

  

    

      

    

  




		

			Frosting on the Cake 3


			From the cold winter dark of Alaska to the warm summer breezes of Hawaii, take a calendar year’s journey through the lives of women you already love.


			 


			Love finds its full bloom during a Simply the Best May. The glamour of Hollywood combines with a Because I Said So Halloween. Making Up for Lost Time serves up delicious cookies–and lots of kisses. All kinds of family are welcome at the Car Pool Thanksgiving table.


			 


			Inspired by classics like Wild Things and Painted Moon, as well as bestsellers and award-winners like Captain of Industry and Above Temptation, Karin’s third volume of follow-up stories shows the love, tenderness, and romance that stands the test of time.


			 


			Karin Kallmaker’s delightful and moving short stories have won Lambda Literary and Golden Crown awards and are sure to have you falling in love with her characters all over again.


			









Praise for the works of Karin Kallmaker


			Simply the Best


			Karin Kallmaker has been writing romance novels for thirty years or so and she knows how to bend the rules just enough to keep things exciting…


			One of the things I love in Karin Kallmaker’s books is the way she sets the scene. Her characters have real jobs, not just titles mentioned here and there. It’s part of who they are, part of the story, almost akin to world-building in sci-fi or fantasy. Neither fluffy nor too heavy, Simply The Best hits the right balance, incorporating current news and societal themes in what remains, fundamentally, a romance novel.


			-Rainbow Literary Society


			Because I Said So 


			Readers looking for a layered romance full of complicated feelings and a perfect ending will want to pick up this one. It might just be my favourite book from Kallmaker and it’s one I’ll come back to again.


			-The Lesbian Review


			Because I Said So was an incredibly fun read with some extra helpings of angst, internal and external, to elevate it to a true romance drama. Plus, I utterly enjoyed Kallmaker’s mischievous play with irony when it came to the implications of the “love at first sight” experience! Sneaky!


			I recommend it to fans who enjoy a richly portrayed, well-written, well-researched tale of romance with a slightly different, eccentric, exotic and an all-around fun, flavour to it! I, for one, had a blast with it!


			-Bugs Cheeky, NetGalley


			Because I Said So by Karin Kallmaker is a beautiful, though angst-filled love story. As a veteran author with some thirty books to her name, Karin is obviously skilled in writing great stories, and this book is a great example of her work. 


			…If you enjoy a good romance with great characters and a fair bit of angst in the story, then this book is for you.


			-Betty H., NetGalley


			My Lady Lipstick


			Kallmaker fans and newcomers, both, will delight in this new tale. It has a well-written plot with innovative character drama and a love story that doesn’t disappoint. The romance sparkles, the characters are enchanting, and their struggles are fascinating. Don’t miss the distinctive pink cover, likely a tongue-in-cheek reference to “Anita’s” grumble about her own covers! My Lady Lipstick is an intelligent and charming work that’s sure to please.


			-Lambda Literary Review


			My Lady Lipstick is one heck of a ride and I loved every page. There were so many lovely touches that added layers to the story. I especially loved the gaming references, the baking and cooking and the depth of the characters. Both characters are expertly drawn and easy to love. I appreciated that Kallmaker made one a wonderfully complex and relatable butch. We need more butch women who are more than just one-dimensional characters. There is also something particularly special about this book. I can’t quite put my finger on what it is, but there is no doubt that this is going to be one of my favourites.


			-The Lesbian Review


			Karin Kallmaker writes exceedingly good romances, and this one is a masterful mixture of a fun tale, delightful characters and her wicked sense of humour. It isn’t full of laugh out loud moments, but the more subtle wit that raises a smile at the play on words and the sarcastic banter. Add in Shakespearean character flaws along with the essential growth of our leading ladies and we have a classic. The whole is a perfectly wrapped bundle of enjoyment for anyone who likes a good romance.


			-Lesbian Reading Room


			With this two likable characters, some great secondary characters and her usual mature writing style, Kallmaker told us a very interesting story of deception, loneliness, vulnerability, broken dreams (and bones), family…and, of course, love. …My Lady Lipstick is a well-written story that I really liked and can easily recommend. If you have never read any of Karin Kallmaker’s books (she has written nearly thirty novels; what are you waiting for!?), this one can be a good start.


			-Pin’s Reviews, goodreads


			The Kiss That Counted


			For years CJ Roshe has lived with the fear that “The Gathering” would find her and make her pay for turning against them. Constantly looking over her shoulder she has meticulously created a new life with no room for close friends or lovers who might ask too many questions. But her carefully constructed life begins to unravel when she falls in love with the beautiful Karita… Full of suspense and mystery, award-winning Karin Kallmaker pens another page-turner that draws the reader in with her deeply moving characters and storytelling.


