sudden—yet welcome—intrusion between her own legs. Cold…hard…oh, God…was that what Talia thought it was?

      “No underwear?” Faye grinned as Talia slowed her hand and shook her head. Whatever the pressure was against her clit, she absolutely wanted more. “I think I’ve just fallen in love with you all over again.” Faye brought her hand out from between Talia’s legs, revealing the black dildo she held. She wrapped her lips around the head of it, moaning when she tasted Talia on the silicone. And then she brought it away from her mouth, those dark blue eyes filled with desire. “May I fuck you?”

      “Shit, I wish you would.”

      Faye lowered the toy between them, her hand disappearing under Talia’s dress once again. This time, there was no messing around. Oh, no. Faye was going straight in for the kill. She teased Talia’s entrance, fresh arousal coating the toy as she pushed the head inside.

      “F-fuck.” If Faye was expecting Talia to keep her wits about her, she was sadly mistaken. The dildo filled Talia as Faye pushed all the way in, the sound of her wetness more than evident. She braced herself on one hand, fucking Faye as Faye fucked her. “H-harder.”

      They moved in sync, breathy moans filling Faye’s darkened bedroom. “T-Talia…”

      “Faye…” Talia couldn’t hold on any longer. Between wanting Faye all night and now being fucked by her like there was no tomorrow, she couldn’t hold back on the powerful orgasm that raged through her body. “I-I can’t…shit, I-I.”

      “Fuck, I’m going to come.” Faye’s own admission tipped Talia over the edge, her body shaking as Faye’s stiffened. “D-don’t stop.” Faye gasped, forcing her hips against Talia’s hand as she pushed the toy in and out at a speed that had Talia’s knees ready to buckle.

      Faye suddenly pulled out of Talia. The gush of arousal that followed weakened every limb in her body.

      “Babe.” Talia’s thighs shook, wetness trickling down her legs. “O-oh.” She dropped down on top of Faye, her breath coming in short and sharp gasps. “You’re just full of surprises, aren’t you?” She mumbled into the crook of Faye’s neck. She felt Faye’s heart pound against her own, but it didn’t seem she had the ability to form a sentence. “God, I love you.”

      Faye wrapped an arm around Talia. “I love you, too.”
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        * * *

      

      “Jesus Christ. I’ve just remembered why I don’t drink.” Talia groaned as she dragged a blanket over herself, her mouth resembling a year in the desert. Faye was sprawled out at the opposite end of her huge, comfortable couch, looking a little worse for wear.

      “I’ve just remembered why I always promise myself I’ll never do it again.” Faye draped her legs over Talia’s, resting her head back on the couch. “Good night, though.”

      Talia grinned. “It was a good night. I really enjoyed myself. Minus the erotic dancing in that club you dragged me to…”

      “Huh. I thought you’d loved that part the most.”

      “Dancing on you, yes. But I think I may have gotten a little carried away when I tried to strip off.” The reminder sent Talia’s stomach rolling. Yes, she didn’t drink because it wasn’t good for her body, but she also couldn’t handle her intake most of the time either. “I’m probably banned from that club now.”

      “Nonsense. People came in off the street when they saw you dancing in the window.”

      Talia sat up on her elbows, offering a slight smile to Faye. She felt awful for putting on a show when she was out with Faye. And while she couldn’t always handle her drink, she had never behaved like that before. “I’m sorry that happened. I’m not usually like that. I think I was just rebelling because of Paul.”

      “You’ve not spoken to him yet?”

      Talia shook her head. “No. And stop changing the subject. I really am sorry.”

      Faye forced herself up, crawling between Talia’s legs and settling against her. “Don’t be sorry. You looked like you were having the time of your life. That’s what matters.”

      Talia dragged a hand through her hair. If she’d been lying here with Megan right now, the conversation would be entirely different. Hostile, bordering on a fight. Megan would have said something out of turn, probably accused Talia of dancing for someone she had her eye on at the club. But Faye? God, she was a breath of fresh air…and then some.

      “Maybe it was the blowout I needed, but it won’t be happening ever again. I can’t handle the next day when I’m reminded of how I behaved.”

      “You’re young; I wouldn’t worry. People are out there doing far worse.”

      “But I’m involved. I shouldn’t behave like that, especially when I’m out with you.” Talia really had let go last night. More so than she planned to. But Faye had been amazing, and they’d had a brilliant night.

      “If I’m being honest, I’d prefer you to let go while you’re with me than when you’re not. I can keep an eye on you then.”

      Talia grinned, pulling Faye further up her body and kissing her. “Oh, you had more than an eye on me last night, babe. And you looked so hot.”

      “Thought I’d make an effort since I have the city’s sexiest woman on my arm. I wouldn’t want to let you down.”

      Talia knew there was a deeper meaning to that comment. Faye had, once or twice, made a comment about herself, her appearance, or her body. But Talia had no idea why. Faye was all woman, and damn, Talia found it hard to keep her hands to herself most days. “You’re gorgeous. You have an amazing body. You’re…real.”

      “Real?”

      “Do you really think I want to look ripped every minute of the day? God, just the thought of licking a donut makes me happy sometimes. And maybe I’m looking forward to not being so harsh on myself for a little while. Just…you’re beautiful, okay? Your body makes me and my hands very happy.”

      “I’ll try to remember that,” Faye said, blushing as she placed her head against Talia’s chest.

      “Hot, sexy, incredible in bed. Your hands, your mouth, everything you do to me makes me feel so good. You’re an amazing writer, you have a beautiful home, and you welcomed me in without a second thought. That, to me, only draws me to you more. You’re genuine, Faye. Completely genuine.”

      Faye wrapped her arms tight around Talia’s waist. “You know what I enjoyed most?”

      “What’s that?”

      “When we got home.” Talia felt Faye smiling against her. “That was something else.”

      Oh, it was. It was certainly something else. Faye…letting go like that? Talia’s clit throbbed just casting her mind back to last night in the bedroom. The lead up to it had been fun, Talia couldn’t believe they’d managed to not get carried away at the bar, but that teasing all night had led to the hottest sex Talia had ever had. “You are something else.”

      Faye leaned up on her elbow, chewing her lip. “I…needed to mention something to you.”

      “Okay.” Talia wasn’t sure she wanted to know what was on Faye’s mind. Had she suddenly decided that she didn’t like Talia’s behaviour last night? Was Talia about to be reprimanded? She couldn’t really blame Faye if she felt something towards it, but she didn’t want her drunken antics to blow up the way they always did with Megan. “What’s up?”

      “When you went home yesterday, I made a call.”

      Talia stared at Faye. Was she supposed to know what call Faye had made?

      “To Paul.”

      Talia shifted uncomfortably under Faye, waiting for more details. What could Faye possibly have to say to Paul? As far as Talia was concerned, Paul was of no importance to her anymore. He’d let her go for falling in love, and there wasn’t a single thing she could do about that. She’d never chosen before in her life, but for Faye…she had.

      “Please, say something.” The worry in Faye’s eyes was startling. “I didn’t want to get involved, but I had to, Talia. I couldn’t sit back and watch you lose your career. I see how hard you work, and I couldn’t be the reason for it all ending.”

      Talia’s chest swelled with a love she hadn’t felt before. Not with Megan, not with anyone. Faye had gone out of her way to make a call…and try to get her job back? No woman had ever been so committed to Talia. Nobody had ever cared like this. “W-what did you say to him?”

      “That he should give you your job back.”

      That woman’s name sent a shiver down Talia’s spine. If she didn’t think about Jensen on Faye, her stomach didn’t churn. But just hearing her name come from Faye’s mouth…

      “He said you have a week to contact him.”

      Talia scoffed. “Why would I contact him? Does he think I’m going to go crawling back to him?”

      “I think you should at least arrange a meeting with him. I’m not asking you to beg for anything, you’re so much better than that, but I’m asking you to sit down and speak to him. Explain how this is between us. I have no plans to ever step foot inside Vision again, and that includes for the show. If I’m not there, he has nothing to complain about.”

      Talia rested her head back against the cushion, blowing out a deep breath. Could she sit down with Paul and figure this all out? Perhaps she could. But she meant it when she told Faye she wouldn’t go crawling to him. Talia hadn’t done anything wrong. “I’ll give it until the middle of next week.”

