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The Set Up




Olivia parked her car in the driveway of the white, modern, two-story house that used to be her home. It’d been four years since the divorce, but she still felt a pang of nostalgia for the life she’d lost.  

She’d reached a good point in her relationship with Sabine once most of their wounds healed. They became best friends and had the art of co-parenting down to a science, but she couldn’t help feeling a small pang of sadness once in a while. Sabine kept their house, the kids lived with her, and she also had a brand new wife. Olivia lived alone in a very nice bachelor loft that after four years still didn’t feel like a home, and she shared her nights with a string of flings that never lasted more than three months.

A long time ago, she stopped believing she would find romantic love again. But that was okay. The love of her kids was all she needed. Or at least, that’s what she told herself. Olivia plastered a big grin on her face before turning the key in the lock. 

“Hey, hey, hey!” she shouted, walking inside. 

When all eyes turned in her direction, her rehearsed grin morphed into a genuine smile. It wasn’t a perfect situation, but the four people scrambling around in front of her were her family.

At the dining room table, her kids alternated between applying the finishing touches to their homework and stuffing their mouths with food. Sabine came out of the kitchen with four plates full of French toast balanced precariously in her hands and almost ran into Olivia in her rush to get to the table before her balance failed her. Olivia took two plates off her hands and placed a kiss on each of Sabine’s cheeks.

“French toast? So elaborate for a Wednesday.”

“Lara woke up in one of her cooking moods,” Sabine replied, placing the plate in front of Denna, their oldest daughter. 

Olivia kissed Denna’s forehead. “Hey, sweetie.” At twelve, Denna was in that limbo of looking like a teenager, but being way too young for Olivia to see her as anything else but her little kid. 

“Hey Mom,” she answered, still chewing. 

Olivia moved to Caleb and repeated the action. He smiled brightly at her with his mouth so full of food he looked like a chipmunk. She couldn’t help but laugh, aware he wouldn’t be that cute and innocent for much longer. It felt like yesterday they were only babies and now, Denna was already in middle school, and her baby boy was a few inches away from being taller than her. Maybe that was an exaggeration, even if she was five-foot-one on a good day. But he was no longer her baby. 

“Do you want some French toast?” Lara called from the kitchen. 

“I’m good, thank you,” Olivia answered, raising her hand to show the cup of matcha tea she’d bought on her drive there. She walked to the kitchen to greet the other woman with her customary two kisses, but stopped short when she noticed the disarray of pastries and ingredients all over the counter. 

“Are those scones in the oven?”

“You know I stress bake,” Lara answered with a sigh. “There’re rumors going around of the high-ups wanting to close Purple Magazine. I know we’re not the most profitable product right now, but I’ve worked for that magazine for almost my entire professional life. I don’t know what I would do if it ended.”

“You’re a star. There would be networks and magazines fighting for you in a heartbeat.” 

From the other side of the room, Sabine raised her hands in the air. “That’s what I keep telling her!”

“Besides, Purple Magazine is a staple. They would be nuts to close it.” Olivia gave Lara’s shoulder a quick reassuring squeeze. 

“Yeah, yeah… I doubt they care about my job as editor or the legacy of the magazine. Money talks. At least I have an ally high up that hopefully will help,” Lara replied. “Changing topics,” she said, eyes lighting up in expectation. “Do you have plans for Valentine’s Day?”

Olivia chuckled. It should feel weirder to have her ex-wife’s new wife so invested in her love life, but she was used to it and, to be honest, Lara had become one of her best friends, too. It wasn’t always that way. She hated her guts at first and resented her for taking her place in Sabine’s life a few months after they’d separated. Back then, she’d expected her to be gone after a couple of months, but after a while she had no choice but to accept that Lara made Sabine happy, and she was there to stay. 

Their first outings together were so awkward, but now she was proud to call Lara a friend, even if her tendency to meddle and want to set everyone up could get annoying. 

“No, no plans,” Olivia answered, taking a sip of her tea. “I can take the kids so you two can have a date night.”

