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This book is for the bullied.  

You are not the problem.  You never have been.  You are a beautiful soul simply searching for a place to exist.  I see you.  I love you.  I am you.

Don’t give up.  

There are resources in the back of this book to help.  And sometimes, we all need help.  

Much love,

Crystal*

 

 

 

 

 

FOREWORD

This book came to me, as books do, when I was falling asleep.  But once I had the title and the bare bones?  I knew the story.

I bled for this one.

I know and love many on the LGBTQIA+ spectrum.  We’re suffering daily attacks on social media, national news, and from our neighbors.  Our rights are being taken from us daily by conservative states and politicians who want to shove us back in the closet, blindfolded and gagged.

No.

We are community.  We are family.  And we’re not going back.

 

Love,

Crystal*

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




Chapter 1

 

Mera’s body broke out in goosebumps, and she shivered uncontrollably. She stood on the outside of her apartment door with no place to hide. She tried to calm her breathing and focus. Mera’s heart raced, and her breath hitched deep in her lungs.

 

Carelessness cost.

 

She’d left her keys in the apartment while she snuck out and checked the mail. One little slip, and she was approximately five seconds away from a full-blown panic attack. They’d taught her to blend in. Hard to blend in when she couldn’t find anywhere to conceal herself.

 

Mera called the apartment manager immediately when she realized her error but reached voicemail. The manager had errands and would be back in a couple of hours. Why today? Mera rested her forehead against the door and tried to make herself as small as possible.

Terror simmered under her skin as the voices started. Freak. Monster. Ugly. Demon. Die.

Her hands shook as sweat rolled down her forehead past her clammy cheeks. She clutched her tote with white knuckles.

“Are you okay?”

The small voice filtered over to Mera through the cacophony of others. She lifted her head slowly. A young woman with long black hair stood at the apartment next door with worry in her eyes.

“No.” Mera’s breath hitched in her throat. She wiped her face with a trembling hand.

The young woman frowned. “Here. You can come over to my apartment. Are you locked out? Please.” She motioned to her. “You don’t look well.”

Mera’s breath quickened. Interaction made her uncomfortable. She couldn’t think straight. “I don’t know. I can’t get into my apartment. I have to. I can’t stay out here.” She put her head against the door.

The young woman slowly walked over. “I’m Emma. I live next door. You can hang out with me.” She stopped, and her smile faded. “You need some rest, hon. Please. Come sit down. I promise I won’t bother you. You’ll be safe.” 

“Safe?” Mera studied Emma through watery eyes. 

“The safest.” Emma gently touched Mera’s arm. “Let’s leave the hallway. You can lie on my couch. Be safe.”

Mera’s entire body shuddered as Emma guided her into the apartment. She clutched her tote tightly while Emma found a cold wash cloth and wiped her face.

“You’ll be fine. I promise. We’ll find a way to open your apartment.” Emma guided Mera to the couch and moved pillows to let her lie down. She dimmed the lights and shut the shades. “I’ll bring you a water. I’m sure you’re thirsty.”

Mera watched the woman make an ice water and put it on the table beside her. She couldn’t control the tremors or sweating. The voices faded a bit, but she was still in the middle of her nightmare. She reached out a hand to the woman.

Emma lifted Mera’s torso and slid behind her with the wash cloth. She gently pulled Mera’s head back to rest on her chest and wiped her face while keeping Mera’s body trapped between her legs. 

“You’re safe. No one is going to bother you here. I’ll call the apartment manager, and she’ll bring a key to open your door. Shhh…” she gently rocked her.

While Mera calmed down, the woman wrapped her arms around her and held her tightly. It was the last thing Mera felt before she fell asleep.

****

Mera woke up wrapped tightly in a blanket. She frowned and tried to stretch. She looked down, only to realize it wasn’t a blanket, but someone’s arms.

She stilled immediately. It was an odd sensation. Not quite panic. But certainly…odd.

Mera removed the right hand and then the left. She sat up slowly and looked around.

She was on a couch in a sunken living area. There were quilts along the back and large patchwork pillows on the cushions. A small desk with a laptop. Mera didn’t see a television anywhere. The kitchen was open and straight ahead with the sink and cabinets on the right with the stove and oven on the left with a small pantry before you stepped out on the balcony. 