      “Why?”

      “Because, unless you had any plans, I’d love to spend every waking moment with you.”

      Faye’s smile almost blinded Talia. How could someone have such a beautiful mouth? “You want to spend the week with me?”

      “If you’ll have me here. Or we could go to mine at some point. Whatever works for you.”

      Faye cleared her throat. “How do you feel about travelling out of the city?”

      “Sure. We can do whatever we want.”

      Faye sat up and folded her legs under her, palming Talia’s thighs as she leaned forward a little. “I want to introduce you to my mum.”

      Wow. That wasn’t what Talia expected. Not any time in the near future. “Y-you want me to meet your mum? But…why?”

      “Unless you’re not sure about this, us, then why not?”

      Faye made a good point. They could keep themselves a secret, but for what? Talia wanted to be open and present in Faye’s life. It didn’t matter that she wasn’t close to her own mum; Faye was…and Talia would never refuse such a meeting when she knew how much it meant to Faye. “You’re right. I’d love to.”

      “Don’t worry, I’m not going to blindside you with anything. Mum is down to earth and more like my sister than anything else. And I know she’s going to love you.”

      Talia dragged Faye closer, their bodies pressed together as she leaned up and captured Faye’s lips. When she eventually and reluctantly pulled back, Talia drew her thumb across Faye’s bottom lip. “Then you should arrange a visit for us.”
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      Talia fixed her shirt into the waistband of her jeans, straightening the lapels on her black blazer. She’d tried her best to look presentable—she wanted to make a good impression today—but the dread of Faye’s mum hating her had Talia rooted to the spot outside the restaurant. She was meeting Faye here, her girlfriend had an appointment this morning outside the city, so Talia had been given plenty of time to panic. Faye had promised her everything would be fine before she left the apartment three hours ago, but Talia wasn’t convinced.

      Megan’s mum had hated her. It wasn’t that Talia had ever done anything in particular to make her feel that way, but the worst of it was that Megan never seemed to back Talia up. If her mum made a comment about Talia—to Talia’s face—Megan just laughed and waved it off. That had always hurt. How was a relationship supposed to thrive if the mother of the woman you loved could barely stomach being in the same room as you? Right now, as Talia stared up at the old building, she felt that same cold sweat covering her skin. She hated this.

      She didn’t want to let Faye down, and she certainly didn’t want to be a disappointment when she came face to face with Irene. If she was anything like Faye, Talia knew she had no reason to worry, but that didn’t mean Irene would think Talia was good enough for her daughter.

      “Come on, babe. Where the hell are you?” Talia turned her watch towards herself, exhaling a shaky breath.

      She needed a pep talk.

      Slipping her phone from her pocket, Talia called Jay’s number and tapped her foot against the floor. When it connected, she breathed a sigh of relief. “Thank God! I need your help!”

      “What’s wrong? Are you okay?”

      “Look, I didn’t want to say anything because you always make it seem like a big deal whenever I have the slightest hint of a love life on the horizon…but I’m meeting Faye’s mum today.”

      “You…got together?” Jay shrieked. “When?”

      “Like, a few weeks ago. Maybe a bit longer. A while ago…”

      “Okay, first of all, I’m not fucking happy with you! How could you keep that from me, Tal? We tell one another everything.”

      Talia dropped down on a nearby bench, running a hand through her hair. “I’m sorry, okay? You get way too overexcited, and I needed nothing at all to go wrong. Telling you would have meant the potential to look like a dick when it all fell apart was there.”

      “Babe, I’d never make you feel like a dick if it hadn’t worked out. I thought you knew me better than that.”

      “I do. I just…can we talk about that another time? Right now, I need your advice. Or just for you to tell me everything is going to be okay.”

      “Why wouldn’t it be okay?”

      Talia looked up at the blue sky above her, shivering as a cold wind blew in from the River Mersey. “Because it’s her mum, Jay. I don’t want to do a single thing to make her dislike me.”

      “I…don’t think Faye would introduce you to her unless she was absolutely sure about you. You have nothing to worry about.”

      Was it really as simple as someone just liking her? Had Megan really done such a number on her that Talia wasn’t sure she was capable of holding down meaningful relationships with people anymore? This wasn’t the way Talia used to be. God, she was friends with everyone at one time. Well, everyone except those who were blood relatives. Her own mother had turned them all against her a long time ago. Even her cousins didn’t call anymore. “She’s all I have, Jay.”

      “Oh, wow. This is serious.”

      “Of course it is. She means the world to me. Christ, I’ve even told her I love her. And I do, more than I ever thought possible, but if her mum doesn’t like me…whatever Faye decides to tell her…I don’t know what I’ll do. They’re so close.”

      “Where are you meeting? At her mum’s house?”

      “No. At a restaurant. Faye didn’t want to put me under too much pressure by taking me to the family home, so she chose a restaurant. Somewhere neutral, you know?”

      Jay sniffled. “Oh, babe. That’s a really sweet thing she did.”

      “I know. But that’s just Faye,” Talia paused, swallowing as she saw Faye in the distance walking towards her. “Jay?”

      “I’m still here.”

      “If I lose her, I don’t think I’ll make it this time around. I’m fairly sure I’m more in love with her than I ever was with Megan. And that’s not me feeling that way because someone is showing me some attention—it’s really not like that. I just…I don’t want to lose her.”

      “You’re not going to lose her. You’re Talia fucking Gregory, and you can be happy. With Faye, you could be so happy.”

      Talia swallowed down the emotion in her throat, offering her best fake smile as Faye neared. “Okay, I have to go. Faye just got here.”

      “Good luck, not that you need it. Have the best day, babe. You deserve all of this.”

      “Bye, Jay. I’ll call you when I need a shoulder to cry on. Expect it in a few hours.” Talia cut the call and shoved her phone into the inside pocket of her blazer. She got to her feet, kissing Faye’s cheek as they embraced. “Hi, gorgeous. How did your appointment go?”

      “Fine. Had coffee with my cover designer, brainstormed, and now I’m here with you. The most beautiful woman in the world.” Faye held Talia at arm’s length, her eyes trailing her body. “And wow, you look amazing.”

      “I didn’t know what to wear.” Talia hooked her index finger inside the collar of her shirt, forcing the restraining material away from her throat. “I don’t think I’ve ever covered this much skin in my life.”

      Faye reached out, unbuttoning Talia’s top two buttons. “We’re going for lunch, Talia. Not to church.”

      “Oh, crap. Is that something your mum is into? Church?”

      Faye cocked her head, smiling. “Not that I’m aware of. But if you go in there with your shirt buttoned up to your eyeballs, she’s going to look at you funny. Trust me when I tell you she’s down to earth. She’ll probably try to get you drunk before the afternoon is over.”

      Talia exhaled a long breath, looking Faye directly in the eyes. “If I fuck this all up, please know that I’ll always love you, okay?”

      “Faye!”

      As Talia glanced over Faye’s shoulder, a blonde woman was waving in their direction. She wore a pair of jeans with Converse and a black T-shirt with ‘equality’ emblazoned across the chest. Okay, this was good. This was very good. Talia instantly relaxed as Faye turned and waved at her mum. “Coming now!”

      Faye turned back to Talia. “You won’t fuck anything up. My mum is going to adore you. Let’s go and eat because I’m friggin’ starving!”

      Talia placed her hand on the small of Faye’s back, guiding her towards Irene. She’d had no reason to worry. None at all.

      “Oh my God!” Faye’s mum beamed a smile. “You two look bloody gorgeous together.” She dragged Faye into a hug, then released her and took Talia in her arms. “I’m Irene. Faye’s older sister.” Irene winked as she pulled back, laughing as she eyed Faye. “Isn’t that right, Faye?”

      “Of course, yeah. Sister.”

      “I’m not being funny, but you two could actually pass as being sisters,” Talia said, grinning. “It’s lovely to meet you.”

      “Come on. I want to know all about how you two met. Faye does nothing but talk about you when she rings me.”

