
  
    
      
    
  


		
			Traveling Toward Forever

			When almost-strangers take a road trip through America’s national parks, love may be the final destination.

			Maggie Matthews is desperate. What self-respecting accomplished suspense author has a two-year creative slump? Her, apparently.

			Following the only seed of inspiration she has, she’s set to embark on a van-life road trip. Only she’s never so much as driven out of state. Out of her comfort zone and hopelessly unprepared, she needs her agent’s sister and seasoned adventurer Laike Cardinal as a guide.

			Laike regrets giving in and letting Maggie join her latest journey. Maggie has no concept of personal space and occupies way too much of her thoughts. If only she could drop Maggie off at the nearest airport and send her home. She’d even pay for the ticket if Maggie would go—mostly because she doesn’t want to think about how much she wants Maggie to stay.
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            Chapter One





			“Please, you owe me one.” Maggie Matthews set two lattes on the table and slid into the booth at her favorite coffee shop. She’d hoped one of the drinks would serve as a bribe, but judging by the look on her friend and agent’s face, she’d need something bigger.

			“I owe you for what?” Travis Cardinal waved a finger toward the cup closest to him. “Surely not for this subpar latte from the coffee shop you insist on going to even though you know it’s my least favorite in this neighborhood.”

			“You know it’s the closest to my house.” She ignored the look he gave her that said she needed to get out more, maybe in a wider radius from her home.

			“So, then tell me, why am I supposedly beholden to you?”

			She shrugged, unable to come up with a suitable answer since she’d been bluffing about his personal debt to her. But she’d sworn she wouldn’t leave until he agreed with her plan. A plan that even she thought was stupid—and she’d spent the better part of the last two weeks talking herself into it. She might end up sitting in this coffee shop indefinitely.

			“This is a big ask, Maggie. I’m sorry, but I can’t drop everything and go on a road trip with you.” He brushed a nonexistent strand of hair off his forehead. The nervous habit was his tell that he was uncomfortable. She’d noticed it before when they were negotiating her last contract. His honey-blond hair stayed teased up in the front, and he kept it short on the sides and in the back.

			“You’re the only person I know who has done a trip like this. How many times have you told me, if I don’t write something new soon, my publisher will drop me? Not to mention the dent in my savings from not releasing a book in over two years.”

			“First—I rented a camper once and took a vacation, which hardly makes me an expert on full-time van life. Second—we both know that’s a bluff. Your publisher loves you, and I just say that to motivate you.”

			“I’ve been meaning to talk to you about how ineffective your tactics are.”

			“Third—let’s not pretend I don’t know about how well your backlist sells. You’re hardly destitute.” He’d raised a finger for each point, and when he reached the last one, she grabbed his hand and held it.

			“Two years, Travis. I haven’t written a word in two years.” She wasn’t proud of the despair in her voice, but she didn’t try to hide it from him.

			Given that she had been cranking out suspense novels on a yearly basis—sometimes two a year—for the previous decade, this drought stressed her immensely. But after—well, lately, the ideas just wouldn’t come, and every attempt to force something onto the page just left her more frustrated. So, yeah, drawing her latest inspiration from a crime TV show with a peripheral character who traveled the country in a van might not be the most solid book idea. 

			But she’d seen her protagonist so clearly in that moment that despite her best attempts to ignore the woman, she couldn’t get her out of her head. Not to mention, it was the only idea she had, and she was desperate to be writing again. To feel normal again.

			“I can’t leave this close to the due date.”

			Maggie waved her hand dismissively even though she knew he was right. “Beth has two whole months left.”

			“You know how nervous she is.”

			His wife was the most capable woman Maggie knew. She managed her family’s concrete business more efficiently than any of the previous CEOs had. But ever since she’d announced this pregnancy, she’d been a bundle of nerves. She’d grown oddly superstitious and very protective over both herself and Travis. He was right. Maggie had no chance in Hell that Beth would okay Travis leaving and traveling across the country right now.

			She sighed. “I know. I’m just grasping at a spark of inspiration.” 

			The story idea, an adventure romance with a sapphic couple, was outside of her normal genre anyway. Yet she worried that if she didn’t explore it, she might never break her slump. She also hoped that writing the story would allow her to stop obsessing about this character. She’d been jotting down scene notes for weeks, but she lacked the knowledge to make them come to life in the way she wanted to.