			-Cecilia Martin, Lambda Book Report 


			The Kiss That Counted is Kallmaker at her finest—a not to be missed romance. She offers us characters with depth and dimension, along with a rich plot, peppered with an air of mystery to keep the reader turning pages long into the night. Read it to see if CJ will be able to take control of her past and if Karita will ever be able to let down her defenses to allow someone in again. Finally, read it to see if the kiss really counted.


			-Anna Furtado, Just About Write


			Kallmaker has used the darkness of Roshe and the glow of Hanssen to tell a story filled with mystery, excitement and danger. The Kiss That Counted is a gripping story that will delight Kallmaker fans, and win her many more.


			-R. Lynne, Just About Write


			Love by the Numbers


			First class rom-com! A wonderful witty romance and a great tale of character development and growth… The romance is sweet and the sex is hot, all in all this had my dopamine, seratonin and oxytocin levels creeping higher and higher. 


			-The Lesbian Reading Room


			The love story is engaging and is filled with just the right amount of tension to make the nerve endings buzz as Nicole and Lily learn to adapt to the inevitable result of their growing passion for one another. The characters are appealing in spite of—or perhaps because of—the secrets each one holds, preventing them from opening their hearts. The story line is appealing and draws the reader in. It’s also filled with that tongue-in-cheek, ever-so-sassy humor that Kallmaker does so well… Another win!


			-Lambda Literary Review 


			Engrossing, Romantic and Sexy… Kallmaker’s writing is so vivid—she paints the picture so wonderfully it’s as if I’m right there with the characters, seeing what they are seeing, smelling the same aromas, tasting the same food. It’s wonderful! I’ve never been to the places Nicole and Lily visit, but that doesn’t matter. They are brought to life so beautifully I feel as if I have a scrapbook of my own… Love by the Numbers is another of Kallmaker’s books that has been added to my “re-read” pile.


			-Frivolous Views


			Maybe Next Time


			No “formula” romance, Maybe Next Time is an engrossing, compelling story of redemption, healing and surviving. Kallmaker has explored complicated themes and done so with heart and a touch of humor. In this reader’s opinion, it is one of her best novels.


			-Midwest Book Review


			Maybe Next Time, winner of a Lambda Literary Award for Romance, has everything readers expect from a love story, but with an edge… Filled with angst, sensitivity, intimacy, and joy, Maybe Next Time delivers a memorable tale. With flawed but likeable main characters, an intriguing plot with many surprises, award-winning prose and flawless editing, this five-star novel epitomizes great romantic fiction. And in this reader’s opinion, Karin Kallmaker tells it beautifully. 


			-Just About Write


			Painted Moon


			Painted Moon is a classic that could very well become the next Curious Wine.


			-Lesbian Review of Books


			Painted Moon has what this reader considers classic Kallmaker elements with interesting characters, wry wit and steamy love scenes. (Some of the images of Jackie and Leah have lingered in my mind for years.) If you missed this title the first time around, or if you are new to Kallmaker’s novels, pick up a copy of Painted Moon and bask in its glow. 


			-Midwest Book Review


			Warming Trend


			Kallmaker has given us insight into human emotion along with beautiful descriptions of the Alaskan glacial terrain. Warming Trend will teach as well as entertain, and the broken relationship between Eve and Ani will have the reader on tenterhooks until the end. 


			-Anna Furtado, Just About Write


			Kallmaker has given her fans a beautifully written novel, complete with breathtaking descriptions of Alaska. Hers is not the Alaska of the cruise lines, but the heart of Alaska, with particular attention to its glaciers, ice, and northern lights… She has told her story with great language, wit, and warmth. She’s even included a very large, very lovable dog. If you’re a Kallmaker fan, or if you’re new to her work, Warming Trend is not to be missed.


			-R. Lynne Watson, Just About Write


			Substitute for Love


			Kallmaker is a genius. I loved the angst, the drama and the passion… The story construction is fantastic. You get a really personal point of view from both characters. This takes a gifted storyteller, but never fear Kallmaker is here.


			-The Lesbian Review


			What would you do for someone you loved? It’s easy to say you’d climb mountains and swim oceans, but when faced with a desperate choice, what would you do? That’s the dilemma facing Reyna in Karin Kallmaker’s newest, and I think, darkest novel… Kallmaker does a fine job exploring the anguish of Reyna’s life, and the second plot, concerning a mathematician, is equally well-developed. Her major and minor characters are credible and spirited, a pleasure to meet and, sometimes, to hate. Substitute for Love may just be the best Kallmaker I’ve read in a long time, and given her extraordinary talent, that’s saying something.