      Talia relaxed entirely as she followed Irene and her trendy style into the restaurant Faye had booked. Faye glanced in her direction, smiling fully, before leaning in and whispering, “Told you.”
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        * * *

      

      Faye sat back in her seat, sipping her wine as she watched Talia. Her mum had just excused herself to use the bathroom, and so far…Talia hadn’t had a meltdown. But she knew this would be the outcome of lunch together. Faye may not have too many people in her life, just a rare few she would consider being close to, but her mum was her entire life. She always had been. Perhaps that was because she’d had Faye at eighteen, maybe it was just her personality, but Faye had always had the closest of relationships with her.

      She turned in her seat, about to ask Talia how she was feeling, when Talia suddenly interrupted.

      “Okay, I love your mum. She’s amazing, and I kinda want to go out drinking with her.”

      Faye laughed and shook her head. “I don’t know why you were worrying. I told you it’d all be fine. I don’t know a single person who doesn’t like my mum.”

      “I was more worried about her hating me.”

      Faye rested a hand on Talia’s thigh. “Why would she hate you?”

      “Girlfriend’s mums usually do, unfortunately.” Talia offered a weak smile, lowering her eyes to the hand on her thigh. She placed her own over Faye’s as she looked back up at her. “It’s hard to imagine anything else when that’s how it’s always been. I just…hate lying.”

      “Lying?”

      “To your mum about who I really am. She thinks I work in a bistro, Faye. What happens when she invites us over for the weekend and I can’t make it? How would that look then?”

      “You’re not lying. You’ve just not told her everything. And that’s absolutely fine. It doesn’t change anything, beautiful.” Faye understood Talia’s concerns, but if she decided to lay it all bare right now, Faye would be by her side. “What are you thinking?”

      “That I should be honest with her. I don’t want to get six months down the line with you and she finds out from someone else. Because she will, Faye. People like me always get found out.”

      Faye scoffed. “People like you? What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

      “Just…those that do what I do. Someone recognises me or bumps into me at the club, and they can’t wait to tell the world. Look at what happened with Jenna. She couldn’t get to your place soon enough…”

      “Talia, I don’t want you to feel as though you have to do this. Whether you tell her or not makes no difference to me.”

      Talia visibly swallowed. “Do you think she’d accept me knowing I work at a strip club?”

      “I’m not worried.” Faye sat back in her seat and cleared her throat as her mum returned to the table. She side glanced at Talia, offering a supportive squeeze of the knee. “So, what are you doing for the rest of the day?”

      Irene topped up her glass of wine. “No idea. But I forgot to tell you about Marian down the road from me.”

      “Oh?” Faye clenched a fist under her chin. “What about her?”

      “Her husband left her. He’d been seeing an escort, and they fell in love. Marian is calling her fit to burn, but I was quite impressed. You should see the car she drives. Some fancy thing I don’t know the name of.”

      Faye laughed. “You know everyone’s business, Mum.”

      “Marian is putting it all over Facebook. I’m sorry, but that woman he’s met has a bloody tonne of money. If she’s doing what she loves, more power to her. It’s nice to see women doing the best for themselves. Her shoes probably cost more than what I have left to pay on my mortgage.”

      “I’m a stripper!”

      Faye’s eyes widened as she slowly turned to Talia. While she loved that her girlfriend felt comfortable saying that, she hadn’t expected her to blurt it out.

      Irene reached out a hand and placed it over Talia’s. “Good for you, love.”

      Talia sunk back in her seat, covering her face with a hand. “I’m so sorry.” She groaned as what she’d said clearly started to sink in, but as Faye eyed her mum, Irene gave her a thumbs up and grinned. “I shouldn’t have said it like that.”

      “Oh, love. It’s fine.” Irene waved off Talia’s apology. “So, did you really meet at a bistro, or did you meet her while she was dancing for you?” This time it was Faye’s turn to feel mortified. “I know you’re a dark horse, Faye, so come on…I want the truth.”

      “No, we did meet at the bistro. But then I kinda went to the club before I knew who Talia was.”

      Talia cleared her throat, sitting forward and taking Faye’s hand that sat on the table. She faced Irene, squeezing Faye’s hand. “Faye is amazing, but I’m sure you already know that. She’s accepted me, loved me, and reassured me whenever I’ve had doubts. I never in a million years expected someone like her to fall for someone like me, but it actually happened, and I’m going to do everything I can to make her happy.”

      “You already do.” Faye’s heart fluttered; her belly too. As hot as Talia was, she was just as sweet. Perhaps more so.

      “And I guess I just want to thank you for having a really gorgeous daughter.”

      Irene reached out a hand to them both, smiling with tears in her eyes. “When Faye called and told me she’d met someone, I was ecstatic for her. She deserves to be loved, to have a wonderful woman in her life, so thank you for finding her. You both look wonderful together.”

      Talia grinned. “She’s special.”

      “You both are. Welcome to the family, Talia.” Irene winked, lifting her wine glass and raising it. “To you two gorgeous women.”

      Faye leaned in, kissing below Talia’s ear. “I’m so proud of who you are. I love you.”

      “I love you, too.”
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      Talia reached blindly for her phone, placing it on the nightstand where it repeatedly buzzed. She cracked one eye open and focused on the screen. Paul was calling her. “Babe?” She searched behind her, finding the bed empty. “Faye?” Nothing. Faye wasn’t sleeping, and if she was…it wasn’t in Talia’s bed. Deciding she would deal with her lack of Faye in a few minutes, Talia answered the call. “Can I help you?”

      “You’re still sleeping?” Paul scoffed. “The woman I know would be running the streets right now.”

      “Yeah, and the Paul I thought I knew wouldn’t have asked me to choose between the profession I love and the woman I love.”

      “I’m sorry, Tal. Come back, please?”

      She rolled onto her back, placing a palm to her forehead. Of course she wanted to be at Vision. She’d never not wanted that. But the ease with which Paul let her go still sat firmly in her mind. Without seeming too cocky, she was supposed to be his pride and joy. She hadn’t been seconded here for nothing. “I don’t know.”

      “What do I have to do?”

      Talia chewed her lip. In an ideal world, she would be spending the weekend with Faye. Every weekend. But if she was dancing again, it wasn’t possible to have one together in the near future. She loved how Faye was willing to change her days around, but she shouldn’t have to. “Swap me from Saturday to…Wednesday. Permanently.”

      “You want me to take you off Saturday?”

      Talia understood the shock in Paul’s voice, but it was true. She wanted Saturdays off. “Yep. You heard me right.”

      “But…Saturday is one of our busiest nights.”

      “Oh, come on. You know full well that you don’t need me on Friday and Saturday. By doing a Wednesday shift instead, it’ll bring more in midweek.”

      Paul fell silent, just the sound of papers rustling on his desk. “I…don’t know. I’ll have to think about that, Talia.”

      Talia shrugged. “You do that. When you’ve decided, let me know.”

      She brought the phone away from her ear, smiling when Paul yelled “Wait” down the line.

      “Go on. I’m still here…”

      “Fine. You want Saturdays off, you can have that. I’ll have to look around for a replacement for you.”

      “Vision is doing just fine as it is, Paul. I don’t know why you’re so worked up about this. You’re always complaining that we barely have anyone in through the week, so now is your chance to try something different. Think of all the clients who are only in town Monday to Friday. You’ve had a few of them ask why Vision is so quiet throughout the week. So now, it doesn’t have to be. Sort out some marketing, I’ll work on my social media posts, and we’ll go from there.”

      “I thought I’d lost you for good, kid.”

      “Well, you almost did. You know I’ll always be grateful for the opportunities you’ve given me, Paul, and you know I’ll always bend over backwards to help you out where and when I can. But for the first time in a long time…I’m happy. I refuse to give that up just because you want to play it by the so-called book. I’ve never been unprofessional at the club, and I never will be. Faye means the world to me, Paul, and I need you to allow me time to figure all of this out. I’m not losing her because of you or any career. Not in this lifetime.”

      “About Jensen…”

      Talia rolled her eyes. “I’m not interested in Jensen. She can do as she pleases so long as she stays away from me.”

      “Faye. Well, she wanted to put in a formal complaint. Does your…partner still want to go ahead with that?”

      Talia’s brows rose with surprise. Faye hadn’t released that little snippet of information to her. Had she called Paul and demanded Jensen be let go from the club? It didn’t feel like something her girlfriend would do, but who knew what Faye was capable of when provoked? “I’ve no idea. I’ll mention it and see what she says.”

      “I mean, in an ideal world, this would all blow over, you know?”