			“I may still be able to help. Do you remember why I took that trip?”

			“You were meeting up with family, right?” She had a vague recollection of him saying he’d visited someone while he was out West for three weeks. But she’d been deep into writing on a short deadline at the time and hadn’t registered much else.

			“I spent part of the trip helping my sister move all her stuff into storage in preparation for full-time van life.”

			“Your sister lives in a van?” She managed to say this instead of—you have a sister? She already felt like a bad-enough friend. But seriously, he had a sister? How had she worked with him for this long and been pretty good friends with his wife and still not remembered this tidbit?

			“You really don’t listen to me, do you?” His eye-roll took some of the edge off the exasperation in his voice. It was a low blow but not entirely inaccurate. She tended to shut everything out while she was writing. “She put her stuff in storage for a trial period back then. But now she’s been living on the road for several years. She uses my address as her home base for bills, taxes, and all. She’s been in town for the last couple of weeks and is about to head out again.”

			“Why haven’t I ever met her?”

			He shrugged. “She’s only around for a couple of weeks at a time. Usually, she schedules her dental cleanings and yearly physicals, and she runs errands during that time. Her last few visits, she’s spent a lot of time out at the farm with Dad.”

			“Oh, yeah. How are the new babies?”

			“Adorable. Is there anything cuter than tiny goats?”

			“You’ll probably have to stop saying that once you have a tiny human.”

			“Ha. I can only hope our kid is as cute as a baby goat.”

			Maggie laughed. “Keep saying stuff like that, and you’ll definitely be free to take this trip with me.”

			“Beth is not leaving me now. We need to tag-team raising this kiddo. And I’m not reconsidering the trip. So my sister—”

			“I can’t spend that much time in a van with a stranger.”

			“Laike is not a stranger—she’s my sister.”

			“See. I didn’t even know her name.”

			Travis finished his latte and set the cardboard cup on the table in front of him. “Why are we pretending you’re serious about taking a road trip? I can’t remember the last time you went away on vacation. You wouldn’t leave home for long enough to take a trip or go that far. You come to this shitty coffee shop because it’s the closest one to your house.”

			Maggie winced as she saw the barista behind the counter whip her head toward them at his words. “It’s a good coffee shop. Great coffee.” She spoke loudly enough for the barista to hear her.

			“Oh, whatever.” Travis lowered his voice. “Even now you’re saying that because you’re a regular here and don’t want to have to go farther away.”

			“Time management. Every minute I’m out of the house means words I’m not writing.”

			He leaned back in his side of the booth and stared at her, as if waiting for her to call bullshit on herself. But she refused. She’d been living in Indianapolis when she met Travis at a literary conference. When he took her on as a client, she’d been thrilled to learn he lived only an hour away. And from the first time she’d visited there, she loved the little college town. She’d made the move within six months of that visit and now rarely left. “And what have you been doing for these past two years? When you could have been vacationing—recharging your batteries like I’ve repeatedly suggested? You’ve been stuck at home stressing about writing. Why the change now?”

			How could she explain what drove her to write this story when she didn’t understand it herself? The protagonist was so clear in her head that she could probably complete a character study in less than thirty minutes. And the idea of writing about a sapphic couple excited her. She finally had a strong backlist to support pushing a change of direction on her publisher—she hoped. But this story had to be flawless.

			“Why can’t you just watch a bunch of YouTube videos—go on some van-life forums. Don’t you think taking a road trip for a book idea is ridiculous?”

			“I’m doing this—or at least I want to—because this story is unlike anything I’ve written. I need to be immersed.”

			“That’s the other part I don’t get. You’re a suspense writer. But you said this book will be a romance.”

			Maggie nodded. “I’m shooting for a romantic adventure story. Honestly, I’m just so happy to have a solid idea, I’ll follow where it leads. Even if that means embracing an unorthodox research method.”

			“This plan is definitely that. So, do you want me to call my sister?”
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        * * *

      

			Maggie walked the block and a half from her house to the coffee shop for the second time in a week. Since she’d met with Travis, at least twice a day she’d wavered between canceling the meeting with his sister and keeping it. Ultimately, she’d decided not to overthink her plan. She still had to secure Laike’s agreement.

