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About the Book:
When an undercover reporter falls for her target she must decide what matters more: the story of a lifetime or a lifetime of love?



 
Zilla Parks has never been so screwed in all her life.



 
First, her soon-to-be ex-husband leaves her high and dry, and then her kids get kicked out of daycare.   Desperate, Zilla does something she swore she'd never do - she hires a nanny.



 
Having a stranger in her home is bad enough but things soon get even more bizarre. Bronwyn, the lovely nanny, charms her way into her children's hearts, and to Zilla's surprise, she finds herself drawn to her as well.



 
As she falls head over heels for her much younger and stunning nanny, Zilla must wonder  – has she been lying to herself her entire life?



 
Zilla has secrets, but so does the woman she’s falling for.



 
Bronwyn Montgrand, an investigative reporter, is not one to be easily swayed. Zilla Parks, the CFO of a successful nonprofit, mother of two charming children, and damn beautiful to boot, may be a role model for many, but Bronwyn believes that behind the do-gooder facade hides a cynical thief.



 
To prove that perfect Mrs. Parks is a fraud, Bronwyn goes undercover – as Zilla’s nanny. It’s a tough gig for someone who doesn’t even like children, but she’ll go any length to reveal the truth to the world. And to publish a winning story.



 
But the longer Bronwyn stays around Zilla and her adorable children, the more she starts to doubt. Nothing looks as she thought. And she’s falling for her mark on top of it.



 
When all the secrets are uncovered, will the career-boosting news story be worth losing a love of a lifetime? And is Zilla’s sudden passion for a woman a real thing or was it just a flash in the pan?



 




Chapter 1
Bronwyn


Waiting. It seemed lately that’s all she ever did, Bronwyn sighed and cricked her neck.
 
Waiting for the next amazing story to drop into her lap, though to be honest she would have killed for an assignment that was even halfway decent⁠—well, maybe not kill⁠—but damn it she’d be fighting her way to the front of the line. Waiting for that special someone when all of her friends were coupled up and some of them were even married and having children. She felt very much like she was waiting to start her life. Twenty-five years into that so-called life, it wasn’t a good feeling. And as for the story, that big break that she needed to jumpstart her career? She’d probably be stuck covering the opening of the new ski hill on the edge of the city even though it was July and they didn’t manufacture fake snow and it didn’t even start with the white stuff in Wisconsin until October and that was if they were lucky.
 
What you put out there is what’s going to come back to you. If you’re having issues, you’re putting out the wrong energy.
 
Bronwyn threw her pen down and rubbed at her eyes, as if that could banish her mother’s voice from her head. Yup, she loved her mom like crazy. Always did and always would, but there were sometimes where the advice she gave just wasn’t practical. While Bronwyn admired her mom’s strong and often free spirit and her seemingly endless positivity, it was sometimes a lot.
 
Mother daughter discord. Like that’s a rarity.
 
With her noon deadline for the story fast approaching, Bronwyn forced herself to focus back on her laptop. The cursor blinked at the start of a fresh page, the glaring white signaling just how productive⁠—or not as the case may be⁠—she’d been with her writing all morning.
 
Her desk phone lit up and she breathed a sigh of relief that turned into a choked off breath. Crystal Haverstock was a good editor. Maybe even a great one. She might be calling to assign that next big thing every journalist dreamed about. Then again, it might be another ski hill in the summer story. Bronwyn glanced at her laptop and the blank page taunting her, chances were she was calling to ask where the hell her story was. It might not be up there in Bronwyn’s books of exciting and awesome stories, but it was still important.
 
Even before she picked up her phone, she could hear Crystal’s voice in her head, clear as her mother’s. When you’re in the business of running a magazine, which in this day and age is a real hard business to be good at but we are damn good at it, and when we’re good at it that means that the whole of Green Bay trusts us. Maybe even the whole of freaking Wisconsin. That’s our pride right there. That anyone in the city can turn to us to find out about what’s really going on here, and that includes the good, the bad, and all the hairy and scary too.
 
“Good morning, Crystal. How’s my favorite editor?” Bronwyn answered, her voice practically dripping good cheer and please don’t be mad at me vibes.
 
The grumpiness in her editor’s voice was magnified over the phone. “Wondering where my ski hill story is.”
 
“It’s coming. Give me half an hour and you’ll have it.”
 
“We both know that it’s going to come in thirty seconds before deadline.”
 
“Better than thirty seconds after,” Bronwyn twirled the phone cord around her finger. For such a modern organization, the phone system was hecking outdated. They didn’t even have work cell phones. Just personal ones that they had to pay for themselves.
 