			-Deborah Pffeifer, Bay Area Reporter


			I’ve never been big on reading romance novels, which is why I’m so surprised to come to the revelation that I’m hooked on Karin Kallmaker’s books… Substitute for Love is no exception. It doesn’t seem likely for Holly, who is in a long-term straight relationship, to get involved with Reyna, who writes press releases and articles for a conservative, anti-gay Christian group, but it happens. As the story unfolds, Holly finds out some secrets about her past, while we find out the reason why Reyna has the job she has. This may be one of Karin Kallmaker’s best and most engrossing books yet.


			-Deborah DiRusso, Womyn’s Words


			Her plots are textured, her characters are engaging, her sex scenes are intense, and her prose style is better than workmanlike—she’s the lesbian hybrid of Joyce Carol Oates (if Oates wrote briefer, less bleak books) and Danielle Steele (if Steele wrote well). Substitute for Love continues Kallmaker’s string of darn good reads… That Kallmaker renders the tortuous travails of Holly and Reyna quite plausible is one of her novel’s many charms. 


			-Richard LaBonte, Book Marks
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Other Bella Books by Karin Kallmaker


			When you purchase from the publisher more of your dollars reach the women who write and produce the books you love. Karin thanks you for your support of stories for and about women who love women!
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About the Author


			Karin Kallmaker has been exclusively devoted to lesbian fiction since the publication of her first novel in 1989. As an author published by the storied Naiad Press, she worked with Barbara Grier and Donna McBride and has been fortunate to be mentored by a number of editors, including Katherine V. Forrest.


			In addition to multiple Lambda Literary Awards, she has been featured as a Stonewall Library and Archives Distinguished Author. Other accolades include the Ann Bannon Popular Choice and other awards for her writing, as well as the selection as a Trailblazer by the Golden Crown Literary Society.


			The California native is the mother of two completely grown-up, fully functional adults and blogs at her website, kallmaker.com, when the mood takes her. She adores ice cream, coffee, Tim Tams, and more ice cream. Connect with her on social media: search for “Kallmaker”—there’s only one, which is probably for the best.
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Dedication


			Thank you, Science. Thank you, Health Care Pros. Thank you, Firefighters. Thank you, Friends, Family, Readers, and Colleagues. We’re in this together, as we always have been.


			 


			Thirty-One, Not Nearly Done
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To the Reader


			The stories in this third volume are presented over a calendar year and a little more for a baker’s dozen of follow-ups on my novels written over the past nearly forty years. The section at the end answers many of the questions I routinely receive about the original stories. If I don’t remember, I’ve made something up. It’s a superpower.


			Each story is introduced by details about the original novel, including a numbered tagline that will tell you where that novel falls in my publishing history. The information given after each story’s title estimates roughly how much time has elapsed since the end of the novel to the beginning of the short story. Sometimes it’s decades. Others it’s a few years.


			You can decide if you want to read them in the order I’ve chosen or start with the stories from your favorite novels. It’s cake. You’re a grown-up. Have your cake whenever and however you want. No one else needs to know.


			–Karin


			 


			P.S. Pictures and more information about the cookie recipe can be found at my website.


			









MAKING UP FOR LOST TIME







		Published:

		

		

		1998






		Characters:

		

		

		Jamie Onassis, master chef






		

		

		

		Valkyrie Valentine, home repair expert






		Setting:

		

		

		San Francisco and Mendocino, California






  		 

  		 

		 

  		 






		

		

		

		The eighth is for eternity.






  		 

  		 

		 

  		 






		Previous Frosting on the Cake stories:

		

		

		






		

		

		“Hacksaw Pastry” in Frosting 1.


		






		

		

		“Happy New Year Too” in Frosting 2.

		









			

			










				

				  

				

			  





COOKIES AND KISSES


			(December, 25 Years Later)


			“Holiday cookies. Doesn’t matter what the holidays mean to you—it’s gotta include cookies, right? Valkyrie Valentine here with your Wednesday Wish List. Mika L, from Vancouver, Washington, wants a quick and easy holiday cookie recipe, the kind she can make a lot of and then put in the freezer. Mika? Your wish is fulfilled with Seattle Spice Ginger Cookies. Simple to put together. With a little bit of technique, they’re nearly foolproof.”


			Val paused to gift everyone with her megawatt smile, but Jamie had long realized it was also to take a deep breath.