			When she stepped inside, three other customers stood in line ahead of her. If this was a “shitty coffee” shop, why did so many people come here? She mentally sent an “I told you so” to Travis. Of course there were other coffee shops. Her brick Craftsman home was situated on a small lot downtown, not far from the university. The area was full of cafes, Boba shops, and specialty coffee places. But this was her favorite, not just for the coffee, but for the quiet atmosphere if she needed a change of pace while writing.

			While she waited, she scanned the tables nearby until she spotted a lone woman near the window. Even from across the room, Maggie could pick her out as Travis’s sister. They shared the same fine bone structure and confident posture. Shades of the same blond as Travis’s lingered in Laike’s otherwise silver pixie cut.

			When Laike looked in her direction, she gave a little wave of acknowledgement that Laike returned with a smile. Laike already had a cup in front of her, so Maggie moved up to the counter and placed her order, then stepped to the side, somewhat relieved when the queue behind her blocked the line of sight to Laike. She hadn’t given much thought to Laike’s physical appearance until right now. If pressed, she might have guessed that Laike was good-looking, because Travis was handsome. Thinking about a road trip with a total stranger was stressful enough. Given that the stranger in question was incredibly attractive made the nerves in her belly ripple even faster. 

			After her name was called, she retrieved her coffee from the counter, then headed over to Laike’s table, giving herself a mental pep talk with each step. She was so far out of her comfort zone, beginning with meeting someone she didn’t know in a coffee shop, that she would be pushed out even farther if Laike agreed to her crazy plan.

			“Laike?” She slowed as she approached the table. 

			“Yes, hi.” Laike stood and gestured to the chair across from her. “Please have a seat. I had to come into town to pick up a few things, so I arrived earlier than expected.”

			“Oh. I’m sorry if I’ve kept you waiting.” When she forced herself to make eye contact, she found Laike’s gaze direct and friendly.

			“You didn’t.” Laike reached across the table and touched Maggie’s hand briefly. When Laike pulled back, Maggie felt an odd tugging sensation on the back of her hand, as if they were still connected. Laike, seemingly unaffected, wrapped her fingers around her cup. “I didn’t mean to imply that. Only to explain why I may seem a bit overcaffeinated. I’m on my second cup.”

			“Can I get you anything else? Maybe a muffin? I guess I should have asked that before I got my own drink.” She glanced at the line at the counter, now even longer than when she’d come in. When she went for a light chuckle, it came out as some sort of weird honking sound. What the hell was that? Laike’s expression flickered briefly, but Maggie clearly saw laughter in her eyes. Oddly, it didn’t feel like a taunt, but rather a gentle acknowledgement of Maggie’s discomfort.

			“This doesn’t have to be awkward. Travis told me a little bit about you. You’re one of his authors, and you’re researching your next book.”

			“That’s right.” Doesn’t have to be awkward? This situation was the very definition of awkward. Maggie turned her cup, lining up the logo with the position of Laike’s across the table, focusing on anything except the coils in her stomach that felt like a child’s Slinky toy cascading down the stairs.

			“And he said one of the characters is living the van life.”

			“Yes.”

			“Cool.” Laike gave a little half-shrug. “I’ll answer any questions I can. Do you maybe want a tour of my van?”

			“A tour? I suppose at some point—”

			“That might help you picture it when you’re writing.”

			Ah, that explained why she seemed so at ease. “Travis didn’t give you the full story?”

			“I just told you what he told me.”

			“That I’m working on a book. But nothing about how I plan to research it?”

			“I guess not specifically. I just assumed you’d interview me, maybe take a look at the van. I’ve got some pictures of my trips I can send you. If we don’t have time to finish today, I’m up for meeting again another day.” Laike’s smile opened to Maggie, drawing her in and enfolding her in warmth.

			Maggie would definitely agree to spend more time with Laike, if it meant she got to bask in that smile. The thought both thrilled her and scared her, given what she was about to ask of Laike.

			“Travis mentioned you had a trip coming up.”

			Laike nodded. “It’s this cool road trip out West I’ve been wanting to do. I can grab my computer and show you my itinerary. Oh, and if you’re still writing when I get back, I can tell you about it, if that helps. I don’t really know how long it takes to write a book, but I’ll be gone for only two weeks.”

			“Actually, I wanted to join you—on your trip.”