The kitchen was decorated in blues and greens with a few hanging plants and herbs in small planters. Mera inhaled deeply. She rarely cooked and wouldn’t know basil from parsley. The bedroom was on the left with the door closed. The bathroom was between the kitchen and the bathroom with two doors. It had access from the bathroom and the front room.  Same as theirs. 

“Feeling better?”

The soft voice startled Mera, and she jumped and gasped. She turned her head quickly to see the young woman from the hall watching her.

“I’m Emma, if you don’t remember.” 

“I…didn’t.” Mera frowned. “Sorry.”

“Not a problem.” Emma swung her legs over the side of the couch. “I called the apartment manager. She’ll call and drop your spare key off whenever she’s back in town.”

Mera sat up straight. “I apologize for my behavior earlier.” 

“No need. You were clearly stressed. I hope I helped a little.”

“Yes.” Mera sighed. “Yes. Thank you. You were. I appreciate it more than you know.” She tried to stand on shaky legs. “Um. May I sit for a few more minutes?”

“Yes. Certainly.” Emma stood up. “Would you like something to drink?”

“Something tart? Lemonade?”

“Of course!” Emma grabbed two large glasses from the nearest cabinet. She filled both with ice and then poured the lemonade. She walked carefully into the living room and handed Mera hers. She pulled out two coasters from the coffee table in front of them and set them down.

Mera admired the efficiency. She took a sip of the lemonade and looked at Emma. “Is this fresh?” 

Emma smiled. “Yes.” She took a sip of hers and settled it on the coaster. “I’ve chocolate chip cookies, too. Though they probably wouldn’t taste as good with the lemonade.” 

Mera tried to remember what she was taught about small talk. “I like your plants. They’re pretty.”

“Thank you. They brighten everything up.” Emma took another sip of lemonade and held up her hands. “I’m sorry. I’m bad at this. I always have been. I’m afraid I may say something which makes you uncomfortable or wish you still had your forehead against your door.”

“I’m awkward as well. Believe me. That will never happen.”

Emma tilted her head and studied Mera. “Is it hard being stunning and awkward? Do people think you’re faking it? I actually look rather awkward so I never really have to worry.”

“Stunning?” Mera frowned.

Emma nodded. “You’re what? Five-ten? Straight blonde hair brushing your shoulders. One blue eye and one green. Simply striking, by the way. Your face is amazing. Cheekbones and full lips. You have legs up to your throat and an enviable slender figure. I would look like a sack of potatoes in capris and silk tank top. You look like you could walk a runway.”

Mera shook her head. “I promise looks aren’t everything.” Her mouth tightened.

“Oh, I’m aware. Nor am I that shallow.” Emma paused and tilted her head to the side. “Can I ask a question?” 

Mera weighed the words carefully before responding. “Okay.” 

Emma took a deep breath. “How long have you lived here?”

The question startled her. She expected a question about her eyes. Mera blinked. “Several years.”

“And I’ve only seen you for the first time today?”

Mera heard her phone and stood up. Saved from answering. She grabbed it from her tote. The apartment manager arrived early, and Mera could finally grab her spare key. She hung up the phone with her thanks.

Emma stood up. “Thus ends our awkwardness and questioning.” She smiled. 

“Thank you.” Mera returned her smile. “I don’t know what I would have done if you hadn’t found me.”

Emma walked her to the door and said goodbye. Mera didn’t look back as Emma shut the door behind her.

****

Mera retrieved the spare key and let herself into the apartment. She shut and locked the door. Her hands shook as she put the key on the hook and set her tote on the floor.

You shouldn’t have gone into her apartment. 

“Right, Kai. I should have stayed outside the front door with my forehead pressed against like a misbehaving toddler. Shit. Any longer, and I would have been in the fetal position.” Mera walked down into the living room and threw herself on the dark brown sofa. Her heart raced. “I hate being out of this apartment the same as you. Why didn’t you remind me to grab the damn keys?”

This isn’t my fault.

“Fine,” Meara muttered. “I did the best I could with what I had to work with. I called little attention to myself, and now we’re safe again.”

And the neighbor? Let’s drink lemonade and talk?