      Talia laughed. “What you’re saying is that you want me to ask her to drop the complaint?”

      “No, not at all.” Paul’s voice betrayed him; Talia heard the slight panic. “It’s just that we have enough to deal with without client complaints.”

      “Faye isn’t a client.” And that was the absolute truth. Talia loved the club—adored dancing—but she didn’t want to think of her girlfriend as a client. Faye was Faye. The centre of her universe. “But I’ll speak to her.”

      “Thanks, Tal.”

      “Now, I’m going back to my life for a few more days before you overwork me again.”

      “Ha! That’ll be the day. You’re the only one here who doesn’t need a kick up the arse. Why do you think I’m grovelling to you?”

      “Because I’m the best in Europe?”

      Paul barked a laugh. “Right on the money. I’ll let you go. Enjoy your last few days off before you’re back to work.”

      “Yes, sir!”

      “And Talia?”

      Talia smiled when the bedroom door opened. Faye leant against the frame wearing nothing but a robe, that golden hair pulled up into a ponytail. “Yeah?”

      “I’m happy for you and your girl.”

      Paul ended the call, leaving Talia with the perfect opportunity to watch Faye. She always looked so good in the morning. Kind of like nothing had ruined her day, so she just shone. “Hi.” Talia croaked out, that familiar sense of happiness sitting in her chest as she lowered her phone from her ear. “You’re up early.”

      “And you’re up late.” Faye grinned as she stalked towards Talia, shedding her robe when she reached the bed. “Can I snuggle with you before I really do have to get showered and ready?”

      “How is that even a question?” Talia flung back the covers, the cool air prickling her exposed skin. “You’d better be warm. None of that cold feet malarky.” Talia grinned when Faye climbed in beside her, their bodies moulding into one immediately. “Okay, you’re definitely warm and snuggly this morning.”

      Faye got comfortable, looking up at Talia. “You were on a call…”

      “I was. Paul was grovelling.”

      “Please tell me you decided to go back to the club.” The desperation in Faye’s eyes was new for Talia. She’d spent so long listening to women beg her to leave, so hearing the opposite was kind of throwing her off balance. “Talia, that place is your life.”

      “Wrong.” Talia kissed the tip of Faye’s nose. “It was my life. But now you’re in it, you’ve kinda taken over number one spot.”

      “I have?” Faye beamed a smile, her arms wrapping tight around Talia. “But your job…”

      “Is still there if I want it. I just…have other priorities now. Ones that include loving you for as long as you’ll have me. Amongst other things.” Talia smiled into a kiss, cradling Faye’s chin in her fingers. “And I really mean every word of that, Faye. I can’t imagine a world where you and I don’t exist as a couple anymore. The thought of not waking up next to you, or coming home to you, or just…being with you absolutely terrifies me. But I also know that people change, what they want can change, so I’m all yours until you say otherwise.”

      Talia never wanted to imagine what could be. She wanted to enjoy life with Faye as much as she possibly could. But she’d been burned so hard in the past that it was hard to let go and give herself over fully. Still, the difference between Faye and Megan was stark. Faye had never complained about her career or asked when Talia was throwing in the towel. She’d never shied away from conversations they had about clients or what went on at Vision. Faye was everything Talia had ever dreamed of.

      “I don’t see a future without you either, Talia. So, whenever you’re worried about us, or when you’re waiting for me to leave, just remember that. Remember that no woman has ever stolen my heart so quickly. That no woman has ever kissed me the way you kiss me. And that there isn’t a single person on this earth who makes my heart pound the way you do.”

      Talia swallowed down the emotion in her throat. Faye was a writer; of course she had a way with words, but Talia knew she meant everything she’d just said. “I love you.”

      Faye wrapped a hand around the back of Talia’s neck, that gentle smile ever-present as they touched foreheads. “I love you, too.”

      “Hey, so I have new shifts at work…when I go back.”

      Faye frowned. “Oh. Will I see you less?”

      “No, babe. You’ll get me every weekend from now on. I no longer work Saturday, but Wednesday instead.”

      Faye’s blue eyes lit up, the most beautiful smile gracing her mouth. “Really? Like…actual weekends?”

      “Real weekends, Faye. Just you and I…doing weekend stuff.”

      “I think I love you even more now.”

      Talia laughed, rolling on top of Faye and pinning her hands above her head. “Maybe I could do that thing you like, and then you’ll love me even more than that! You know, the thing with my tongue?” Talia narrowed her eyes.

      Faye shifted further down the bed as Talia slid lower down her body. “Yes. I think that might help.”
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      Talia yawned, sitting down on a bench on the dock, her hands shoved in the pockets of her jacket. The weather was great today, but the wind that came off the river wasn’t pleasant at all. Faye was meeting her here in the next twenty minutes—she had a video call scheduled for midday at her place—so Talia had made them sandwiches, and now she had a picnic planned by the water.

      She was due back at work tonight. Two weeks on since she’d agreed to return, Talia was beginning to regret it. She loved spending the night with Faye, she never wanted to leave her sleeping alone, but the bistro didn’t quite pay the bills and offer Talia the lifestyle she had. Okay, she didn’t flaunt her money, but she’d made a comfortable living for herself, and if she wanted that to continue, Vision was the place to be. There would come a point when she was ‘too old’ to dance—she wasn’t getting any younger—so while she still had the figure and the energy to do what she loved, it was a wise decision to go back.

      Talia stared out at the river, watching a cruise ship at the new terminal as passengers boarded. The size of cruise ships always fascinated her. Floating hotels, whatever people called them, also frightened the life out of her. How could something so monumental stay upright in a body of water? Crazy. Talia shook her head, puffing out her cheeks as she looked around for any sign of her girlfriend.

      She squinted, spotting someone familiar walking towards her. It wasn’t Faye…it was Phoebe.

      Okay, no. She wasn’t doing this. Life without Phoebe interfering had been wonderful recently. Talia wasn’t going to allow this woman the slightest chance to fuck it all up for her. She needed Phoebe gone before Faye arrived. While Talia couldn’t stand her, she would never expect Faye to cut all contact. But Faye had done exactly that since she dropped by Phoebe’s several weeks ago.

      As far as Talia was aware, Phoebe hadn’t contacted Faye.

      She shot to her feet, clearing her throat as Phoebe slowly approached her. “Are you here to finish this once and for all?”

      Phoebe stopped, taking a slight step back. “Pardon?”

      “The river.” Talia cocked her head. “You planning to push me in and tell Faye it was a terrible accident?”

      “Actually, I was on my lunch break, and I usually walk along the river because I’m cooped up in the office all day.”

      Talia shrugged and sat back down. “Fair enough.” She expected Phoebe to keep walking, but she remained still in front of Talia. “Can I help you with something?”

      “I…wanted to apologise.”

      As much as Talia wanted to give Phoebe the benefit of the doubt, a scoff still fell from her mouth. Phoebe, after everything she’d done, wanted to apologise? “Fine. Apology accepted.”

      “I don’t expect you or Faye to ever forgive me, but I am sorry, Talia. And I know it probably means nothing, I don’t deserve forgiveness from you, but I do mean it. If I’ve realised anything recently, it’s that I have a lot of work to do on myself.”

      Okay, that was unusual. She couldn’t recall a time when Phoebe had ever called her by her actual name or apologised. She usually made a point of using Talia’s stage name at any given opportunity…while trying to belittle her. “Sure.”

      “H-how is Faye?” Phoebe cast her gaze on the floor.

      “Great. She’s been working this morning. Just waiting for her now.”

      Phoebe smiled weakly, gripping her handbag on her shoulder. “Right, then I’d better get going. I believe she doesn’t want to see me again.”

      Talia nodded slowly, allowing that to sink in. Faye hadn’t mentioned much about the conversation she had with Phoebe that morning, but she hadn’t come home upset. So, that was something. “I’d love to say that it’ll all work out, but can you blame her for not wanting to see you? After what you did…”

      “No, I get it. I really do.” Phoebe swallowed. “I can’t believe I actually did that to you.”

      “But you did. In a place where I’m supposed to feel safe, you ruined that for me.”

      “Y-you’re not dancing anymore?” Phoebe’s brows rose with surprise.

      “Oh, I’m still working there. But because of you, I watch my back every time a client walks through the door. I wait for the day when you walk through the door.”