			






    
            Chapter Two





			Laike Cardinal unpacked the last of her reusable grocery bags, setting out crackers, trail mix, apples, and her favorite fun-size candy bars on the counter in her van. She folded the bag and stashed it with her others, in a narrow magazine file holder in a cabinet over the small kitchenette area.

			In two weeks, just before she left town, she’d make another grocery run to stock both her dad’s fridge and the van. For herself, she tended toward simple, easy-to-make food on travel days. The last thing she wanted to do while driving all day was cook. But once she got settled, she ate more complex, flavorful meals. She’d prioritized space in the van for a small multi-cooker appliance that could be used as a pressure cooker, crockpot, or air fryer. 

			When she heard the muffled sound of her phone ringing, she searched for it. How did she continue to lose her phone in such a small space? It was the one thing she couldn’t keep track of. Finally, she located it under the jacket she’d tossed onto her bed.

			Hovering her finger over the screen, she was desperate to dismiss Travis’s call, but after a moment she sighed and accepted it.

			“Oh, wow. I didn’t expect you to answer,” Travis said.

			“You would have followed up with a text anyway. And I can’t avoid you forever.” She paced the tiny space in the center of the van—if one could call three steps, spin, three steps, spin, etc. pacing. 

			“You said no.”

			“I did.” Feigning ignorance would only prolong the conversation. “I can’t believe you ever thought I would agree.” In fact, it had been all she could do to keep from saying Hell, no. She’d stared at Maggie, dumbfounded for at least twenty seconds before she recovered enough to semi-politely turn her down.

			“I didn’t. I was certain you wouldn’t. But Maggie insisted this was the only way, so I did what I could to give her a shot.”

			“By not telling me what she really wanted. You’d be mad, too, if I’d set you up to be ambushed by a stranger.”

			“She’s not a stranger. She’s a client and a friend—”

			“Your friend. Not mine.”

			“Laike—”

			“Travis, you are my baby brother, and I love how you’ve never met a stranger. But I’m not like that. My van is my home, my office, and my sanctuary. Asking me to share that—”

			“Okay, but Maggie is a good person. I promise. And she’s struggled lately. I wanted to help.”

			“Then you go on a road trip with her.” She wouldn’t get drawn into asking about Maggie’s struggles so she would feel sorry for her.

			“Even if Beth wouldn’t kill me, that wouldn’t work. She needs the true experience for her book—someone who knows what they’re doing. And we both know that isn’t me.”

			He was right. She’d inherited her grandfather’s adventurous spirit, spending her free time camping and hiking when she wasn’t working. Five years ago, finally fed up with feeling stifled, she’d given up the hamster wheel of corporate IT and started her own consulting firm.

			“You let me walk into that meeting thinking I was helping out some lady who needed a little info about van life. What kind of person wants to live in a van with someone they don’t even know?” It was such a ridiculous idea that if it hadn’t been for Maggie’s earnest expression, Laike might have thought Travis had set her up to be pranked.

			“I knew if I gave you the whole story you wouldn’t even agree to meet her.”

			“And what, you hoped after meeting her, I wouldn’t be able to say no? I’ll admit, she’s gorgeous but—”

			“She is. But no. I didn’t expect that would sway you.”

			“Right. It won’t.” Probably not. 

			“Besides, you’re smart enough to know what a bad idea trying to seduce one of my best authors is. That could sure screw things up for me professionally.”

			She didn’t respond, mostly because seducing Maggie didn’t sound like a bad idea at all, and she almost didn’t care how selfish that made her.

			She’d guessed Maggie to be mid-forties, same as her, but the dash of freckles on her cheeks and nose made her appear younger. If Maggie had any laugh lines, Laike hadn’t gotten close enough to see them. The creases around her own eyes were one of the things she was most self-conscious about, so she tended to notice them in others.

			Maggie had obviously dressed to appear professional, pairing a crisp, light-gray button-down with darker-gray slacks, and shoes with a bit of a heel. The outfit accentuated her curvy build in a way that made Laike, who had always been stick-straight, both jealous and appreciative. Her hair had been pulled back into a twist of some kind that rested at the back of her neck, but from the texture, Laike guessed it was curly when left loose.