“She’s as awkward as we are, you ass.” Mera rubbed her temple. “Listen. I’m exhausted. You can take care of us tomorrow. I’m going to crawl into bed.” She stripped on her way to the bedroom and crawled under the covers.

****

Kai ate his cereal standing up and eyeballed the computer. One more part of the project, and he could send it to his boss. He’d been working on it for two weeks. Five pieces meticulously crafted together to form a massive project for an important client. Then he would move onto another. Staying busy kept him sane. He glanced around the apartment and sighed.

He and Mera split the decorating since they took turns occupying the space. He opted for lots of brown, and she chose green. The living area was dark oak with a sofa and rocker recliner in dark cocoa. The kitchen was forest green with oak accents. The bathroom decorated in sea green with tan accents. Their bedroom basically split in half with one side oak, and the other side forest green. He was fairly certain they both hated it.

Everything was split as they were. They didn’t need the constant reminder.

Kai put his bowl in the sink and sat down to start his day. He typed in the document name and then heard a knock at the door. Kai frowned. Soliciting was forbidden at the apartments. The apartment manager sent out emails or texts. What in the hell?

Kai shoved the chair back with a scowl and nearly ripped the door off its hinges.

Emma stood there with wide blue eyes and a brown paper bag in one hand. She glanced up at him in confusion.

“Is Mera home?”

“No.”

“Oh.” Emma looked down. “I’m sorry to disturb you. I hadn’t seen her in a week or so. I made cookies.” She glanced back up. “Please give them to her.” She shoved the bag at him and hurried back to her apartment.

Kai shut the door and locked it.

Rude.

“Should I have invited her in, Mera? Asked her if she wanted to chat for a few?” Kai scowled. “I have work to do.” He opened the bag, and the glorious aroma of chocolate chip cookies wafted out.

No one has ever made us anything. You damn well better save me some.

Kai grabbed one and took a bite. It melted on his tongue. He basically shoved the whole cookie in his mouth and grabbed another one. 

Quit eating my damn cookies, and go back to work!

He grinned, grabbed two more cookies, and sat down. Kai pulled up the project. The specs looked good. He absentmindedly grabbed one of the cookies and nibbled on it while he calculated the area for one of the rooms. The client specified dimensions with no wiggle-room whatsoever. Kai needed to draft it all out with machines and furniture to modify the space to be most efficient. He bent his head and went to work.

****

KM woke up the next morning, and for a few glorious moments, they were whole. They stretched and admired the way the sun bled through the blinds and reflected off the furniture. The covers softer. Their senses sharper. The lights brighter. Then they chose.

Mera sighed, stood up, and walked into the bathroom. She turned on the shower and stepped inside. Ten minutes later, she dressed and walked into the kitchen. Coffee for her. She brooded over the dark beans. She’d missed Emma’s visit. Mera glanced over at the bag of cookies.

No one had ever made them anything. No family. No friends. They had each other, and they completely wore themselves into that groove. If they wanted something, they bought it. No surprises for obvious reasons. 

She walked over to the bag and opened it. Six cookies left. Kai, asshole, ate half.

I’m the one who opened the door.

“You could have waited for me to open them,” she muttered and scowled. 

The asshole had no rebuttal.

Mera took a cookie, dipped the side in her coffee, and took a bite. She closed her eyes as the chocolate melted. Delicious. She didn’t eat a lot of cookies. Sometimes she would buy a package from the store, but they didn’t hold a candle to these homemade offerings. Mera glanced at the five remaining cookies and knew they wouldn’t last the day.

She took both coffee and cookies over to the computer and booted it up. Kai worked from home on spec projects. She sold cosmetics and perfume. Neither left home except when Kera mailed products. She tried to minimize that to once or twice a month. Most times she simply printed labels and contacted the shipping companies to pick up from the apartment.

Mera signed in, noticed several orders, and smiled. She’d built her list from nothing and now had over one hundred clients. Her revenue tucked safely away in her savings. They could buy a house. But interactions with others put them off. They were safer at their apartment. No lawn to keep up. Groceries delivered. Everything easier. They could travel anywhere. But why? To have a panic attack on another continent? 