			Lifting first one finished cookie and then another, Val continued, “Roll them small and they’re delicate on a holiday tea tray, adorable wrapped in a gift bag, and suitable all the way around the whole year, if you ask me. Practical, because you can pull them out of the freezer any time, warm gently, and they’re terrific. Roll them large for chewy and soft cookies that are fantastic as ice cream sandwiches with vanilla, chocolate, or even orange sherbet as filling.”


			She tipped one cookie directly into the stage light. “Plus, I’m not lying—they sparkle. Everyone ready? As always, because we want to make sure we have all the ingredients and don’t leave anything out, let’s start with the meest en, I mean mice en plast—Well, shit.”


			Jamie tapped the recording button to stop.


			Clearly annoyed with herself, Val flicked the side of her head with her forefinger. “Mumble mouth idiot.” She made bop-bop-bop noises with her mouth followed by a motorboat bilabial fricative and finished off with exaggerated smoochie lips accompanied by a drawn-out repetitions of kewww.


			Jamie was unsuccessful smothering her laugh. She weathered Val’s annoyed look with a sunny one of her own. “You want me to stop when you flub, right?”


			“Yes. I’ll go back to a good spot and start over from there. When Abshir gets back, she’ll splice the takes together. I want to get the recording over with so I can cover the herb garden before the next storm.”


			December weather in Mendocino was so often foggy and wet that Jamie was cheered by the thought of spring. “I’m looking forward to the fresh basil already.”


			“Bring me pesto-avocado toast in bed?”


			Jamie’s mouth was already watering at the thought and not entirely because of the food. “You know I will.”


			“Oh, and a countdown at the top—don’t say ‘action.’”


			Everything Jamie knew about being behind the cameras came from watching the technologically savvy Abshir work with Val. Feeling self-conscious, she kept one finger on the Record button and used her other hand to indicate five. “Okay, five, four…” with her hand counting down. She mouthed, “three,” pressed the red button, and continued the countdown with just her hand. At the silent zero she pointed at Val.


			Val launched again into the introduction while Jamie’s gaze darted between Abshir’s laptop screen and the four monitors that showed the four camera feeds. The laptop screen was an array of pulsating meters and controls she’d been told to NEVER EVER touch, with the exception of the video recording button.


			Abshir had left her usual meticulous instructions, and Jamie hoped to prove herself not the hopeless tech noob she undoubtedly was. Val’s home studio bristled with all the cameras and lights it took for her to film the forty episodes a year of her television show Simplicity to meet Warnell Communications standards for broadcast.


			While running the Waterview Inn and keeping it a strong part of their small-town community, Jamie had followed the massive shifts in the media landscape that had affected Val. A couple of decades ago, she’d started as a writer for a home and garden magazine, then moved in front of the camera with a regularly scheduled Sunday night hour-long do-it-yourself remodel show called A Month of Sundays. The magazine had faded away, taking with it Val’s column that combined recipes, repairs, and home decor projects. Val’s pivot had been to Simplicity. What she used to write she now performed as a half-hour weekday show.


			It had been a huge success. Jamie was on the show’s credits as Food Consultant—and seeing it never failed to give her a little thrill. When Warnell had syndicated Simplicity outside the US markets, Val had used the extra money to build a home studio so she could film Simplicity without being away for weeks at a time.


			At first, running the tech side of the studio had been simple. Raw footage was sent to Warnell producers who used the same personnel as always to cut and fit the footage to its time slot. But over the years, as magazine and broadcast revenues plummeted, Warnell had changed up their agreements with content producers like Val. Instead of the hired front-end face of a show Warnell produced, they wanted independent creations that came to them finished.


			That meant another pivot—Val had become her own producer.


			The pandemic changed everything again. A Month of Sundays couldn’t be produced because of the travel and contact, and Warnell had no interest in ordering more episodes even though people were eager to spend their spare time on renovations. They still wanted Simplicity, but who knew for how long?


			On top of that uncertainty, all the messaging they sent Val about audience metrics was focused on competing with social media and grabbing youth attention. While Val could tok a tik with the best of them, at nearly sixty she was one of Warnell’s oldest on-air talents. Val—ever a realist—saw the handwriting on the wall. Warnell Media could drop her completely, so she needed to invest in her own brand and name recognition beyond television. Hence, the casual Wednesday Wish List videos and livestreams that belonged entirely to Valkyrie Valentine.