      “I’m banned from entering.”

      “I know. But knowing you, you’d find a way around that. You’re far from stupid…but so am I.”

      Phoebe took a step closer to Talia. “I made some huge mistakes. I know I’ll never gain Faye’s trust again, but I only have myself to blame for that.”

      “Why didn’t you ever tell her how you felt? If you loved her, as you claim to, then why not be upfront about it?” Talia wasn’t sure she wanted to push this, it could all backfire, but she knew Faye well enough to feel confident that she wouldn’t lose her.

      “Faye has never felt that way about me. Not once. And while I couldn’t help my own feelings, I knew that being her friend was better than nothing at all. She’s…way too good for me. And part of me still believes that she’s far too good for you too, but she’s made her decision, and I hope she’s happy. She deserves that. After Amy…” Phoebe shook her head. “God, she was heartbroken.”

      “She doesn’t talk about her much. Not really.”

      Phoebe smiled. “No, I don’t blame her for that. Amy was supposed to stand by her through thick and thin. Faye had never done a single thing to upset her, but the jealousy was just too much. I wasn’t there as it was all happening, but I did help to pick her back up during her divorce.”

      “I’m sure she appreciated that.”

      “I’d like to think so. I didn’t do it because I had an ulterior motive. It wasn’t until a year or two after we met that I realised how much I cared for her.”

      “You’ve said some pretty shit things to her lately, Phoebe. You don’t do that to someone who is supposed to be your friend.”

      Phoebe held up a hand. “I know. Believe me, I feel terrible about it. Because while I was busy trying to destroy her relationship with you, I forgot how much my friendship with her meant. And now that I’ve lost it, I don’t really know what to do with myself.”

      “Hate will do that. Instead of bad-mouthing me, you could have been supportive of her decision,” Talia said, getting to her feet again when she spotted Faye walking along the promenade. She waved her girlfriend over, clearing her throat. “I don’t care if you’re in her life or not, it’s no skin off my nose if I never look at your face again, but if you do make amends…I’m warning you right now that I’ll be watching your every move. I love Faye, she means the world to me, and I won’t have some supposed friend trying to destroy that again.”

      “I know she isn’t interested in me.”

      “Do you want to be her friend, Phoebe? Not just when it suits you, but every day?”

      Phoebe nodded.

      “Then try acting like it.” Faye watched them as she met Talia and Phoebe at the bench, but Talia stepped around Phoebe and planted a kiss on Faye’s lips. “Hi, babe.”

      “Everything okay here?” Faye looked between them both when Phoebe turned around. Her tone left no room to wonder if she was still angry with Phoebe, but Talia didn’t want that. She hated anger and conflict. What was the point of it all?

      “Everything is fine. Phoebe was passing by, and we got talking.”

      “Mm. Right.”

      Phoebe focused on Faye, a hesitant smile on her mouth. “Hi. How are you?”

      “Fine, thanks.” Faye turned her back, eyeing the bench. And then she grinned at Talia. “You…brought sandwiches?”

      “Thought we could have a picnic while you have a few hours off.”

      Faye chuckled as she shook her head. “You’re amazing. And I’m starving. So…” She turned back to Phoebe. “Nice seeing you. Take care.”

      Phoebe lowered her chin to her chest momentarily, defeat evident in her eyes when she looked back up at Talia. “Yeah. See you.”

      Talia opened her mouth to speak as Phoebe turned and walked away, but she had nothing to offer. Phoebe wasn’t her friend or her concern, and Talia wouldn’t encourage Faye to try again when Phoebe’s actions still clearly hurt.

      “Faye?”

      Faye shook her head. “Nope. Not now. I’m having lunch with you, and she’s not spoiling that for me.”

      “Okay. But she did apologise before you arrived. I thought you should know that.”

      Faye was already lifting the lid on the box of sandwiches Talia had brought along, her eyes lighting up as she took a huge chunk from one. She held her hand to her mouth, rolling her eyes. “Oh, my God. A ham butty never tasted so good.”

      “See. I look after you.”

      Faye leaned in and kissed Talia’s cheek. “You do. Better than anyone else.”

      “But about that just then…”

      Faye’s shoulders slumped slightly, the lightest groan heard as Talia arched a brow.

      “Did you want to talk to her? If you’re avoiding her because you’re worried about what I think, I’m okay with you sitting down with one another. She’s…your friend.”

      Faye held up a hand. “She was my friend. Anyone who can do what she did and not bat an eyelid doesn’t deserve to sit down and chat. I know you want everyone to get along, I love that about you, but she tried to destroy what I was building with you.”

      “I know that. I really do.”

      “Then we don’t need to sit here and discuss it. I can think of far more appealing subjects.”

      Talia grinned. “Oh yeah? Like what?”

      Faye’s eyes lit up, her hand reaching into the lunch box for another sandwich. “The new lingerie I’ve just bought you. Saw it in the window and couldn’t resist it.”

      Okay, this was a much more appealing conversation. “Well, you know I’m happy to wear anything you gift me.”

      “Good. Because I picked it up in black and white. I couldn’t decide which colour would look best on you, but then I realised both would look best on you. Who am I to deny that incredible body some incredible lingerie?”

      Talia smirked, leaning into a kiss. “In case I haven’t told you this enough today…I love you so much.”

      “I love you, too.”
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        * * *

      

      Faye wasn’t sure why she was standing outside Phoebe’s front door, she couldn’t particularly think of anything nice to say to her, but here she was…because of Talia. If it hadn’t been for her girlfriend, Faye wouldn’t have made the effort, but when they’d gone back to Talia’s apartment this afternoon, they’d discussed the chance of Faye at least having a conversation with her. Well, after Talia had tried on her new lingerie. And after Faye had removed it from her body with her teeth. Faye grinned at that thought, bringing her hand up and knocking on the front door.

      Light footsteps were heard, and then the lock clicked. When Phoebe came into focus, her eyes were puffy. From what Faye could see over her shoulder, the place was in disarray. “Can I come in for a couple of minutes?”

      “Sure.” Phoebe stepped aside as she nodded slowly. “Is everything okay?”

      Faye scanned the room, her eyebrows arched with surprise. Phoebe’s place always looked clean and tidy, but this? She looked like she’d been burgled. “I don’t know. Is it?”

      Phoebe frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “Is there a reason you’ve decided to live like this?”

      “Oh.” Phoebe moved her coat that was slung over the back of the couch, taking a few cups from the coffee table and placing them in the sink. “I’ve been busy with work and stuff. Haven’t had the time to clean.”

      “Right.”

      “So, did you want to have a seat?”

      Faye shoved her hands in her coat pocket. “No. I’d better not. I can’t stay long.”

      “O-oh.”

      “I’m only here because Talia encouraged me to,” Faye said, leaning back against the dining table. “Because that’s the kind of person she is. Sweet…genuine. She has a heart of gold.”

      Phoebe cast her eyes on the floor.

      “What you did to her, to us, is something I’m not sure I can forgive, Phoebe. You always claimed you wanted me to be happy, that you had my back when it came to love and relationships, so what the hell was that?”

      “I’m so sorry, Faye. It means nothing to you, but I am.”

      “You’re right. It doesn’t mean a thing to me. Not anymore. You were supposed to be my friend. Christ, we practically lived together at one time. But I never for one moment thought you’d turn out to be someone spiteful, someone who went out of their way to hurt others. I…don’t understand.”

      “Honestly, I don’t either.” Phoebe puffed out her cheeks. “I was jealous. Of you and Talia…of just Talia. Of what we didn’t have.”

      “There was never a ‘we,’ Phoebe. There wasn’t a single second when I even contemplated it. Because I thought you were my friend.”

      “I was. I am.”

      Faye shook her head, the hint of a faint laugh present. “You’re not. If you were, you would have been honest with me, and then we could have figured it all out. But the things you’ve said about Talia, h-how you cornered her in her room…I can’t believe you’d be so cruel. Forcing yourself onto her like that…” Faye paused, pinching the bridge of her nose. “I can’t trust you around her anymore. And to be perfectly honest, I wouldn’t expect her to breathe the same air as you. She deserves better.”