Sometimes they wondered why they worked so hard. Then they realized they did it because they were told they couldn’t. They were told to hide and stay hidden. They were given no value. 

They made their own.

Mera ate another cookie and placed orders. She noted which orders qualified for free extras and typed those on her spreadsheet. A third of her regulars ordered large quantities and did so because Mera made sure they received their items plus samples. Her sample baskets overflowed. Mera had no use for them. She simply sent them along and was happy to be rid of them.

Time ticked away as she offered up two more catalogs.  Then she advertised clearance and discontinued items. Forty-three more orders came in. She cataloged them and shut the computer down.

Five-thirty, and Mera’s stomach growled. She’d eaten a sandwich around noon and polished off the rest of the cookies. Dinner time, and she dreaded having to either order something in, or scrape something together out of the pitiful offerings of their refrigerator. 

Someone tapped softly on the front door. Mera frowned. She rose slowly and looked out the peephole. Emma stood there shifting from one foot to the other. Mera opened the door before she could think twice.

Emma’s eyes widened, and she actually took a step back.

Mera frowned. “Are you okay?”

She nodded jerkily. “Sorry. I thought it may have been the other person answering.” Emma shoved another brown paper bag at her. “I wanted to make sure you got the cookies.” She turned around and walked back to her door.

“Wait!” Mera couldn’t believe her own voice. She’d been home free. Cookies and her neighbor fled back to her own place. But she felt like an ass taking the cookies and shutting the door.

Emma turned around. 

“Do you have time to come in for a second?”

Emma nodded. “Sure.” She came back slowly.

Mera opened the door wider, and Emma stepped inside. She didn’t move from the side of the doorway, and Mera touched her arm. “Kai isn’t here. We have an understanding. When one of us is here, the other isn’t.”

“Oh.” Emma visibly relaxed. “I’m sorry. You probably think I’m an idiot. Is he your brother? You two favor.”

“He’s mine.” Mera nodded. “And I’m sorry. He’s abrupt, especially when he’s working.”

“I didn’t mean to interrupt him. Bad timing.” 

“Here. Have a seat.” Mera patted the couch. “We’ve already eaten the other cookies. I’m going to put these up before they meet the same quick fate.” She walked into the kitchen. “They were the best chocolate chip cookies I’ve had.”

“I’m glad you liked them.” Emma smiled.

Mera came back into the living room and sat down. “You don’t have to continue making me cookies. I am, however, completely selfish and will not turn them down.”

“I have a lot of free time. I like to make things.”

Mera nodded. “Do you work from home?”

“Yes. I match non-profits with donors.” Emma’s dark blue eyes lit up. “Finding the perfect match is fulfilling. You see dreams come true.”

“You don’t have to do a lot of legwork?”

“No.” Emma smiled. “I email a great deal. Sometimes, I will meet with a client or donor. Usually, I can broker a deal without leaving my apartment.” She glanced over at the computer. “You both work from home?”

“Kai works on large engineering projects. I sell cosmetics and perfume.” 

“And you don’t like leaving the apartment?”

“We’re agoraphobic.”

Emma reached over and put her hand over Mera’s. “Oh. I’m sorry! No wonder you were so out-of-sorts the other day. How awful.” Her blue eyes softened. “I realize you don’t know me well, but if you’d like to keep a spare key at my apartment, I promise not to misuse it. I’ll give you a spare to mine, if it would make you feel better.”

Mera studied Emma’s hand on top of her own. She liked the way Emma’s soft skin felt and the warmth seeping into her own. Mera put her other hand on top to trap Emma’s.

“You wouldn’t mind? I rarely forget my key, but lately I’ve been absent-minded. I don’t want to bother you.”

“Not at all.” Emma smiled. “You can knock on my door any time. I don’t want you to have to go through that again.”

Mera’s body flushed, and she opened her mouth, only to be interrupted by her stomach growling loud enough to embarrass her.

Emma pulled her hand back to cover her mouth and the giggle behind it. “Have you eaten dinner yet?”

“Haven’t had time.” Mera put her hand over her stomach. “Couldn’t decide on takeout or what passes for food in our refrigerator.”

Emma frowned and then stood. “I’m going to have a look in the fridge.” She strode over and opened the door before Mera could stop her. 