She really wasn’t expecting a whole lot of perks when she went into journalism. She wanted to do what most journalists wanted. To make a difference in the world, telling the truth, searching for justice. Really, that was what she wanted. Her classmates? Honestly, she couldn’t say the same for all of them, but whatever their dreams were, they all had to find jobs in an industry that could sometimes be pretty tough. But crappy ski hill stories? Really?
 
“Be in my office in five.”
 
Bronwyn stiffened. Maybe she’d pushed too hard. Crystal was good shit. She was a great editor, but she was also a truly great person. They didn’t hang out outside of work and Crystal might have been in her fifties to Bronwyn’s twenties, but they’d never had a problem and had a good working relationship. Crystal was demanding in an understated way. She got people and she got understood, all while pretty much taking zero nonsense.
 
“Okay. I’ll be right there.”
 
It would take her a minute to walk to Crystals’ office. She said five, and she usually meant what she said, so Bronwyn wisely used four and a half minutes to hammer out the ski hill intro. She’d come back to it later and rock it like the boss she was.
 
Unless she was fired.
 
Then she wouldn’t be rocking anything.
 
Crystal wouldn’t just fire someone without giving them a warning or notice. She wouldn’t fire someone who did their job and yes okay, might cut the deadlines tight but always handed stories in on time. She’d even given Bronwyn a few undercover assignments in the past. Few being the key word, but it was something.
 
Crystal had a  spacious office. Their building might not have been downtown or glass or high rise. It might have been kind of warehousy, in the middle of basically nowhere and everywhere- blending in with water refilling businesses, hardware, and furniture stores, and even a big box pet store, but it had been spiffed up over time. Cubicles might still be a thing, but at least they were modern looking and not the eighties special. Crystal’s office was nice. Homey.
 
She had a boyfriend who she didn’t like to talk about and no kids. No pets either. Her office had no personal photos, but she did like artwork and the oil paintings in there were constantly being added to as she supported local artists.
 
She was standing behind her desk, hands on the chair. She might have had a few seats in front of it like any regular office, but Bronwyn didn’t sit. She didn’t shut the door either. If she was going to get fired, the whole office might as well hear.
 
She was prickling under the flowy bohemian blouse⁠—a Christmas present from her mom, and her leggings⁠—because if you couldn’t cheat and use black cotton leggings and super cute ankle boots as office attire, then what were you really doing with your life?
 
Crystal let her sweat it out for another few seconds before she patted her chair and smiled, “what do you know about Zilla Parks?”
 
“Um? Is that a place?”
 
“Okay. So nothing.”
 
“I think it’s a great pen name. Speaking of, can I change mine soon? It’s getting old. Or maybe use my real name? I think that everyone would think that it was a pen name anyway. No one would know the difference.”
 
“Everyone here writes under a pen name. That’s just how it goes for privacy. That’s important.”
 
“And so that no one gets a big ego. I get it. But who is Zilla Parks? Or what or where?” While she thought she might still be slipping around on some real thin ice, Crystal’s grin only got wider.
 
“Exactly. That’s exactly the question to ask. Who is Zilla Parks? The fact that we haven’t heard of her in any capacity recently is cause for concern.”
 
Bronwyn liked to think that her comprehension levels were pretty darn good, but she was totally lost. If Crystal was going down this road, then whoever or whatever Zilla Parks was, it must be important. “Something happened,” Bronwyn guessed, putting a feeler out. She could tell by the pleased glint in Crystal’s eyes that she was on the right track. “Something that everyone should know about but it’s being kept all hush hush. Bad hush hush,” her heart kicked up a few notches and she tried very hard to keep herself from leaping out and shouting in joy. “This is an undercover story!”
 
“Yes. It is.”
 
Crystal was a smart lady. She’d worked her way up and while she wasn’t editor-in-chief yet, if she stayed with the magazine, one day she probably would be. She had good taste and style and not just in stories. For stories, her instincts were impeccable. As for her wardrobe, she wouldn’t be caught dead wearing leggings to work. Or probably ever.
 
If Bronwyn saw Crystal on the street and didn’t know her, she’d be intimidated as hell by her put together look, her flawless and  perfectly styled long blonde hair, her makeup that magically lasted throughout the day, even when they worked twelve or sixteen hours.
 
Crystal was never flustered. She had the uncanny ability to find stories before anyone else knew about them, and the ones she picked, even when they appeared to be dull or ordinary, often came out as winners.
 
Crystal walked around the side of her desk, until she was practically standing toe to toe with Bronwyn. That was something that was intimidating, Crystal’s lack of respect for personal space. She sidestepped, and instead grabbed her laptop off the desk and flicked it open for Bronwyn.
 
“You know why we’re one of the best publications in Green Bay?”
 