			Through all of the change, Val had been able to hire remote contractors to edit and generate the projects meant for Warnell’s broadcast. The hard part had been finding someone to be in-studio for the more casual recordings. Abshir, who lived a few miles north in Fort Bragg with her family, had mad skills with tech and was the answer to Val’s prayers. This week, however, Abshir was in Mecca with her grandfather to complete Umrah. That left the tech side to Jamie.


			“Hit Record and touch nothing else,” Abshir had said. “Once to turn on, once again to turn off.”


			“It’ll be easy,” Val had assured her.


			Nerve-wracking was what it was. Jamie could taste and identify four different peppers in a broth, but when Abshir had arrived for her initial interview and asked if she could adjust a focus-directional-thingy-whatever, both she and Val had gone “Ooo” at the result that looked one million percent the same to Jamie.


			Takes all kinds, Jamie reminded herself. Val went “Ooo” over the difference between Belgian and Venezuelan cocoa the same way Jamie did. When asked the secret of their long relationship, Jamie always said, “We like the same chocolate.”


			Though she had Jamie stop recording a couple more times, Val hit her stride when it came to making her usual salt-and-pepper-wavy-hair-bright-flawless-skin-flirty-eye-sexy-flannel-shirt-competence-come-to-momma love to the camera. Jamie still didn’t know how Val made that kind of magic, but she was grateful every day that the charm was all hers to enjoy in person.


			“Okay, let’s pause, and I’ll do a little clean up and get ready to sample and plate. You could join me for that bit, if you want.”


			“I am not camera ready.” Jamie gestured at the dried stain from sloshed marinara sauce from the lunch service. The Waterview kitchen was closed for dinner in the off-season except Fridays and Saturdays, and that had given Jamie the freedom to cover Val’s Wednesday afternoon recording session. She would be very grateful to leave all the tech to Abshir next week for the biweekly livestream event.


			“Fine.” Val pouted at her. “I’ll finish up then.”


			“Five, four…” Jamie pressed Record again, pointed at Val, and rested back on the chair to watch her adorable wife take a sizable bite of the cookie and melt over the taste. It wasn’t an act—Jamie had helped fine-tune the recipe and the chewy cookies with a little crunch at the edges and sugar topping were flat-out addictive.


			“Thanks for joining me this week,” Val said to the camera. She took another bite from the cookie in her hand. In a cookie-crumb voice she continued, “Sorry, they’re so good I can’t help myself. Next week I’ll post a demo for quick and affordable guest room fixes for those of you expecting overnight visitors this holiday season.”


			After about three seconds of holding her stage smile, Val relaxed. “And we’re out. Thank you, honey. I couldn’t have done it without you.”


			Jamie made her way around the long table where Abshir had carefully arranged the equipment. Stepping over the color-coded cables taped carefully to the floor, she joined Val behind the staged kitchen counter. It was on wheels, presently locked, so it could be rolled to one side in favor of Val’s demonstration workbench or the crafting table. Leaning against it, she eyed the platter of sparkly copper-hued ginger cookies. The aroma of cinnamon and cardamom, so warm and gently sweet, reminded her that lunch had been a couple of hours ago. “Am I going to be paid in cookies?”


			“Well, if all you want is cookies, okay.”


			Jamie promptly helped herself to one nearest to her. It was no longer warm, but that hardly mattered. She’d swallowed a second chewy, spicy bite before she brushed a crumb off her lips and asked, “What else could I get?”


			Val blinked far too innocently. “Use your imagination.”


			“I’m going to get that anyway. Later. But I’d definitely take a kiss right now.”


			“That is actually what I had in mind. You’re clearly the gutter-brain in this relationship.”


			“And who might I have learned that from?”


			Val wrapped her long arms around Jamie’s waist. Up close the layer of stage makeup and heavy eyeliner was more apparent. Jamie had gotten used to it, but she still struggled at times, feeling like dowdy vanilla next to vibrant saffron.


			Val nuzzled her ear. “If you’re insinuating that I’ve corrupted you, I’m going to remind you of who painted who with chocolate all those years ago.”


			Jamie arched her neck in response to the warmth of Val’s lips. “I am not responsible for my actions when you wear a tool belt.”


			Laughing, Val kissed Jamie lightly and followed it with a deeper kiss filled with memories of all the kisses that had come before this one.


			She sighed when their lips parted. “How do you take my breath away every time you do that?”


			“Scoot up onto the counter and I’ll demonstrate again.”


			“Why, Ms. Valentine, how you do talk.” Jamie complied and spread her knees so Val could stand between them. Upstairs there were no sauces on the cooktop or cakes in the oven. There was time for kisses. Time to enjoy the warmth in Val’s deep violet-blue eyes.