Mera’s cheeks flamed as she watched Emma study the contents carefully. They had skim milk for Kai’s cereal. Some bell peppers and lettuce for salad. Eggs. Couple apples. Green onions on their last leg. 

Emma closed the door and opened cabinets. Mera flew off the couch. 

“What are you doing?’

Emma glanced over. “Finding something to cook. I believe I’ve got it now. Have a seat.” She motioned to the couch.

Mera frowned. Had she been dismissed? Her stomach growled again, and she cursed it.

Are you going to let her stand in our kitchen and cook?

“Shut up, Kai,” she muttered. “I’m the one dying of embarrassment here.” She watched Emma take food from the refrigerator, find a skillet, and take out the bread.

Mera watched as Emma took their pitiful food and turned it into some type of edible meal. The aroma made her mouth water, and her stomach growled in anticipation.

Emma plated the food and brought it into the living room. She set Mera’s plate down first and then her utensils. “What would you like to drink?”

“Just water,” Mera murmured.

Emma nodded. She walked back into the kitchen and made two ice waters. She returned to the living room and set both down. Mera admired the gorgeous omelet filled with bell peppers and onion next to two thick slices of French toast.

“Can you do this with everything? Take nothing and make it something?” Mera glanced over at Emma.

“You had everything I needed.” Emma smiled. “Take a bite before your stomach caves in.”

Mera took her fork and cut a healthy piece of the omelet. She put it in her mouth and tried not to sound like she hadn’t eaten in a month. The flavors exploded on her tongue. She looked over to see Emma watching her.

“It’s delicious. Though I had no doubt. Please don’t mind me while I inhale this in a most unladylike manner.”

Emma laughed. “Go right ahead.” She took a bite of French toast.

They ate and talked for about an hour. Mera noticed Emma yawning.

“Seems like you’re tired.” 

Emma nodded. “Long day. Sometimes I start at five. I had a non-profit I needed to match today. Took the better half of it, but I managed.”

“I have no doubt.” Mera studied her. Those dark blue eyes had shadows under them, and Mera kicked herself for letting Emma cook for her. She stood up. “I’m going to grab my spare key. You sit here and try not to fall asleep.”

“Mmm.” Emma nodded.

Mera walked into the bedroom and opened the dresser drawer slowly. 

Are you sure this is a good idea? What if she suddenly decides to pop in while we have to step out for a minute? Or worse? When we’re here?

“Really, Kai? Do you think so? She’s scared of you. I don’t think she’s going to want to simply pop in and see what’s up. Do you?” Silence from the peanut gallery. Mera rolled her eyes. She shut the drawer and walked back into the living room. She made her way to the couch when she realized Emma fell asleep.

Mera sat down slowly beside her. She moved Emma’s ebony hair back from her face and touched her cheek. The skin delicately soft. Mera gently touched her pink lips and marveled at the bow shape. She smoothed Emma’s hair down and let the black silk slide through her fingers. Mera touched her long eyelashes and traced her cheekbones. Then back down to her lips. She traced them again. Then touched her own.

Emma opened her eyes and studied Mera sleepily. “Sorry. I think I dozed off.”

Mera moved back. “You did.” She grabbed the key. “Here. For safekeeping.” 

“Thanks for trusting me.” Emma yawned again. She stretched and then stood.

Mera joined her.

“I’ll bring you my key next time I see you. I promise.” Emma smiled.

Mera nodded, walked over, and opened the door. “Thanks for dinner and the company.”

“My pleasure.” Emma gave a little wave as she walked out of the apartment and over to her own. 

Mera watched until she was safely inside to shut the door.

Were you going to kiss her? Don’t we have enough problems?

For once, Kai was right. 

Yes. She was. And yes. They did.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




Chapter 2

 

Kai paced the floor. It had been nearly a week since Emma stopped by. The cookies long gone, but Mera kept thinking of their neighbor. Kai would be in the middle of a project and think of Emma’s smooth cheeks. He would be taking a shower and think of her silky black hair. This had to stop immediately. He was about to lose it. It was rare his and Mera’s thoughts crossed the boundary to each other. These were exceptionally strong thoughts. That, alone, was enough to scare him.