      “You’re right. She does. You both do.” The defeat in Phoebe’s eyes was strangely satisfying for Faye. She’d never been someone who went out of her way to hurt someone, but Phoebe deserved to feel terrible. And then Phoebe cleared her throat, smiling weakly. “Are you happy?”

      “I’ve been happy from the moment I met her. I told you how much she meant to me, how hard it was for me to have her open up, but you repeatedly shit all over it!” Faye didn’t often get angry, she hated feeling out of control with her emotions, but Phoebe made it too easy lately. “I…don’t know where we go from here, but none of this is okay. I came by because Talia asked me to but seeing you again…I’m not sure I can stomach a friendship with you right now.”

      Phoebe nodded. “I get that.”

      “But do you? Is there anything inside of you that feels even slightly bad for what you’ve done?”

      “Yes. And I can only apologise again, but as you said…it means nothing to you.” Phoebe slumped back against the kitchen counter, her bottom lip trembling. Faye would usually console her, tell her everything would be okay, but she had to stand her ground on this one. She’d given Phoebe far too much in this already. “I’ve been dreadful to you and Talia. Even Jenna cut me loose when she found out.”

      “Jenna isn’t the right woman for you. Jesus, she was even too nice for me.”

      Phoebe smiled weakly. “I never thought I’d see the day when you told me who I shouldn’t be dating.”

      “I don’t care who you date, that’s your own business, but maybe you need some time alone to deal with whatever the hell it is you’re going through. I want to be your friend, I really do, but at the moment…I can’t be that person for you.”

      “I wouldn’t expect you to be.”

      “Down the line…” Faye paused, dragging a hand through her hair. “I don’t know. Maybe we could go out for lunch or something.”

      “I’d like that. But I’ll just wait until I hear from you.”

      The decent side of Faye crept through as she scanned Phoebe’s apartment again. “Is everything okay here?”

      “Yeah. I’m just…not great at the minute.”

      What did that even mean? “Not great?”

      “I’ve made a complete mess of everything. I’m almost forty-one, I’m still single, and I lost my best friend because I had issues with who she was dating. If that didn’t affect me, I’d be worried.”

      “You told Talia you were in love with me…”

      Phoebe rolled her lips inward, exhaling a breath through her nose. “Honestly, I think I was in love with the idea of you. You’re everyone’s perfect woman, Faye. There’s not a single thing I hate about you. But losing you as a best friend wasn’t worth all the trouble I’ve caused. If I could take it all back, if I could kick myself repeatedly, I would. In a heartbeat.”

      Faye smiled, nodding slowly. “I knew it wasn’t true. You’ve never even made a pass at me.”

      “Perhaps that’s why. Because I knew it would be a mistake.”

      “Well…” Well, what? Faye had no idea where she was going with any of this. “I should probably head off. Talia is back at work tonight, so I could be doing something useful with my time while she’s out.”

      “Back at work? And on a Wednesday?”

      Faye headed for the door, turning back as she placed her hand on the handle. “She lost her job when the boss found out I used to go there.”

      “Is he serious? She’s the only reason that place is open!”

      Faye held up a hand. “He asked her to end our relationship or leave the club.”

      Phoebe softened immediately, wrapping her arms around herself. “And she chose you…”

      A thrill still travelled through Faye when she was reminded of just how much Talia loved her. It hadn’t seemed possible in the beginning, it felt as though too much was in the way, but now? She couldn’t imagine any other outcome. Talia completed Faye in every aspect of her life. And the support she’d shown Faye in her career, it was all she’d dreamed about. “She chose me.”

      Phoebe scoffed. “I got her completely wrong.”

      “You did.”

      “But you know what? It doesn’t matter anymore. I got my karma by losing you, and you’re thriving.”

      Faye turned the handle and stepped out into the corridor. She turned back to Phoebe and offered a slight smile. “I’m not saying it’ll be forever, but for the time being…I need some space from you.”

      She closed the door gently, pressing her back to it as all tension left her body. Faye couldn’t recall the last time she’d stood her ground around Phoebe, but it felt good doing so. If Talia had taught her anything at all, it was that Faye deserved more than a poor best friend. In Talia’s eyes, Faye deserved all the happiness she could get her hands on.

      Maybe down the line, Phoebe would still be someone she considered a friend, but right now? Everything was still too raw for Faye to let her back in. What she had with Talia was building into something beautiful, and she wouldn’t allow anything or anyone to get in the way of that.

      She strode down the corridor, pressing the call button on the lift. From this moment on, Faye was putting her love life and her future first. To hell with everything else.
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      Nine months later…

      Talia kicked the last empty box from the middle of her living room, hunched over as she pressed her palms to the coffee table. How did Faye have so much stuff? Her place was smaller than Talia’s. She straightened herself and looked over her shoulder. Three more boxes were stacked against the wall in the far corner. At this rate, they were going to need a bigger place.

      She lifted her phone from the couch, calling her best friend.

      “Greetings, my little lesbian,” Jay said as he answered the phone. “Shouldn’t you be like…asking her to marry you right now in between all those boxes.”

      “Even if I was planning to, I couldn’t. I’ve never known another person to have so much stuff. I don’t remember seeing half of it back at Faye’s flat.”

      “That woman gives you orgasm after orgasm. She’s entitled to bring every last thing she owns, and you can’t question it.”

      Talia grinned, flopping down onto the couch. Faye really did bring out the very best in Talia. And yes, Jay was right. That woman could shatter the earth with Talia at any given moment. “Don’t tell her I told you that.”

      “Would I do such a thing?”

      Talia snorted. “Uh, yeah. You would.”

      “What have you called for? Have you already had your first lovers tiff?”

      Talia wasn’t sure they were capable of fighting. In the last nine months, life had been far too perfect to imagine them ever falling out. Of course, it would happen, but not if Talia could help it. “Faye is out. I was taking a break.”

      “She’s left you to unpack all her boxes? Charming!”

      “No, no. She had to meet with her publisher. She’s signing a new contract.”

      Jay squealed. “Oh, that’s brilliant. I love her stuff.”

      “You’ve…read it?”

      “Uh-huh. You know in the last one? Chapter eleven…”

      Talia held back the laughter she felt working its way to the surface. She knew exactly the chapter Jay was referring to. “Yep.”

      “I mean, like, is that position possible? You’d have to be awfully flexible.”

      “It’s possible,” Talia said, blushing when she was reminded of that very position. Faye had claimed she may have gotten a little carried away when she was writing it, but Talia had put her beautiful mind at rest by showing her just how it could be done. “And yeah, it helps if you’re flexible.”

      “Okay, that’s too much information. Now all I can see is you practically suspended from a great height while Faye…well, never mind.”

      Talia shrugged. “You asked.”

      “And now I’m wishing I hadn’t. I don’t need no vagina in my dreams…and certainly not yours!”

      “Hey! I have a great vagina!”

      Jay barked a laugh. Talia had missed this. In the last few months, she’d been too preoccupied with Faye and the perfect existence they had together. “I’m sure you do. Everything about you is great.”

      “I miss you.”

      “Oh, I’m sure you don’t. You have the love of your life by your side now. You don’t need me so much anymore. But, I’m happy with that. It means you’re safe in someone’s arms.”

      “And what about you?” Talia asked, lying back on her couch. “Do you have someone’s arms to fall into yet?”

      “Maybe…”

      Talia grinned. She had been on social media more than usual, and Jay seemed…different. “I thought so. Who is the lucky bloke?”

      “His name is Marcus. He’s from the East End. We met at a club about a month ago, and I’m seeing him tonight. Actually, we’re spending the weekend together.”

      “Aww, that’s lovely. And I can’t wait to meet him.”

      “Don’t worry, I’ve told him all about the lesbians in my life. He’s excited to meet you too. And Faye.”

      “Then we have to arrange that. Before one or both of us fucks up, we should definitely all get together and take a picture. At least then, we can pretend we both had it all at one time.”

      “Things on the rocks, Tal?”

      She heard the concern in Jay’s voice, but Talia wasn’t worried. She was beyond happy. “Not at all. But you know what it’s like. Faye seems too perfect. Too…much of an angel. Surely she’s going to wake up one morning and wonder what the hell she’s done.”

      “That’s not going to happen. Faye is so in love with you. I’m close to blocking you both on social media because it’s sickening how adorable your selfies are. Really, you have nothing to worry about.”