			She’d actually been thinking she might enjoy showing Maggie around her van, flirting a little, and maybe more—before she headed out of town. Maggie’s obvious nerves had even made her think Maggie might have picked up on a vibe between them. But then her brow had crinkled in confusion, and she’d blurted out her plan to actually go on the trip with her. All thoughts of releasing Maggie’s hair and burying her hands in it had been shoved aside. Well, maybe not completely aside, because she was still thinking about it now. Something about a well-put-together woman always made Laike want to be the one to tousle her. It was a weakness of hers. But she’d definitely decided she should be careful not to feed Maggie’s unrealistic expectations.

			“Laike, talk to her again. I would owe you—big.”

			“How big?” She would agree to talk to Maggie again. Because, honestly, she already did owe him. When she had announced her plan to quit her job, her financially conservative father had thought she was making a mistake. He’d compared her desire to live largely off-grid and unfettered by material things to their mother’s “flighty” (his word) dreams when he’d first met her. He said their mother had finally outgrown them and she would, too. She hadn’t spoken to him for over a month. She was protective of her mother’s memory, and, though her relationship with him would never fully recover, she’d eventually let him back in. But only after she’d felt she’d proved she could hack it on the road.

			Travis had supported her desire to travel—her need to move. He gave her an address to have her mail sent to, pay her taxes from, and, most important, a home base to return to when she came off the road. He was there for their father, who, while still in good health, had been showing signs of aging. Their dad needed more help with things he’d been able to handle alone before, and Travis had stepped up. So, when she was home, she put aside her pride and did her part as well.

			She’d meet with Maggie again. Maybe she could pacify her with an offer to spend a couple of nights sleeping in the van before she went out of town. Then she could get a feel for the space without inconveniencing Laike. Laike could crash in the guest room at her dad’s house so she’d be nearby if Maggie had questions.

			Travis gloated only a little when she finally agreed to another conversation with Maggie. She let him think he’d won. But she expected disaster ahead, because while Maggie’s all-business look had turned Laike on, it didn’t exactly scream road-trip ready.
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        * * *

      

			Laike heard a car door slam outside her van and glanced out the window. Maggie got out of a red sedan, looking around the farm. Laike had picked a spot near the barn to park her van, partially shielded from the view from the driveway. Her dad’s place was remote, and he didn’t get a lot of visitors, so she hadn’t needed to seek privacy. But the RV power outlet she’d had installed in the barn was within reach here, and she found the animal sounds comforting.

			Laike stepped outside and circled the van. Maggie was headed toward the house so she called out, “I’m not saying yes.”

			Maggie glanced over and changed direction. Again, she wore slacks, only this time with a navy sweater. Her black loafers were flats, at least, but still out of place on the farm. Laike guessed Maggie to be about five foot two—six inches shorter than her.

			“Then what am I doing here?” Maggie asked.

			“I leave in two weeks. During that time if you want to borrow the van—try it out—”

			“It’s not that I don’t appreciate any offer of help and information. And believe me, if I thought I could write this book without immersing myself in—well, let’s just say this trip isn’t my favorite idea either.”

			Now that was interesting. Maggie had seemed committed to the plan only two days ago. Nervous, sure, but she’d assumed that was more about the ask than about the actual trip.

			“I Googled you. You’ve written a lot of books. Seems like you could crank one out in your sleep.” She wouldn’t admit that she’d downloaded one of Maggie’s eBooks and read it last night. In fact, her inability to put it down and go to sleep could be blamed for the extra cup of coffee she’d consumed before Maggie arrived. And maybe why Maggie’s insane idea inexplicably intrigued her.

			“That’s not how it works—at least for me. I do a lot of research, for depth and realism. Granted, typically the research happens at home, or maybe over a Zoom interview.”

			“I got the impression from Travis that you aren’t very—adventurous. I don’t think you quite realize what you’d be getting into. And I’m not going to pull back on my itinerary because you’re apprehensive.”

			“You forgot to preface that with ‘no offense intended.’”

			“No. I didn’t.” Laike leaned into any hard feelings Maggie might be building. If that’s what it took to put a stop to this nonsense, she’d do it.

			“I know all of that was meant to paint me in a poor light.” Maggie waved one hand as she referenced Laike’s earlier statement. “But I heard only that you aren’t pulling back on your itinerary for me. Which implies you’re considering letting me take the trip with you.”