“Oh, no, no, no. That’s not why I’m asking.”  

Olivia had a hunch, but she’d hoped her veiled attempt at redirecting the conversation was enough to talk Lara out of whatever idea danced in her mind. Of course, she knew her enough to realize how determined Lara was once she had a goal. Unfortunately for her, usually her plans involved setting Olivia up with any woman that crossed her path. The mention of St. Valentine’s was a big red heart-shaped flag. 

“Lara, I’m not interested.”

“Oh, come on! I haven’t even told you about her. I swear this one is perfect for you.”

Olivia threw an exasperated look in Sabine’s direction, hoping the mother of her kids would take mercy on her and help her distract Lara. But her ex-wife shrugged. 

“Caleb, Denna. Go get your backpacks. We should get going,” she said. It was true, but also, she wasn’t beyond using her kids to get away from a situation. They could survive an extra ten minutes waiting at the school if they arrived too early. 

She waited until the sound of their stretching sneakers disappeared to turn around toward Lara again. 

“That gallery owner you set me up with last time went up in flames after three dates and one good, but empty, night of sex,” she said between her teeth, glancing down the corridor in case the kids came back. “No one you’ve ever set me up with works out and honestly, I’ve just accepted the fact falling in love is just not gonna happen for me again. The last thing I need is to have a blind date for St. Valentine’s that will lead nowhere. So no, don’t even think about it and I’m not changing my mind.”

Lara opened her mouth, surely to protest and argue, but the kids coming back derailed her. Olivia took the chance to leave. As she walked out with the kids, she mouthed, “No, I mean it,” with her most threatening face. 

 


      [image: image-placeholder]Olivia’s phone pinged several times while she drove to the office, but she ignored it until she settled at her desk and finished her tea. She had a hunch it was probably Lara, and she didn’t want to deal with her. But she was wrong. It was Sabine. 

I’m sorry. Sent at 9:05 a.m.  

Lara already kind of set up your Valentine’s date :/ Sent at 9:06 a.m.  

Isabela sounds great. Sent at 9:11 a.m.  Here’s her phone number. Sent at 9:12 a.m.  If you don’t want to meet her, I’ll force Lara to cancel it, but you should give her a chance. Sent at 9:15 a.m.  

Fucking Lara. Of course, she’d already set everything up and now Olivia would look like a jerk if she canceled a Valentine’s Day date. 

She put her phone away without answering back. She’d deal with her love life problems later. First she had a 2.5-million-dollar condo contract ready to be sent to her client, and that took priority. 

Ten hours, three showings, and two signed contracts later, Olivia settled on her couch with a plate of takeout from her favorite Lebanese restaurant, and a glass of wine. Between bites, she grabbed her phone and stared at the string of messages she’d pretended to ignore all day, but had been in the back of her mind while she worked and went about her day. 

Isabela Santamaría. That was the name of the woman Lara was trying to set her up with. The name sounded vaguely familiar, but she didn’t dwell on it. Lara knew so many people thanks to her job it was hard to keep up with her circle of friends.   

She was canceling the date. There was no way she was going. She didn’t even go out for Valentine’s Day when she was in an actual relationship. Dealing with traffic to reach an overcrowded and overpriced restaurant was the furthest thing from romantic she could think of. Besides, if she backed down and showed up to this date, then there would be no way on earth to stop Lara from setting her up again. She needed to put her foot down. 

“Siri, Google Isabela Santamaría,” she said. 

No harm in finding out more information. For all she knew, Lara was forcing Isabela to do this, too, and Olivia would do her a favor by canceling. That didn’t mean she couldn’t satiate her curiosity first. 

Soon her phone showed a string of results. From news reports to magazine articles. 

“Isabela Santamaría named new CEO of Santamaría Media,” read the first search result. Interesting. Now she knew why she recognized the name. That was the media company that owned Lara’s magazine. She had to give it to Lara, the idea of sharing a fancy dinner with a powerful and attractive woman, was very appealing. 