Because magazines are dying out at an astonishing rate? “Erm… Because we publish great content that engages people of all ages?” Bronwyn responded. “We’re not just some touristy go here, eat there publication that gets stuck on all the stands at airports and along sidewalks? Not that there’s anything wrong with those, but if they’re a meal, they’re just the potatoes. Or the veg. We’re the meat.”
 
“Yes!” The laptop flared to life and on the screen was a photo of a beautiful woman.
 
Crystal hated redundant questions, so Bronwyn didn’t ask if that was Zilla. Of course that was Zilla Parks. Even though it was just a headshot, Zilla looked tall and toned. She also looked like she came from a background of family money although she could have just been faking it with a perfectly tailored black blazer and some decent makeup. Unlike Crystal, Zilla appeared to be a natural blonde. Her hair in the photo was long and wavy. It looked soft. Her light blue eyes, light lashes and brows seemed to support that theory. She had a striking face. Maybe it was the high cheekbones, or maybe it was how soft and full her lips looked even though she was only giving a half smile to the camera.
 
“Zilla Parks,” Crystal said. It sounded like she was about to give a briefing. “Age forty. Has two kids, ages four and three. A boy and a girl. Comes from a middle class background. Two sisters, one older, one younger. None of that is overly important. What you need to know is that she is the CFO for a non-profit corporation that helps sick kids. Yes. Sick kids. She has two kids of her own, so this is the kicker. A ton of money went missing from the company. Her husband was the CEO, but they’re splitsville now. You haven’t heard anything about this because they’re keeping it all very hushed up. Not a single bit of info has hit the news yet. Your ticket into the story is the kids. She’s looking for childcare.”
 
What the fuck? Bronwyn’s mouth dropped open. “No. Crystal, no way. I’m not going to⁠—”
 
“I have a friend who did me a huge favor and we already have your credentials set up. I have your name picked out and a story to go along with your new persona. Your interview is tomorrow at ten. You will be there. It’s non-negotiable, Bronwyn. We need stories like this to stay alive. That’s the answer to my question I asked you. We’re not just Green Bay’s number one publication, we’re at the top because we stay alive breaking stories like this.”
 
Right up at the top of the list of redundant questions that Bronwyn wanted to ask was why me? She’d obviously been chosen for a reason, and if she asked why, she might not get any future assignments. Crystal obviously believed she could do this. It was an honor, to be handed something of this magnitude. She’d just been sitting at her desk wishing for something like this.
 
But kids?
 
Just why? Why did the job have to be kids? And little ones?
 
Kids scared Bronwyn. Maybe not like spiders scared a person, but she had a deep-seated fear of tiny humans, and being responsible for keeping them alive? Fuck, it wasn’t going to be easy. She was good at acting when she had to be, but pretending like she knew what she was doing when it came to being a nanny? Christ, she had more experience cleaning the office floor with her tongue. Which she obviously didn’t have any experience doing, because gross.
 
“You’ll send me all the details right away?” Bronwyn rasped, her throat dry from nerves.
 
This was a make or break assignment. She didn’t want to be broken. God, she really didn’t. If anyone could do it, it would be two little terror toddlers- although to be fair, three and four weren’t toddlers anymore. No, they were probably going to pre-school, coming home with all sorts of nasty things like Rotavirus and scabies. If one of them puked on her, so help her, she’d be done.
 
Ugh, what had she just signed up for?
 
“Of course. You’ll have all the details in fifteen minutes. The important thing isn’t finding out where the money went. That’s probably way beyond what you can do. It’s to hold someone accountable,” Crystal’s finger pointed accusingly at her laptop screen “This is a non-profit. That money was supposed to be for kids. Anyway, all the details are in the email. Most of it is about Zilla Parks, but anything we could find out about her company and her soon to be ex-husband are in there too. There’s a section on the kids, although that one is patchy. She likes to keep her private business private.”
 
“Like embezzling how much money? That should be unnatural for anyone, let alone someone who is a mother, especially when it’s for kids.”
 
“The details are in the email too. I can’t remember the exact amount, but it was just over a million.”
 
“Holy shit! How is this lady not in prison? How did she keep that quiet?” Crystal got that direct look that she gave people who were wasting her time. “Right. That’s my job to answer those questions.” Bronwyn suddenly felt like crying.
 
The impossible could be a right scary thing sometimes. Thinking about achieving it? Well, that was like a double impossible.
 




Chapter 2
Zilla


Childcare was exhausting.
 
Not wonderfully exhausting the way kids were. Just exhausting.
 