			Laike sighed and shoved a hand into the hair at her left temple. Damn, this woman was persistent. Yeah, she was considering it. In fact, she was dangerously close to giving in, even if it meant she’d be dropping Maggie at an airport in three days to fly back home—which she would put money on happening.

			A triumphant grin tugged at the corner of Maggie’s lips, but she seemed to stifle it before it could develop. Or did she even realize it had been there?

			“Can we walk a bit?” Maggie asked.

			“Where to?”

			“I wouldn’t mind a visit with the goats. Are there still babies around?”

			Laike nodded and gestured toward the barn. She led Maggie around to the other side, purposely not avoiding the muddy tire tracks, still wet from last night’s rain.

			“Tell me about this trip. How is it different from your usual ones?” Maggie asked as they stopped near a fence where several mama Alpine goats grazed, while three babies scampered around them.

			She leaned against the fence and watched Maggie a moment longer, trying to work out her next move. It couldn’t hurt to chat. Maybe Maggie would decide she’d had enough of Laike’s company.

			“A lot of my trips include work—I’m an IT consultant. But I freelance, so I have more control over my schedule.” She dropped her hand over the fence rail, and her favorite goat ambled within reach. “Hey there, Franny. How are the babies today?” Franny stretched her neck so Laike could pet her head.

			“Franny?”

			Laike shrugged. “She watches over all the kids, even the ones that aren’t hers.”

			Maggie smiled. “Oh, like Fran Fine, from The Nanny? I like it. The little ones are just so cute, I want to put one in my car and take it home. Especially that little black-and-white one over there.” She pointed to the most antisocial of the babies near the far fence by himself. Laike had nicknamed him Woz after Apple co-founder and famous introvert, Steve Wozniak.

			The babies were adorable, especially before they grew into their over-sized, pointy ears. And Woz could be a charmer with his dark eyes and long lashes, plus that aloof attitude challenging a person to be the one to win him over.

			“He’s going to grow up to be bigger than Franny here, and she’s about a hundred and thirty pounds. Not really house-pet material.” Fran lifted her head, and Laike scratched under her chin to take the sting out of talking about her weight.

			“Unfortunate.” Maggie called out a good-bye to Woz and his two buddies as they turned away from the fence. “How do you decide where to travel to next?”

			“Often whatever contract I’m committed to at the time determines my destination. I can end up in one place for a couple of months or more.”

			“That’s interesting.”

			“Is it? Are you tech savvy?”

			“Only as much as I need to be. I can manage my home Wi-Fi, my laptop, and a few smart devices.”

			“It’s nice to land in one town for a bit, get to know the place. I’ve met people at some jobs that I keep in touch with. But then eventually I get to go somewhere new and do it all over again.” She liked the kind of transient friendships she formed while traveling. She didn’t need someone to pour her heart out to or force a deep connection. But she had contacts in various places that she could call if she was in town and wanted a nice meal or a hiking buddy.

			“Travis said this trip lasts only two weeks.”

			“Yes. This trip is for me. It won’t be work free, but I’ll be doing things I can handle remotely. I’ve planned my route to hit up several national parks that I’ve never been to before.” This time she led Maggie around the muddiest tracks and back toward the other side of the barn.

			“How did you get started consulting?”

			“I worked for a large corporation—doing network infrastructure and security. I was tired of all the usual crap—office politics, working in the same box every day, killing myself to make a profit for a company that viewed me as replaceable by the next kid with an IT degree. So, I decided to start my own company.” Her decision had been a bit more complicated than that, but she didn’t need to go into the details with Maggie.

			“That’s very brave. I’m not sure I could do that.”

			“You work for yourself too, essentially. Don’t you?”

			“I guess. But it’s been years since that was risky for me. When I was younger, I worked in a call center to finance my writing dream.” As they arrived back near the van, Maggie gestured toward two Adirondack chairs in front of the barn. She didn’t wait for an answer before she took one of them.

			“I bet you hated that.” Laike sat in the other chair.

			“I did.” Maggie smiled faintly, as if glad those days were a memory. “These days, even throughout my current writing slump, I don’t really have to worry about money.”

			She supposed she knew Maggie was comfortable—newer car, nice clothes. She’d learned from Travis that most authors didn’t get rich publishing. But Maggie had a sizable backlist and seemed the type to invest responsibly.