Olivia scrolled through the results, skimming the articles for information and staring at the accompanying pictures for maybe a little too long. Isabela Santamaría was an attractive woman. Olivia had to admit that. But she didn’t expect anything less from someone Lara was trying to set her up with. As disastrous as most of her attempts had been in the compatibility department, Lara had never failed when it came to looks. She’d give her that. 

Isabela had long black hair, with a few stylized waves in strategic places. Thick eyebrows framed soulful brown eyes and a sharp jaw. Exactly Olivia’s type. Most of all, what prevented her from looking away was how in every single picture Isabela appeared with her chin held high and a determined look in her eyes. It made her even more attractive. Olivia loved a woman who took charge and Isabela certainly looked like she could. She sighed. Damn, Lara. Now she was curious about this woman, but she couldn’t let Lara win. 

Against her best judgment, she opened Sabine’s text and added Isabela as a new contact. Checking her watch to confirm it was still an appropriate hour to text a stranger, she crafted a message. 

Hey! This is Olivia. Lara’s friend.

She started and then rushed to send the rest of the message before there was room for Isabela to assume she had other intentions by texting her at 10:00 p.m.

I’m sorry, but I have to cancel the date she set up. It’s nothing personal, but I’m not interested in going out for Valentine’s. 

Olivia sighed and served herself another glass of wine. She didn’t know why she felt bad when Isabela probably wouldn’t even care. It wasn’t her fault Lara insisted on meddling in everyone’s life. 

When her phone chimed, announcing a new message, Olivia raised her eyebrow. She didn’t expect a CEO to reply so fast. 

She forced you to agree to the date too? ;)

Olivia laughed. 

Yeah. She’s made it her personal project to fix my love life. 

It was a little too personal, too playful, to send to someone she hadn’t met. She would blame the wine later if she had to, but there was just something about the easygoing way Isabela had replied that made it seem okay to answer back in that way. 

Sounds familiar. She can’t help herself. It’s just her way of showing how much she cares even if she overdoes it.

Olivia hadn’t finished reading when another text popped up. 

And thank you for canceling instead of standing me up on Valentine’s Day. I wouldn’t have survived that.

She considered leaving things at that. She’d canceled the date like she wanted, and Isabela had taken it well. There should be nothing more to it. At least, that’s how it should have gone, but Olivia typed and hit send on another message. 

I have a hard time believing you’ve ever been stood up.  

Olivia took another sip of her wine. Fuck. What was she doing flirting with the person she’d just canceled a date with? 

Why?

The question sent a wave of butterflies to her stomach. Such a simple question in appearance, but the answer was far from simple. “Because you’re absolutely stunning,” wasn’t the ideal answer when she’d just canceled their date. The soft chiming of her notifications saved her from answering. 

Lara showed you my picture, didn’t she?

I guess that’s fair since she showed me yours. I doubt you’ve ever been stood up either. 

Isabela was flirting; Olivia had to admit it felt nice. 


      [image: image-placeholder]“I can’t believe you canceled the date!”

Olivia hadn’t finished closing the door behind her and Lara was already standing in her space, hissing the words close to her ear. She walked past her in favor of pulling Caleb into a hug. 

“Wait for me in the car. I’ll be right over,” she said to him. 

He grabbed his sister’s hand and ran toward the car with a smile on his face. She was tempted to ignore Lara and leave without another word, but her insistent stare set her off. 

“I told you to stop trying to set me up, and I meant it.”

“Ugh,” Lara huffed. “You’re so infuriating.” She turned to look at Sabine, busy packing the kids’ lunches. “Tell her she is throwing away her chance at love. Isabela is perfect for her. I just know it.”

“That’s what you said about the other ten women you set me up with.” Olivia squinted her eyes. “And one of them wasn’t even your friend. It was a random woman that hit on you and you sprung on me instead.”

Lara was opening her mouth to reply, hands resting on her hips, but Sabine interrupted her. 

“Babe, if Olivia doesn’t want you to help, you should leave it alone,” she started. “You tried your best, and it didn’t work out. Maybe we just need to let things happen naturally for her. You can’t force love,” she added, moving forward to cradle Lara’s face and give her a quick kiss that appeared to placate her. 