He tried talking to Mera, but she wouldn’t respond. That was new and terrifying. They always talked before. Now this woman was between them? 

No.

Not having it.

Desperate times. Desperate measures. He blocked Mera as well as he could. He changed into a grey T-shirt and sweats. Took a deep breath. And locked himself out of the apartment.

Real panic forced Kai to knock a little louder than he normally would. 

Emma opened the door, immediately grabbed his arm, and yanked him inside. She shut the door and turned to him. 

“Are you okay? Have a seat.” She practically pushed him onto the couch. “Do you need something to drink? Something to eat?” She hovered over him, pure concern. “Would you like a blanket over you?” Emma’s blue eyes expressed nothing but sympathy.

Kai opened his mouth, but Emma interrupted. “I have milk. Would you like some milk?”

He simply nodded. Kai watched her hurry to the kitchen. She wore blue jeans and a blue T-shirt today. Black hair loose. He watched her pour the milk and bring it to him. She sat beside him on the couch.

“I’m so sorry. Can I do anything for you? Do you simply need your key so you can go back home?”

Kai drank his milk and tried to find his bearings. He hadn’t anticipated Emma would practically break her neck trying to soothe him. He expected her to be uncomfortable, and he could be an ass. 

Emma patted his leg. “Mera told me you’re both agoraphobic. I want to apologize for interrupting you the other day. Wasn’t my intention. I’ll be more considerate from now on.”

Kai stared.

“Did you eat any of the second batch of cookies?”

He set the cup down. “They were delicious. Thank you.”

“I enjoy making things. What’s your favorite cookie?”

“White chocolate Macadamia.”

Emma sat back. “Those are delicious. I love those big chunks of white chocolate. I can’t keep those in the house, or I swear to you, they will never make it into the cookies.” She sighed.

Kai grinned at her expression.

She glanced over and smiled. “I’m a realist.” Emma studied him. “You seem to be doing a bit better. I’m glad. I was worried when I first answered the door. You were too pale.”

“I hate it,” Kai admitted. He looked away. He’d never said it aloud, but it was the truth. They had enough limitations. 

“I know.” Emma patted his leg. “How could you not?”

Kai turned back and placed his hand on top of Emma’s. “Thank you for understanding.”

She nodded and moved her hand. “Fair’s fair. I’ll give you your spare and mine. I told Mera I would next time I saw her, but here you are.” 

Kai watched her walk into the bedroom. 

Didn’t turn out like you expected? Are you actually understanding how considerate she is?

Emma returned and handed Kai both keys.

He stood. “I’ll open my apartment and then run the spare back.”

“You don’t have to right now if it’s too much. Let me follow you back, and I’ll grab it. Okay?”

“Okay.” 

Emma opened her door and followed Kai.

He opened his apartment door and handed the spare key back to Emma. “Thanks for rescuing me.”

She smiled. “Any time. Tell Mera I said ‘hi’.” She turned and walked back to her apartment.

Kai shut the door and leaned back against it.

“You knew what I was doing.”

Every second of it. You don’t believe anything unless you experience it, yourself. Now. Do you believe me?

Kai turned Emma’s key over in his hand. “Yeah.” He wasn’t happy.

****

Mera told herself she would wait until Emma came to her. But why would Emma come to her? She’d already dropped off cookies. Mera told her she wasn’t sociable. She could pretend to lock herself out of her apartment again. Emma would begin to worry she was losing her mind. Not the best look.

Mera shut down her computer Friday evening and sat on the couch. She bit her lip and looked around the apartment. She didn’t want to watch a movie, shop, play a game, or watch the news. She considered ordering in, but she’d ordered groceries online yesterday and had a refrigerator bursting at the seams. All she needed was Emma.

Could she go over and suggest Emma come and have dinner? Is that how it worked? Mera frowned. She had no idea. Maybe she could ask Emma to come over and teach her how to make something for dinner? Was that okay? Or was it rude?

Mera considered lighting her hair on fire when she heard a knock at the door. She rushed over and opened it with a smile.

Emma stood there with another brown bag. She held it up. “I take it Kai isn’t here.”

“No.” Mera ushered her in. “We’ll put these on the table.” She shut the door. “I was thinking about you.”