			“I’ll admit, during the first year, I learned how little I knew about the business side of running an IT firm. And I had some sleepless nights over it. But I was determined to succeed. And consulting means travel and living out of hotel rooms. That’s not the life I wanted to trade my office job for. So, I sold my condo and bought a van.” Again, she glossed over the stress surrounding that time in her life. That wasn’t unusual. This was the answer she gave any time she was asked. So, why, this time, did she want to tell the whole truth? With Maggie looking at her like the only thing she wanted in the world was to hear Laike’s story, she could imagine herself spilling it all. She supposed this was one reason Maggie was a good writer—she got interviewees to open themselves up to her.

			“Good decision?”

			She took a moment to compose herself—to stuff her feelings back into the box they belonged in before she answered. “Haven’t regretted it a day.”

			Maggie nodded.

			“It’s not for everyone. I have to be prepared to deal with the unexpected—a breakdown or equipment malfunction, difficulty finding a place to stay, things like that.”

			“Do you ever get lonely?”

			Maggie’s question tugged at something in Laike that she often avoided examining—something deep, and a little bit cold. She managed to suppress a shiver but couldn’t maintain eye contact, probably an easy tell that the query got to her.

			“Are you writing a book about me?” She surged to her feet, an accomplishment since she was coming from the slanted seat of the Adirondack chair. “I thought you wanted to know about van life, not my personal life.”

			Maggie looked like she might push back, but then she flushed and glanced away. She wouldn’t have been wrong to push; it’d been a valid question about one of the pitfalls of spending so much time alone on the road. Sure, maybe she sometimes thought about having a partner to share her adventures with. But lonely? She’d never put that label on it.

			“Do you want to see the inside of the van?”

			She might have been stalling before—avoiding shutting Maggie out for some reason. If Maggie saw how small the inside was, perhaps she’d decide she didn’t want to take the trip. Because right now, Maggie was wearing her down, and she was starting to imagine she could spend two weeks with Maggie in her space.

			






    
            Chapter Three





			“Do you want to see the inside of the van?”

			Maggie nodded slowly, watching Laike’s expression for a hint at what she was thinking. Was the offer to see the van a step toward an agreement? She’d felt she was making ground, but then she might have lost it with her question about loneliness. Her curiosity sometimes overreached her awareness of boundaries, especially where work was concerned. 

			Perhaps she should take the tour, in case that was her only glimpse inside. She needed to understand the layout and get a feel for the space, especially if Laike decided to turn her away when they were through.

			The silver vehicle resembled a delivery van, with the addition of a cargo rack on the roof. When she’d pulled into the driveway, she’d also spotted a ladder and a bicycle rack mounted to the back. Laike opened a sliding door on the passenger side of the van, then indicated for Maggie to go first.

			Inside, the van had more headspace than she’d expected. While stepping in, she’d instinctively ducked, but she hadn’t needed to. Directly in front of her was a countertop with a sink and a two-burner stove. To the left, a large bed spanned the width of the van. Was this the source of Laike’s hesitance? Had she unknowingly asked Laike if she could share a bed with her? For two weeks?

			“Oh, my God, your face.” Laike chuckled.

			“What?” She turned around to find Laike very close—so close, her energy reached out to Maggie, nudging her awareness. She had a weakness for casually confident women, the kind who didn’t need to demonstrate their competency, it just—existed in their aura. And Laike definitely qualified. Everything from the way she moved to how she took up her share of the small space indicated she was capable and adaptable.

			“Are you imagining one of those two-girls-one-bed tropes from a romance novel?”

			She shook her head as she felt her face flush. “No! I—I mean, where—”

			“Relax, Mags.” Laike shoved the bedding to one side and lifted a cushion, then removed a rectangle board from the center area. “See, two beds.” 

			Laike waved her hands over two benches about the size of twin beds, with cushions on either side of what was now a center aisle. A very small center aisle, which left them still sleeping a bit closer than comfortable for strangers. 

			She felt foolish now. Why hadn’t she thought about where two people might sleep in a small van? In her mind, the vehicle had been more like one of those large bus-like RVs, which, she imagined, had more spacious sleeping arrangements. She’d seen documentaries where musicians took their whole band in one bus with them, and everyone had a separate bunk bed.