Less than a year before, seeing her ex-wife being affectionate with Lara would have ruined Olivia’s day. It was a testament to how much had changed, how she’d gotten over Sabine and accepted the fact they weren’t meant to be, that she no longer felt the urge to look away. Instead, she was grateful Sabine could get Lara to calm down. 

“Fine,” Lara said. “Can you at least help one of my friends buy an apartment or is that too much meddling on my part too?” She turned to Olivia. 

“As long as it’s not a veiled attempt to set me up with someone else, of course, I’m happy to help. It’s my job, after all.”

Lara pursed her lips in a way Olivia didn’t like. 

“I’ll have her assistant contact you to set everything up.”

Olivia narrowed her eyes at the smirk on Lara’s face, but before she could say anything, Sabine handed Olivia the kids’ packed lunches and ushered her out the door. The last thing she heard as the door closed behind her was Sabine’s voice. 

“You really should stop meddling.” The tone was one she reserved for the kids when they were getting on her nerves. 








  
  
Closing Date




Olivia parked in one of the multiple visitors’ spots available at the high-end condo building she was showing that morning. Though early as usual, she was not as prepared as she would like. She prided herself on always researching and arriving at showings knowing what her clients wanted better than they did. This time, she didn’t even know who she was meeting.  

After Lara threw a fit when she found out Olivia canceled the date with Isabela, she had insisted she owed her for making her look bad in front of her friend. Her chosen way of payment was having Olivia help another one of her friends find a place. She’d decided to not argue with Lara’s logic because it was a chance for her to earn another commission. The fact she’d refused to tell her anything about who she was meeting was only a mild annoyance. Of course, Olivia didn’t trust Lara to not meddle, but she’d warned her. Told her loud and clear that if this was another one of her attempts to set her up, she’d make her pay for it. She hoped it wasn’t, and that she wasn’t about to waste an hour of her time. 

She’d been standing at the reception for about five minutes when a deep, firm voice caught her attention. 

“I won’t be long, but I expect you to handle this without me. I can’t hold your hand every step of the way. There’s a reason I chose you to lead the PR team. Don’t let me down.”

My favorite; a bossy, ice-cold lady. Olivia turned around. She stopped dead in her tracks when her eyes landed on the beautiful woman walking in her direction. The deep black hair and chiseled jaw identified her right away. Isabela. She was a lot more impressive in person. Those beautiful brown eyes she’d seen only in pictures settled on Olivia with an intensity that left her feeling naked, and the smirk that appeared on plump pink lips sent a shiver down her body.

“I assume you’re the, and I quote ´Most dedicated real estate agent you could ever want´.”

Olivia chuckled. “And you must be ‘A dear friend who will be happy to throw money your way if you treat her right´.”

“Lara is not wrong about that.”

Recovering her composure and a little of her usual charm. Olivia closed the distance between them and planted two kisses on Isabela’s cheeks. 

“Follow me,” she said, walking to the elevator before Isabela could answer. 

She tried to be as professional as possible. Even if her eyes wandered, she never lost her realtor’s voice while she walked around the spacious three-bedroom apartment highlighting all the attractive fixtures of the property, the modern kitchen and the huge bathrooms, with walk-in closets and dressing rooms included. She praised the pool and 24-hour gym on the rooftop that all owners could access, and she finished the walk-through standing in front of the floor to ceiling windows that overlooked the city’s downtown.

“And this, of course, is a million-dollar view.”

“It’s an amazing view,” Isabela answered. 

Despite her agreement, Olivia didn’t like the plain tone of voice Isabela used. The lack of excitement was overwhelming and if there was one thing Olivia took pride in was her ability to find exactly what her clients wanted. 

“We can visit other properties. I started with this one since it fit what Lara told me you were looking for, but if you don’t like it, just talk to me. I’m sure we’ll find the right match for you.”