“You were?” Emma looked at her.

“Yes. Is it appropriate to ask you to come over and teach me how to make dinner?”

Emma smiled. “Completely.” 

Mera blew out a breath. “I’m so glad. I went grocery shopping. I rather hoped we could make and eat dinner together.” She looked over at Emma. 

Emma studied her. “Any time you would like.” 

“Now?”

Emma motioned to her hair. “Do you have a bow of some sort?”

Mera nodded and walked into the bathroom. She grabbed a green bow and put her hands on the sink for a moment. Her heart raced, and she told herself to calm down. Making and eating dinner was not an actual date. They were simply spending a little time together. She blew out a breath and walked back out of the bathroom. She handed Emma the bow and admired the efficient way she pulled her hair up and out of her face.

Emma looked at Mera’s clothes. The silk pink pantsuit shined in the light. “Would you like to change into something a little more ‘making dinner’ friendly?”

Mera glanced down and nodded. “I was modeling some of the products today. Forgot what I had on. I’ll be back in a minute.” She hurried into the bedroom and shut the door. 

Don’t even think about it.

“I don’t have anything simple to wear.” Mera opened her drawers and frowned. “Silk this and that. I can’t wear this to cook dinner.”

You need to order some plain clothes online, then. Damn it, woman. Fine.

“Thank you, Kai.” Mera walked to his drawers and pulled out a light green T-shirt and grey drawstring shorts. She slid both on and then a pink headband.

Mera walked into the living room and saw Emma with her entire head in the refrigerator. She moved things around, nodded. Moved more things around, nodded. 

“Find anything suitable for us to work with?”

Emma poked her head out. “Plenty.” She looked at Mera’s outfit and smiled. “This is new and different. Almost didn’t recognize you.”

“Cooking clothes.” Mera walked into the kitchen. “What are we thinking?” She moved behind Emma and brushed up against her. She looked over her shoulder into the refrigerator.

“Probably a light pasta dish and salad.” Emma stood up and turned to Mera. “Work?”

“Yes.” Mera studied Emma’s dark blue eyes. “Anything you want.”

Emma blinked and backed up. She cleared her throat. “I can start the pasta, if you’d like to wash the vegetables.”

They worked side-by-side with Emma’s instructions and Mera’s willing hands. Mera bumped against Emma more times than necessary. She also had Emma show her exactly how to hold the knife while cutting some of the vegetables. Emma had her arms around Mera, guiding her arm and the knife. Mera could have cut up every vegetable in the refrigerator.

Emma served the spring salad in large bowls and the Mediterranean pasta in smaller bowls. They sat in the living room, and Mera studied Emma over her salad.

“Where did you learn to cook, garden, bake, and everything?”

“Heavy subject. We will explore on another day.” Emma motioned to the salad. “Good?”

“Great.” Mera stabbed more salad and offered a bite to Emma.

“I have some right here.” She laughed and motioned to her bowl. 

“But it tastes better when it’s someone else’s.” Mera motioned with her fork. Emma leaned forward and took the bite. Mera’s eyes followed the fork. Then she brought it back to her mouth and slid it in and out.

Emma watched in silence. She lowered her eyes and dipped her fork into her own salad. 

Mera studied Emma as she ate. She wanted to touch her but didn’t trust herself. She tried to think of something to say. Anything. Mera looked around and saw the kitchen.

“Emma.”

“Hmm?” She lifted her head. Her blue eyes studied Mera.

“Can you come by on Friday evenings and teach me how to cook dinner? I’m absolutely horrible at it. I would buy all the ingredients. Grab anything you need. But I’d really appreciate your help.”

“Every Friday?”

Mera nodded. “Please. I love the company, and I need to learn this skill. I can cook for Kai and myself. We can save money and eat better.”

“Makes sense. I’ll let you know beforehand if I can’t make it.”

“You are the best!” Mera smiled and took a bite of her pasta. She now had Emma coming over every Friday evening. They would cook dinner and talk. She would be able to see her every week.

They finished dinner, and Emma stood and took their plates into the kitchen. Mera followed her in. “I’ll wash the dishes.”

Emma nodded. “Okay. I’ll rinse and dry.”