      “I know.” And Talia did know. Her fears and insecurities managed to fight their way through on one or two occasions, but it was nothing worth panicking about. Faye was moving in with her today. What more could Talia want? “I can’t wait until she doesn’t have the keys to her flat anymore. It means this is really happening.”

      “Oh, it’s happening, Tal. It’s so happening for you.”

      “Faye mentioned getting an actual house the other day. Once the sale of her place goes through, she said she’d like to put that money aside and keep a hold of it until we find something perfect for us.”

      “And how do you feel about that? I know you love your apartment…”

      Talia closed her eyes, smiling at the thought of bringing Faye coffee in the back garden of their non-existent house. While her girlfriend worked hard, sitting under a parasol in the summer, Talia could be the perfect housewife. Okay, calm down! “I love the idea. I’d buy a bigger place with her in a heartbeat.”

      “Just make sure it has enough space for when I visit with Marcus.”

      A key in the lock had Talia sitting bolt upright. Faye was grinning as she stepped through the door, scanning the room to find most of her things stored away where Talia believed they would belong. “I will. But I have to go because some beautiful woman has just broken into my apartment, and now, I may need to tie her to the bed until help arrives.” Talia threw a wink in Faye’s direction.

      “Well, don’t expect me to come to your rescue. You and Mrs Sex Swing are on your own, girl.” Jay ended the call abruptly, leaving Talia laughing on her own.

      She threw her phone to the couch and shot to her feet. “Hi, pretty lady.”

      “Was that Jay?” Faye placed her satchel on the dining table, opening the flap and rummaging around inside.

      “It was. He says he can’t wait to introduce us to Marcus, his new boyfriend.”

      Faye’s eyes lit up. “He met someone?”

      “He did.” Nobody had ever seemed so interested in not only Talia but her best friend too. Faye always asked how Jay was, when he was visiting, and if they could arrange a trip to London. Faye just…cared. “So we should definitely make it a plan when you have some time. We could go midweek.”

      “I’d love that.” Faye stepped forward, fisting her hand in Talia’s Ramones T-shirt. She pulled her in, kissing her with a fervour Talia was becoming far too used to. “I missed you.”

      “You’re here now. And I can’t wait to spend some time with you before I have to leave for work.” Talia didn’t work at the bistro anymore. When she wasn’t at Vision, she wanted to be home with Faye. It didn’t matter if Faye was busy working; just the click of the keyboard or the scratch of her pen on paper was enough to keep Talia grounded. Her tips at Vision meant she brought home plenty, and their time together was much more fulfilling when neither had to dress if they didn’t want to. Pyjama days had become their thing three months into their relationship. “I love coming home when you’re keeping the bed warm.”

      “I love being in our bed when you creep in and wrap your arms around me.” Faye reached into her satchel, removing a package wrapped in tissue paper. “This…is for you.”

      Talia’s heart sunk. She must have forgotten something. “Was it an occasion that I missed?”

      “No. No occasion. Just a gift from me. I wanted you to be the first.”

      Talia gently ripped the paper, her eyes widening when she caught a glimpse of the front cover of Faye’s latest book. “Oh, wow. This is mine?”

      “All yours.”

      “Babe, that’s amazing. Thank you.” Talia leaned in, her fingers holding Faye’s chin as she guided her into a lingering kiss. “It’s not out yet…”

      “No, but my publisher had a copy ready for me. And I wanted you to have it.”

      Talia sniffled as she opened the front of the book, careful not to crack the spine. She wasn’t ready to read it yet, she needed a couple of days to herself for that to be a possibility, so she needed to keep it in pristine condition. She turned the first page, her heart melting when she saw the dedication.

      
        
        For Talia. My heart…

      

      

      “Faye.” Talia lifted her head, shaking it as a tear fell. “This means the world to me.”

      “And you mean the world to me.”
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        * * *

      

      “Jay, are you ready?” Faye knocked on the spare bedroom door, the strong scent of aftershave almost knocking her off her feet. “We should really get going…”

      “Coming now.” Jay flung the bedroom door open, fixing the collar on his black shirt. “How do I look?”

      “Better than me. Let’s go.”

      Jay stopped Faye, gripping her wrist. “What’s the rush?”

      “I don’t want to miss a second of the show. I haven’t been to Vision since the fallout with Paul, but he said it was okay for me to be there tonight. I want Talia to know that I support her.”

      “She’s going to shit her pants when she sees us there. I can’t believe you managed to lie your way out of it.”

      Faye hated lying, but she’d wanted to surprise Talia. She’d called Paul a few weeks ago, enquiring about some tickets for her, Jay, and whoever else Faye could find to take the spare ticket. Thankfully, Marcus had agreed to come with Jay. “I know she was disappointed, I can always tell by her eyes, but that’s how amazing Talia is. I told her I had a work thing, and she left it at that. We support one another, and now I really need to get there before she wonders why one of the VIP booths is empty.”

      “Shit, yes. Let’s go.” Jay hammered on the bathroom door. “Babe, we need to go!”

      Marcus left the bathroom, kissing Jay on the cheek as he wrapped one arm around his waist.

      “You two look really good together,” Faye said, cocking her head. “And now that our apartment smells like the perfume section at Duty Free, let’s go.”

      With her keys in one hand, her mobile phone in the other, and her clutch bag shoved under her arm, Faye gave herself the once over in a nearby mirror. She looked hot, and she had no issues with admitting that to herself. Since she’d met Talia, her self-esteem had gone through the roof. She didn’t compare her body to her girlfriend’s anymore; she simply appreciated what they both had to offer. Really, Talia was a revelation.

      “Hey, Faye.” Jay closed the apartment door, hand-in-hand with Marcus as she rushed towards the stairwell. When she turned back, Jay had the biggest smile on his face. “Thank you.”

      “For what?”

      “Making her dreams come true…”
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        * * *

      

      Faye relaxed into the soft black leather sofa, a bourbon sitting on the table in front of her. Jay and Marcus were at the bar again, insisting that they wouldn’t have people bringing drinks to them, but Faye was too nervous to care what they were doing. Talia had no idea any of them would be here tonight, and now that Faye was inside Vision, she wasn’t sure it had been her greatest idea. Since they’d gotten together and following on from the Phoebe debacle, Talia hadn’t asked Faye to come to the club again. Perhaps it was to keep Paul at bay, Faye didn’t know, but now she wondered if Talia just didn’t like seeing her here.

      That would be entirely fair if her girlfriend did feel that way—Faye didn’t particularly like seeing men drool over Talia in her underwear—but she’d reminded herself tonight that this was Adria. She’ll never be Adria to me. Still, tonight, it had to be that way.

      Jay slid onto the couch beside Faye, bringing a pint of beer up to his lips. “This club is far nicer than the London one.”

      “Did you go there often?”

      Jay wrinkled his nose. “What would a gay man want with a strip club full of women?”

      “Fair point.” Faye smiled.

      “I used to go whenever Talia asked me to. Usually for these shows.”

      Faye squeezed Jay’s hand, leaning in and lowering her head to his shoulder. “It’s been a while since I came here.”

      “At first glance, she isn’t who you think she is…”

      “Oh, no. At first glance…Talia was exactly who I thought she was. I saw through it all straight away. The hardened shell, the alter-ego of Adria, that’s not her. It never will be. I love the confidence she has when she’s dancing, but I know Talia, as do you, and I wouldn’t change anything that she is. This side of her, the personal side, the woman I wake up beside every morning…I love her all the same.”

      The club suddenly dimmed, and strobe lighting flashed around them. The music was tasteful—a song Faye recognised from Talia’s private room—all eyes now firmly on the stage. Excitement built in Faye’s chest as she lifted her head from Jay’s shoulder, and then Talia rose from a platform under the stage. If Faye wasn’t already in love with this woman, this moment alone would have confirmed it. She squeezed Jay’s hand, letting go as she reached for her bourbon.

      Why was she holding her glass so tight? It had to be the excitement of seeing Talia like this for the first time in a while. But then Talia stepped forward towards the pole, her eyes landing on the VIP booth Faye had prebooked under a fake name. Her dark eyes lit up, a smirk twitching on her mouth, those delectable fingers gripping the cold metal with such ease.

      She was happy to see her. Plain and simple.