“This is fine. Honestly, one bedroom or two, gym or no gym, I don’t care. Any place will do as well as any other. I just need it to be fast.”

Even if they kind of already shared a rapport between them, Olivia knew better than to pry. At that moment she was Isabela’s real estate agent and nothing more. 

“I can do fast. I’ll send the paperwork over this afternoon and after that, it’s a matter of a couple of days while it gets processed. Of course, I’ll use all my contacts to get it done as soon as possible.”

Isabela nodded, her gaze lost in the view outside the window, but her mind seemed somewhere else. It piqued Olivia’s curiosity, and she couldn’t stop herself from asking. 

“Why the rush, if you don’t mind me asking?”

The teasing smile Olivia was getting used to seeing on Isabela’s lips appeared again. This time a clear twinkle in her eyes accompanied it when she turned around and stared into Olivia’s eyes. Anyone else would have averted their gaze, intimidated by the unwavering look, but Olivia found herself captivated, as if an invisible force pulled her closer to the woman standing in front of her. 

“I’m surprised Lara didn’t tell you,” Isabela said. Her smile faded and her voice got softer. “My fiancée dumped me a few weeks ago. Thankfully, I can afford to stay in a hotel instead of having to see her face every day, but the room service is getting old. I’d like to move in as soon as possible,” she added. 

The hint of vulnerability in Isabela’s voice tugged at Olivia’s heart. She remembered all too well how it felt to lose the one person you thought would be by your side forever. She knew from experience anything she said would do little to ease the pain, so she simply smiled, her eyes full of warmth and understanding. 

“I’ll make sure you can settle into your new home in no time.” She reached forward, placing her hand on Isabela’s forearm. “I’ll even give you the super special, rarely offered realtor package and help you unpack.” 

Isabela laughed, and her laugh filled the empty apartment. “Now, that would make you the best real estate agent in the city. Unpacking sucks.”

“I only ask for food and maybe wine in exchange.”

Olivia realized how flirty the words sounded only once they were out of her mouth. Food and wine, just like a date. She’d offered to help out of kindness, but she couldn’t deny the idea of spending more time with Isabela was an appealing one. If the other woman thought she was flirting, she wouldn’t mind. 

Isabela tilted her head and narrowed her eyes at her, that ever-present smug grin on her lips. 

“Deal.”


      [image: image-placeholder]Olivia worked all week nonstop, applied all her influences, and maybe even used a threat or two, but she got everything in order in record time for Isabela to move to her new apartment.

She sent a text letting the other woman know she could come pick up her keys whenever she wanted, all the time trying to ignore the giddiness she felt at the idea of seeing her again. 

I’ll have my assistant pick everything up. Thank you. 

As soon as she read Isabela’s reply, disappointment settled in Olivia’s stomach. She’d been silly to think Isabela even remembered her offer to help her move. Usually, she would just shake it off and move on. The irony of it all almost made her laugh. She’d made sure they didn’t date by canceling on her after Lara set them up, and now she longed to know more about her. 

Her phone pinged again. 

Don’t think you’re getting out of helping me move. Nobody in their right mind would reject that offer. I hired a company to move everything over tomorrow morning. Does that work for you?

Yeah, sounds good. I have to settle a couple of things in the morning, but I can be there after lunch. 

Olivia realized, after she’d sent the text confirming she would be there, that she should have waited a little more to answer. Her eagerness was showing. But after mulling it over, she dismissed the idea. She was a grown woman with no time for games. She wanted to see Isabela, and there was nothing wrong with showing that. In fact, she wanted the other woman to notice.

 


      [image: image-placeholder]Olivia was overdressed for the occasion. After running to the office to work on some pending deals, she’d gone straight to Isabela’s apartment, still clad in a white silk blouse that accentuated her cleavage and five-inch heels. It wasn’t the most comfortable outfit for the activities they’d planned, but at least she was going to look hot as hell while she helped Isabela unpack. 