			“Maggie,” she said to cover up her discomfort.

			“What?”

			“My name is Maggie. I don’t like nicknames.”

			“Mags? It’s not really a nickname. More like a shortening of your name.”

			“Maggie is short enough, don’t you think?”

			“Sure, yeah. Whatever you prefer.” Laike flopped down on one of the beds. “So, as you can see, storage is scarce. There’s some space in the cabinets above the bed.” Laike extended her leg and, with her foot, lifted the mattress and a hinged board on the opposite bed. “Compartments under both beds.”

			The space she indicated was about three-quarters full of small totes, the edge of each lid bearing a small white label that Maggie wasn’t close enough to read. Laike let the board and mattress fall back into place with a soft thud.

			“Do you—are there—um, facilities—or what do you—?”

			Laike grinned as heat burned on Maggie’s cheeks. She really didn’t have to enjoy this so much.

			But this was yet another thing Maggie hadn’t considered. Please don’t tell me this involves digging a hole? Maybe she wasn’t prepared for this type of an experience after all.

			Laike stood and pushed aside a sliding door at the back of the van and stepped inside a small space with a toilet to the right and floor-to-ceiling cabinets on the left. On the floor, a bamboo grate covered a fiberglass floor, similar to a shower stall. Maggie assumed there was a drain under the grate.

			“It’s called a wet bath.” Laike demonstrated pulling a shower curtain around a track in the ceiling, isolating the cabinets from the shower and toilet.

			“I do remember reading about that in my research.”

			“The handheld showerhead has an on/off switch. The water tanks aren’t that large, so I conserve what I use as well as how much goes in the waste tank. I switch it off when—er, soaping up—and back on to rinse.”

			Maggie nodded. A slight flush spread across Laike’s neck, and Maggie was happy to see she wasn’t unaffected. Standing this close, practically in the shower together, Maggie struggled not to imagine soap bubbles sliding over Laike’s skin.

			Laike stared at her for a moment longer, then tilted her head to the side.

			“Cover the windows with these magnetic vinyl panels whenever you’re showering or changing back here so no one can see in.” 

			“Okay?”

			Laike’s phrasing seemed to indicate—

			“I can’t believe I’m about to say this—”

			“Are you letting me go with you?” Maggie’s excitement easily overrode any trepidation from seeing the small space. She pressed her hands together in front of her chest in a surge of anticipation unlike anything she’d felt in a while. When had the life she’d thought she was happy with become so boring that a road-trip with a stranger seemed like a beacon?

			“I’m leaving in two weeks. I won’t wait. Either you’re ready to leave then, or you don’t go.”

			Maggie wanted to argue. She typically planned much further in advance for a vacation. But this wasn’t a vacation. It was research, and she needed to treat it as such. Despite the to-do list already rolling through her head, she agreed. “Absolutely.”

			“Please don’t make me regret this.”

			“I won’t. I promise—I mean, I don’t know how—but you’ll barely know I’m there.” 

			“I doubt that.” Laike shook her head as if she might already be regretting her decision. She sighed and took a breath, then continued. “I’ll clear you some room in the wardrobe there, so you can keep some clothes in here. But this space feels even smaller once the door is closed, and dressing can be kind of a pain once the floor is wet, so, when possible, I’ll vacate the van so you can move into the larger area.”

			“Thanks. I’ll do the same for you. I know you’re used to having your own space. The van looks big from the outside—in comparison to a car, I guess. I didn’t realize how close everything would feel until I stepped inside.”

			“Yep. We’re going to get to know each other pretty well.” Laike’s voice carried a strange note, and Maggie couldn’t tell if the idea bothered her or not.
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        * * *

      

			Laike navigated the streets near the university, following the directions Maggie had texted her the night before. Maggie had been randomly texting questions about the schedule and itinerary for the trip, and their messages had become peppered with polite chitchat. Laike had started looking forward to whatever question Maggie came up with next, enjoying the insight into her researcher’s brain.

			The only time she’d been in this part of town in years had been when she’d met Maggie at the coffee shop two weeks before. She marveled now, as she had then, how much the area around the college had changed since she’d gone to school there. After graduation, she’d moved to Chicago, then went out on the road. Since then, she returned only to visit Travis and their dad, who both lived in other areas of town.
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