      “My God, she looks amazing.” Jay whooped and cheered, shoving his fingers in his mouth as he whistled. “Get it, girl!”

      Faye’s thighs clenched together as Talia’s focus remained on her at every opportunity. Quite frankly, the club could have emptied out, and Faye wouldn’t have noticed. She winked at Talia, offering an approving nod, her bottom lip between her teeth.

      “Excuse me,” Jay murmured as he leaned towards Faye’s ear, “but can you and my best friend not mentally fuck one another while I’m sitting next to you?”

      Faye stared directly at Talia. “No idea what you’re talking about.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      She caught Jay nudging Marcus, whispering something to him, but Faye was too entranced to care what he was saying. Talia…Adria…had Faye’s full attention.

      Talia came out of her pose, landing in the splits at the base of the pole. A technician slid a chair onto the stage, and then Talia well and truly homed in on Faye. Curling her finger, she beckoned Faye to join her on the stage, but Faye couldn’t move. She couldn’t breathe. Was…Talia about to give her a lap dance in front of a club full of people?

      “I suggest you get up there before someone else ends up in that chair.” Jay nudged Faye in the ribs, bringing her out of her daze. “Now, Faye!”

      But Talia was already leaving the stage and heading straight for her. With a hand outstretched, Talia pulled Faye to her feet and guided her up the steps to the stage. She laced her fingers with Faye’s, giving them a gentle but reassuring squeeze, and then she pushed her down into the seat…straddling Faye immediately.

      “Fancy seeing you here,” Talia said, grinning when she practically shoved her breasts in Faye’s face. “And just like the first time, I’m very happy to see you sitting in my spot.”

      Faye smiled, a blush settling on her cheeks. Talia always had a way of making Faye zone out of the room, but she had to keep her wits about her. If she wasn’t careful, the club would get an entirely different show. “I-I’m happy to be here.”

      That silky dark hair whipped from one shoulder to the other, Talia’s subtle perfume reminding Faye that everything was okay. That Talia was hers…and she was Talia’s. The people in this room didn’t have the absolute pleasure of seeing who this woman really was, and thank God for that.

      Talia leaned in close to Faye’s ear, inconspicuously nipping at her earlobe as she turned her face towards her neck. “You’ve no idea how much I want you right now.”

      Faye closed her eyes, exhaling a slow breath. “Oh, I think I could hazard a guess.”

      “If only you could touch me,” Talia cocked her head as she pulled back, rolling her body against Faye’s. “If only you could feel how wet I am for you.”

      “B-babe…” God, Faye ached to reach out and touch Talia.

      “But just remember how much I’ll want you when we leave tonight.” Talia climbed from Faye, bending at the hip as she looked directly into her eyes. “Oh, I’m going to fuck you like there’s no tomorrow.”

      And just like that, the moment was gone. Talia was holding out a hand to Faye to guide her back down the stairs, but Faye’s legs no longer worked. They felt like lead…there was no way she could make it back to her seat. Had she been up on the stage for as long as she thought? It seemed far too brief for her liking.

      Jay must have sensed the state she was in because he was waiting at the bottom of the stairs with the biggest grin plastered on his face, holding out a hand to her. She swallowed as she put one foot in front of the other, her clit throbbing as her eyes caught Talia once more. Her girlfriend disappeared backstage as Faye fell into her seat, her mind swimming with everything she’d just heard. Talia knew how to fire her up, but that? Fuck, that was something else.

      Faye’s phone lit up on the table, and she grabbed it immediately.

      Meet me at the back door in thirty seconds! Talia x

      Faye cleared her throat and excused herself from the table. Jay continued to smirk as he shook his head and gave his attention over to Marcus, but Faye couldn’t care any less about anyone in this club. She rushed out of the main door as ‘normal’ as she possibly could, turning the corner and bumping straight into Talia.

      “H-hi.” Faye panted. Talia turned her and pressed her up against the wall, lowering her head and capturing her lips. “Babe, not here.”

      Talia pulled back. “I can’t believe you came here for me tonight. And with Jay and Marcus.”

      “I was always going to be here.” Faye lifted a hand, brushing Talia’s hair from her face.

      “God, I wasn’t expecting you. When I saw you sitting there, everything from the beginning came flooding back. Only this time, you’re actually mine.”

      “I should think so after those things you said to me.” Faye lifted an eyebrow. “Do you say that to all the people you bring up onto the stage?”

      “No. Only the blonde-haired, blue-eyed ones named Faye Holmes.”

      “Oh, good answer.”

      “I meant every word of it,” Talia whispered, pressing her body to Faye, one hand wrapping lightly around the front of her throat. She turned Faye’s face away from her, dragging her lips up towards Faye’s ear and moaned. “I’ve never craved anyone’s touch, but God…I’d give up everything for yours.”

      “If you carry on, I’m going to take you right here, right now.” Faye’s body throbbed. There was no way she could hold off until they got home later tonight. It was Friday; Talia always worked late. “And you don’t have time for that.”

      “I’m not back on stage for another thirty minutes…”

      “Oh?”

      Talia grinned. “But you wouldn’t. You’re not the kind of woman who fucks her girlfriend in an alleyway.”

      Had Talia just challenged Faye? It certainly felt as though she had. Faye slid a hand down the front of Talia’s leather pants, met with a delicious wet heat. “Wanna bet?”

      “F-Faye.” Talia’s eyes slammed shut, her mouth falling open.

      “I wasn’t a lot of things before I met you, but this is what you’ve done to me, Talia. You make me want you every second of every day.” Faye brought her lips to Talia’s ear. Two could play this game. “And if I want to fuck my girlfriend in an alleyway, I’ll do that.” Faye dropped her hand lower, struggling against the tight leather. When she pushed her fingers into Talia, her walls throbbing on contact, the orgasm Faye, herself, craved, almost exploded. “Now, do you want this slow…or hard and fast?”

      “Fuck.” Talia dropped her head to Faye’s shoulder, widening her stance ever so slightly. “H-hard.”

      “And fast?” Faye repeated.

      Talia simply nodded against Faye’s neck. “Mm.”

      “You really are wet for me.” Faye sunk deeper, wishing Talia wasn’t wearing such restricting pants. Still, she could make it work. She always would if it meant she could give Talia what she needed. “And you’re close.” Faye smirked against Talia’s neck.

      “S-so close,” Talia said, whimpering when Faye pressed the heel of her hand to her clit. “Oh, shit.”

      “I know you want to come, Talia.” Faye worked her lips along Talia’s jawline as she lifted her head, capturing her mouth in a passionate kiss. Their tongues slid against one another’s, Talia’s eyes focused on Faye, that tiny crease between her eyebrows noticeable. “Don’t hold back. I want to hear you.”

      Talia’s mouth fell open against Faye’s lips, her breath short and sharp as her knees trembled. “F-Faye,” Talia mumbled, her nails digging into Faye’s shoulders. “Fuck yes, right there.” Her walls squeezed, her head fell back on her shoulders, just the sound of Faye’s heavy breathing present in the alleyway. “Fuck, yes.”

      Faye curled her fingers, rubbing her palm against Talia’s clit. “That’s it. Come for me.”

      “O-oh!” Talia held herself up against Faye, one hand pressed to the wall at the side of Faye’s head. “I’m coming. Fuck, I’m coming.”

      “And it’s all for me.” Faye grinned, surprised that she was capable of doing something so…intimate in an alleyway. But Talia was to blame. She’d riled Faye up, she’d insisted she wouldn’t, so as Faye pulled her hand from Talia’s pants and brought her fingers to her lips, she simply moaned and then said, “I don’t know if you bring out the best or the worst in me.”

      “We bring the best out in each other.”

      Faye smiled, lowering her eyes as the realisation of what she’d just done sunk in. She wasn’t a prude, not by any stretch of the imagination, but that moment had hardly been sexy. Still, Talia was one hot woman. “You’re right. We do.”

      “Hey,” Talia said low, curling her fingers under Faye’s chin. “Are you ready to start a brand new chapter? Our story? The first night in our apartment?”

      Faye had spent many nights at Talia’s apartment, but for the first time, it would now be called home. “I am. The most beautiful story.”

      “I love you.”

      Faye ghosted her lips over Talia’s. “I love you, too.”
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