			“Talking isn’t what I have in mind.”


			She cupped Val’s face. “I love you.”


			Val’s soft sigh was Jamie’s favorite music. Their lips met again, this time opening to each other for familiar, intimate exploration. Val tasted of ginger and cardamom—Jamie supposed she did too. Her senses were filled up in the very best way.


			She was delightfully unsure how much time had passed. All she knew was that Val’s hands had slid under her shirt to massage her lower back. 


			She was considering perhaps unbuttoning Val’s shirt when Val murmured, “We’re burning through the electric bill leaving these lights on.”


			“I suppose.” She pushed Val back. “I’ll see you later.”


			“You can count on that, you sexy thing.” Val made her way to the tech table and the studio lights went out. “What’s for dinner?”


			Jamie blinked in the abrupt dimness. “I’ve got chicken cacciatore to heat up and fresh broccoli.”


			Val wrinkled her nose. “Broccoli? Do we have to?”


			“Broccoli is the price we pay for chocolate cake.”


			“There’s chocolate cake?”


			“Maybe.” Jamie waggled her eyebrows.


			Val kissed the side of Jamie’s mouth, then brushed her lips along the curve of Jamie’s earlobe. “There are always the best kinds of rewards for your chocolate cake.”


			“In that case, let me shut off the laptop and we can get the broccoli out of the way.” Abshir had been adamant that all Jamie had to do now was close the laptop, and so that’s what she did.


			* * *


			Val swept back the curtains to let in the bright light of a rare sunny December morning for coastal northern California. She knew from the buttery, succulent aroma of tomato and spinach omelets wafting up to their third-floor suite that Jamie was already in the inn’s kitchen feeding the paying B&B guests and locals.


			“Heaven on earth,” she murmured as she let the sun warm her face. Mostly it was because Jamie was here. But not only that.


			Last night, with Jamie’s satisfied breathing under Val’s ear, she’d had a moment of grumpiness. Nearly sixty and having to reinvent herself all over again. She enjoyed the video and livestreams. She hadn’t knocked down a wall in far too long, though.


			She ought to have fallen happily asleep, grateful that all of her body still worked, for the most part, and that Jamie’s body still appreciated some particular moves after all these years. But instead of embracing contentment and happy snores, she had lain awake wondering why the renewal order for more episodes of Simplicity hadn’t yet been signed.


			It’s just business, she’d tried to tell herself, but it was also her life. She might have worried awake all night, but Jamie had snortle-snored, and it still made Val laugh. The tension had broken and finally, she’d slept.


			Overslept, even.


			After a quick shower to rinse away all the smells that had been so sexy the night before, she pulled on work jeans and a boxy blue sweatshirt. Tired of the blowout mane she wore for the camera, she tied it all back in a ponytail. She’d promised Liesel she’d walk over the two blocks to see if she could figure out why the burners on her stove had stopped working. Even in her seventies, Liesel was independent, but she confessed the issue had her stumped.


			As she skipped down the stairs, she checked her phone. It was a banner day for hackers, it seemed, as three people on her trust list had forwarded a video with the caption “IS THIS YOU?” She knew better than to click on the link.


			She dropped a kiss on the back of Jamie’s neck on her way to the toaster. Six slices of sourdough bread from a bakery in Fort Bragg had popped up as if volunteering to be part of her breakfast. She forked them onto the cookie sheet where Jamie would add them to plates.


			“Two of those slices are yours,” Jamie informed her.


			“You are such a good woman. You want one?”


			“I’ve already had breakfast.”


			“That doesn’t answer my question.”


			Jamie’s quiet laugh was pleasing. “Yes, I want one.”


			“Jam?”


			“What do you think?”


			“Jam it is.”


			Jamie’s hands were busy with one of the sauté pans, so Val held out the slathered toast for Jamie to take a bite. Some of the peach jam got on her creamy cheek. It was not unattractive.


			“Whoops! I’ll take care of that.” Val swooped in to lick it clean.


			“I think you did that on purpose.”


			“How could you think such a thing?”


			“It’s not like we just met.” Jamie scattered a pinch of dried herbs on the contents of the pan.


			“I swear if I knew how to sing I’d be belting out ‘Oh, What a Beautiful Morning’ on my way to Liesel’s.”


			“It is rather glorious out there, isn’t it?”


			“After a glorious night.”


			Jamie looked smug. “It was, wasn’t it? Here, flip this for me. I need two things from the walk-in.”