When the door opened, Olivia fought to keep her jaw from dropping open at the sight that greeted her. Isabela’s hair was up in a messy bun and her face was almost devoid of makeup, a stark contrast to the heavy black eyeliner she’d been wearing the last time they saw each other. Instead of the power suit and heels she’d sported then, she was clad in sweats and a t-shirt. Olivia looked her up and down, not caring if she noticed, and for the life of her, she couldn’t decide which outfit looked better on her. 

“Movers did all the big stuff, so at least I’ll have a bed to sleep in tonight. But I have a million boxes to open and sort, so I may not have any pajamas.”

“I don’t see how that would be a bad thing,” Olivia answered, giving Isabela a once over. “Divide and conquer? I’ll take those boxes over there while you start with these,” she added before Isabela could reply.

“You’re the expert.” Isabela walked to the kitchen and grabbed a bottle of wine from the cellar. “You’ll be happy to know I already unpacked the wine.”

“I see you have clear priorities.”

“Well, I did promise to wine and dine you. And I would hate to disappoint a beautiful woman.”

Isabela looked at her as she spoke, sending a clear message. If Olivia was going to flirt, she had no problem matching her. Olivia smirked. She loved a challenge. 

“I won’t be disappointed if you get a glass in my hand soon.”

The next thing she knew, Isabela was pouting. Actually freaking pouting at her and Olivia got whiplash at how she could switch from hot and smooth to an adorable puppy in a matter of seconds.  

“I’ll do that as soon as I find where the glasses are,” she said, chuckling. 

Olivia smiled back. “We better unpack then.”

She took off her heels, sat on the floor, legs crossed under her, and grabbed the closest box. With measured movements she opened it and started unpacking the items one by one, aware the entire time of the eyes following her every movement. 

“So… messy break up, huh?” she said without stopping what she was doing or looking up. 

Isabela chuckled under her breath. “You don’t beat around the bush, do you?”

“I’ve always been a fan of direct communication,” she replied, throwing a cheeky grin in Isabela’s direction. “And I’m curious. It’s not every day that one of my clients is in such a rush to move.”

“It wasn’t that messy actually,” Isabela started. “I’ve had worse, that’s for sure.”

Olivia raised her eyebrows. She waited, giving Isabela time to find the words she was seeking. 

“A part of me knew for a while that we weren’t meant for each other. That the love we had wasn’t a love that lasts a lifetime, but I don’t know why I stayed, even knowing that. Maybe because it was easier?”

“It’s self-preservation. We are afraid of the unknown, of change, and of being alone,” Olivia said, no judgment in her voice. She was no stranger to overstaying her welcome in a relationship. 

“Yeah. We’d been together for almost six years. She was there for a lot of important moments in my life, and I couldn’t imagine not having her around, but when she sat me down and told me she didn’t love me anymore... that she needed to leave... I felt hurt and lost, but a part of me also felt relieved.” Isabela let out a sigh mixed with a scoff, like she was ashamed of admitting the last part out loud. “That sounds awful. I’m still mourning a lot of things from my relationship with Sarah, and it brought up so many insecurities and self-doubt, but it stings a little less, knowing it was meant to end.”

“Why the rush to leave then? Doesn’t seem like you’re on bad terms.”

Isabela played with a piece of paper that’d been covering a pair of mugs a couple minutes before. “It was just so fucking awkward,” she laughed. “We tried the first couple of weeks to act like friends, but there was a tension in the air, like we no longer knew how to act around each other. I felt like it was best to leave and put some space between us. At least for a while. And then… I guess I just wanted to put it behind me and have a new place. Somewhere without so many memories where I could build something of my own. I don’t know.”

“No, it makes sense. A new start, of sorts.”

“Yeah, something like that.” Isabela lowered her gaze. “It’s not working though. Maybe I’m the problem.” She chuckled. 

“It’s a process. But it will get better. I can assure you it will.”

She stared into Isabela’s eyes for what felt like an eternity. Their unwavering gazes connected across the room.

“What about you? Lara told me you were married to Sabine?”

Olivia laughed. “We’ll need the wine for that, so you better keep unpacking and find those glasses.”
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