Mera ran the water and gave Emma two towels. She washed the dishes and watched Emma meticulously dry everything. Mera left the pasta dish and the big salad bowl for last. She washed the pasta dish and then moved behind Emma as she rinsed it. Mera put her arms around Emma and rested her chin on her shoulder as she dried it. Mera moved back to wash the salad bowl and back behind Emma as she rinsed it.

Emma’s breath hitched as Mera put both arms around her and softly kissed her hair above her ear. She dried the salad bowl and then stood still. Mera brought her right hand up and moved Emma’s hair back over her shoulder. She ducked her head and lightly kissed the nape of Emma’s neck. The skin silky smooth against her mouth, and she wanted more, but she stopped herself. Emma’s fragrance teased her senses, and Mera knew it would remain in her memory long after she left.

Mera moved back, and Emma turned around. Those blue eyes turbulent as they studied Mera. 

“Why?”

Mera didn’t even think to lie. She’d never been in a relationship. But she wanted time with Emma. “I like you.”

Emma simply nodded. “Thanks for dinner. I’m going to go home.” She took the bow out of her hair and handed it to Mera. She turned on her heel, unlocked the front door, and shut it before Mera had a chance to move.

Mera sank to the couch and held the bow up to her nose. She inhaled deeply. Emma. Her heart raced. The feel of her neck against Mera’s mouth. She groaned.

You realize trying to snack on her freaked her out, right?

“Damn it, Kai!” Mera closed her eyes and leaned her head back against the couch. “I wanted to kiss her.”

Instead, you crept up behind her and trapped her against the sink. Smooth.

“I hate you,” Mera muttered. “How about instead of telling me what I did wrong, you instruct me on how to do something right?”

I’m as clueless as you, love. I’m as clueless as you.

****

 Kai paced back and forth on Wednesday. He’d eaten all his cookies and couldn’t summon the absolute willpower to sit and work on the next project. He could blame Mera, but the fault completely rested on Emma’s doorstep. The cookie-maker with the big blue eyes. Completely hijacked half of them and made the other half miserable.

Mera managed to work. Kai struggled with his. It was not remotely fair the ebony-haired neighbor infiltrated his dreams. He wanted her out. Out of his life. Out of his head. Completely gone. Maybe it was damn time he told her that.

Kai put his key in his pocket and walked over to Emma’s. He knocked briskly, and she opened it quickly. Once again, she pulled him inside and practically shoved him on the couch. She wore black leggings and a sky-blue tunic. She’d braided her long hair, and it hung over one shoulder.

“Are you okay? This is an odd time to be locked out.” Emma frowned and patted his arm. She placed her hand against his forehead. “You don’t feel feverish. You look a little heated.”

Kai grabbed her hand and removed it from his head. “I can’t work.”

“Oh.” Emma put her hand over her mouth. “I have just the thing.” She hurried into her bedroom and came back with yarn and two long metal things.

Kai looked at the things in her lap and then up at her. He frowned. “I don’t think you understand me.”

Emma waved her hand around. “I know it’s hard to admit. Especially in a person who is as focused as you are. But having the same surroundings day in and day out can wear on you. Sometimes you need your hands to be doing one thing while your mind is doing another. It works.”

Kai watched as Emma handed him two big needles. 

She did something with dark blue yarn and scooted closer. She practically sat on his lap. “Here.” Kai watched as she took both his hands and dipped and curled the yarn with the needles. Then again. Then again. 

“Excellent. Now you try.” Emma moved back a bit and watched as he moved the needles the way she had. “Oh, you’re a natural.” She blinked. “Wow. Okay. I’m going to show you how to turn the corner. Once you make a row, you’ll want to turn the corner to make another one.” She put her hands back over his and guided him over and over until he moved the needles the correct way by himself.

Kai had three rows and watched as his hands seemed to know exactly what to do. It amazed him.

“I’ve never seen anyone pick it up so quickly.” Emma shook her head. “You have a gift.” She watched him for a couple more minutes. “Oh. Almost forgot.” She stood and walked into the kitchen. “Not cookies, but I made some granola for you two. Hope you like it. If not, I won’t be offended.” She brought the bag back and placed it on the table.
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