			Potatoes O’Jamie, it looked like. Cubed Yukon Golds that had been sprayed with olive oil and roasted, then sautéed with thinly sliced mushrooms and caramelized onions. Come to mama, Val thought. “Did you already salt these?” she called out.


			“No,” came the clear reply. As Jamie emerged from the walk-in refrigerator, bag of baby spinach and block of cheese in hand, the Inn’s phone rang. Jamie lifted the handset to her ear and said in a cheerful voice, “Thank you for calling the Waterview. How can I—oh hi, Liesel.”


			“Tell her I’ll be there in about ten minutes,” Val suggested.


			“Val will be—what do you mean I’m on the Internet?”


			Focused on her task, Val slid the golden, sizzling potatoes out of the skillet and into their chafing dish and lightly salted them.


			Jamie whirled around to gape at Val. “What do you mean I’m on the Internet kissing Val? Oh. My. God. Do we—do we talk about broccoli and chocolate cake?”


			Oh no. Val wiped her hands and fished her phone out of her back pocket. A couple of taps later she opened one of the emails she’d thought was a hacker video and read the whole message. The production assistant at Warnell had added below the URL, “Val, this was accidental, right?”


			They hadn’t been only recording last night.


			They’d also been livestreaming. All the flubs and her occasional cussing would have been broadcast to the fan club, and of course many fans would have tuned in after they got a notification that a broadcast had started. They saw all the flubs…and Jamie.


			Kissing and sexy foreplay talk with Jamie.


			What exactly did we say?


			Jamie disconnected the call with an agonized gasp. “What did I do wrong? I did what the instructions said. At least I tried to.”


			Val took a deep breath. “Okay, this is embarrassing—”


			“Oh, you think so?” Jamie asked with mock incredulity.


			“—But if I remember what we said, it was mostly lovey-dovey. And thank goodness we agreed that beds are more comfortable than countertops.”


			Jamie clapped a hand over her mouth as her face crimsoned.


			Val thumbed open her phone and tapped the preset to search for her name in social media over the last twenty-four hours. “Hey, hey, well, we’re an adorable lesbian couple caught smooching in the kitchen. Foodie TikTok is using CookiesandKisses as the hashtag.” 


			She scrolled down the results. Some of the headlines and tags were more graphic. “Let’s see. ‘Val Valentine fans get a behind-the-scenes eyeful.’ This one’s cute—‘No lesbian bed death here!’ A bunch of ‘Sapphic Snogging.’ And there’s ‘Sexy talk sizzles in boo-boo lesbionic video.’” She stuck her tongue out at the phone. “Ugh—lesbionic? Who says that these days?”


			Jamie uncovered her mouth to let words out all in the tumble. “What is Warnell going—what will they think? It wasn’t on purpose—I didn’t know what I was—could this endanger your contract for Simplicity?”


			“The whole world knows we’re a couple. Okay, here’s someone who thinks it was a clever marketing ploy, not a mistake, but there’s nothing in it that’s bad for the Warnell brand. Or mine. Quite the contrary—and the shares and views are going through the roof. Okay, this stitch is kind of ouch. ‘Seniors sexy talk gives us all hope.’ Seniors? Maybe, I guess.” She flicked the screen to see more views. “I thought Sixty was the New Forty, but whatever. Wanna watch it?”


			Jamie shook her head vehemently. “If I don’t watch it, then I can pretend people don’t know how we kiss.”


			She flashed her phone at Jamie. “This influencer thinks we’re a great how-to for chemistry.”


			“I don’t think this is as funny as you think it is.”


			Finally taking full notice of Jamie’s storm-cloud face, Val said, more seriously, “I’m super glad we remained clothed.”


			“My hair was a mess, and my mouth was full of cookies.”


			Val wanted to add, “And my tongue,” but thought better of it. Jamie had never yearned for the spotlight. She was probably going to be the person most upset by the gaffe. Not that Val was happy her fans had discovered how often she said “shit” when things went wrong.


			Her cell phone rang. She took one look at the name and braced herself. “It’ll be okay,” she said to Jamie before she accepted the call.


			* * *


			Sure, Val thought this was all so funny. Had the marinara on her shirt been visible? Had she said aloud any of the words that had been running through her head as Val kissed her?


			Val was saying, in her most silky voice, “Why hello, Sheila. How is the CEO of Warnell Media doing this fine morning?”


			Ugh. Sheila Thintowski. Jamie had never liked the woman. When she’d taken over Warnell from her father, the mood of the company had shifted—or at least it seemed to Jamie. Maybe it was simply market forces and not Sheila’s doing. Still.


			“Of course it was an accident. It’s looking like a happy accident, isn’t it? I think the settings from the last session were still in place, which was a livestream, and it didn’t get updated when we recorded yesterday.” Val seemed to be choosing her words carefully. “I did it without my usual technician and didn’t check the settings. My bad.”


			Jamie took a deep breath. It was Val to the core to take responsibility. Maybe it was possible some setting had been left on—it did let her off the hook for the massive flub.


			How am I going to face anyone? Liesel had seemed shocked. She’d also laughed, but the shock was there. Of course Liesel had spent too much of her life closeted in the military, and public displays of ardent affection were not something she was entirely comfortable with.


			Sheila’s tone seemed highly excited, but what else was new? Jamie couldn’t make out the words.


			Val hmphed. “It only went out to Wednesday Wish List subscribers, but someone must have captured it.”


			She was going to spend the rest of her life wondering who’d seen it and if any odd looks she got were because of ginger cookies and long, languid kisses. 


			“That’s probably best. Don’t engage directly. It’ll blow over, and nobody seems very shocked. They see much more revealing accidents on any social media platform.”


			Sheila said something emphatic, but Val cut her off. “I know TikTok has a quick shelf life, but it’s trending on Insta too. Facebook attention can drag out for days. There’ll be people who don’t see it until next week. This kind of thing will have a long, long tail. Wait until queer media gets a hold of it.”


			More tinny voice.


			Jamie shook herself out of her shock and plated the potatoes with the omelet and carried it from the kitchen out to the local who stopped in several times a week. She’d turned on the dining room’s center fireplace to shake off the morning chill, and the handful of diners had settled near it. It had seemed as if the morning would be a calm one—lazy even.


			She stifled a groan.


			Len, his gray hair in its usual wild tangle, was watching something on his phone but quickly put it down as Jamie approached.


			Crap-on-a-biscuit. She set the plate in front of him, saying, “Potatoes extra crispy the way you like.”


			“Thanks.” He wouldn’t quite meet her eyes.


			“Anything interesting on the web today?”


			“Uh—”


			“You saw the video.”


			“Yeah. I always watch Val. She’s our local girl made good. Yes, uh, it was really interesting.” He added hurriedly, “Interesting the way she’d stop when she made a mistake and start over.”


			Val would be pleased to hear that she was considered a local girl. It had only taken twenty-five years. “It was supposed to be edited before anyone saw it.”
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Seattle Ginger Kiss Cookies

Preheat oven to 350 F. You'll need two bowls, mixer, cookie sheet(s), and a shallow
dish. Bowl 2 should be suitable to use with your mixer. Tip: Measure dry ingredients
first, then use the same cups and spoons for the wet. Makes 60-80 cookies.

Bowl 1 - Dry
2-1/4 cups all-purpose flour
1 tsp baking soda

1/2 tsp salt — 1 tsp if butter is unsalted

2 tsps ground ginger
1 tsp ground cardamom
3/4 tsp ground cinnamon

/4 tsp ground clove and/or nutmeg

Bowl 2 - Wet

/2 cup brown sugar, packed

/> cup white sugar

/4 cup molasses, dark or light

1 egg or /4 cup nonfat liquid egg
3/4 cup chilled butter, diced

Dish - Sugar & Spice Dust
/4 cup white sugar

/4 tsp cardamom

/4 tsp salt

Mix together with spoon or fork.

In Bowl 1 sift or dry whisk together all in-
gredients until spices are distributed.

In Bowl 2, with mixer on low, combine all
ingredients except butter. Next drop In
butter several cubes at a time until incor-
porated.

With mixer still running in Bowl 2, add
1/4 of the contents of Bowl 1, mix in, then
repeat until all is mixed in. Stop mixer
and scrape down sides and bottom to
break up any flour clumps. Beat until all
are combined.

Wash and dry hands! Test coldness of the
dough by trying to form a ball by rolling
dough between your palms. If any dough
sticks to your hands, chill for 10 minutes.
Once the dough no longer sticks to your
hands, roll into 3/4" to 1'/2" balls, and
then roll each ball in the sugar dust until
completely coated. (Kids love this part!)

Place balls 2" apart on parchment paper,
foil, or ungreased cookie sheets.

Bake 11-13 minutes. Cookies are done when base of cookie is almost as dark as cin-
namon. If using parchment or foil, lift batch immediately to a cool surface. If not,
let cool completely before trying to move them.

Cool cookie sheet completely before reusing. Excellent for freezing. Smaller balls for
delicate tea time trays. Larger for lunch boxes and even ice cream sandwiches.
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