Lion and Patricia⁠—who would only be called Paddy because she was four and why not⁠—needed someone who got them. Their daycare? Yeah. Hadn’t got them whatsoever. Lion was three and he’d been kicked out because he bit a kid who punched him and gave him a bloody nose. Zilla didn’t believe in fighting, but come on. Three? It was probably just instinct to protect himself. The other kid was kicked out too, but she wasn’t going to argue the point. The daycare had a zero tolerance policy. She wasn’t going to buck the system.
 
She’d had enough bucking of every sort of system for a lifetime. She wished it was all in the past, unfortunately it was still her present. It was going to be her future for a long time to come.
 
She didn’t want to think about that. She wanted to think about the interview she had in ten minutes for a nanny. With everything full and most daycares needing some significant notice for one spot let alone two, she was doubly out of luck for the short term. She’d look for something, but in the interim, a nanny seemed like the only solution. She’d thought about using an agency, but had decided to go with putting out a job ad on one of Green Bay’s hiring sites which might get faster results. It wasn’t because she was looking to spend less, although money was an issue. Money was always going to be an issue.
 
She needed to pay back over a million dollars before anyone found out it was missing⁠—anyone in the outside world⁠—or have her children’s father go to prison and maybe herself too.
 
It would be so like Dillon to take her down with him. He apparently didn’t have an honest bone in his body and his new life was more important than what he’d left behind.
 
“Is the new lady going to like us?” Paddy asked, wandering into the kitchen.
 
She’d started the morning off with pigtails, but had pulled out one elastic. Her blonde curls spilled all down one side, the other still neatly braided.
 
Zilla had her interview materials spread out over the kitchen table. She’d hoped for at least twenty minutes of distraction free time while she bad parented and let the kids’ tablets do the nannying. They were in the living room, and she had a direct line of vision. Lion was still engrossed in the show about trains. Real trains. No cartoons for that kid.
 
“Of course, sweetheart. I wouldn’t hire anyone that didn’t like you.”
 
“The lady at daycare didn’t like us.”
 
Zilla wrinkled her nose and when her daughter copied her exactly, she smoothed out her features, “anyone would be super crazy not to like you.”
 
“But we’re messy sometimes. And we spill things. Daddy got really mad when Lion spilled his drink.”
 
“Daddy wasn’t actually mad. He just got flustered.”
 
“He was yelling,” Paddy insisted. “He said we weren’t responshible.”
 
Zilla choked back her anger. She didn’t want to be one of those parents who complained about their soon to be ex. Especially not one where it came down to complaining that said soon to be ex never spent time with their kids, and when he did he was awful.
 
Don’t do it. Don’t go there.
 
Fuck it, I’m going there.
 
Damn it, Dillon. The best thing you ever did in life was give me these kids. The rest of it? Just do better. Please fucking do better. At least you could cause less stress and less chaos. We could start there.
 
Zilla could take a lot. She had taken a lot. But the kids? She drew the line there. They’d be going to court soon and she didn’t care what she got. Well, maybe she did but that was only because she was currently trying to figure out how to come up with a million dollars out of thin air, but that aside, she didn’t care what she got out of their marriage except the kids. She wanted Dillon to want them. She wanted him to love them. They were half of him. She wanted to be that bigger person who shared custody and everything was happy and fine and⁠—
 
Yeah. Just wasn’t going to happen. Not with a person like Dillon.
 
She had a list going in her head at all times.
 
Chronic liar. Thief. Cheater.
 
But those were all things he’d done to her. She didn’t want to add bad father to the list because that was something that affected the kids.
 
“What’s fwustered?”
 
Zilla smiled down at Paddy, “it just means that when something unexpected happens sometimes we react without thinking and surprise or hurt or other emotions come out like we’re mad, but we’re not. Daddy wasn’t mad at you.”
 
“His new girlfriend called Lion stupid.”
 
“What?” Zilla tried not to roar the word, but it came out way too loud. “Okays” She tried to breathe through it. She wasn’t flustered. She was definitely pissed, “that’s not right. No one calls you or your brother stupid. No adult and no kids. No one. That isn’t right, sweetheart.”
 
“She never said she was sorry.”
 
“She is. She’s sorry,” Zilla picked Paddy up and hugged her tight. “Should I fix your pigtail?” She had to distract herself as well as her daughter, before a tirade happened. The kids couldn’t get dragged into this. She’d made a promise to herself.
 
That didn’t mean she couldn’t cause hell later, when it was appropriate. She wasn’t going to be that ex, she kept reminding herself, but sending a friendly email reminder that everything affected the kids, who were totally innocent in all of this, wasn’t being a bad ex. As long as she could keep it friendly, and to do that, she definitely needed some time.
 
“No. I hate them. Can I take the other one out?”
 
“Sure,” Zilla carefully undid the elastic and set Paddy down. “Can you watch your show for just twenty more minutes? Maybe color with your brother in your books while I do my interview?”
 
“But shouldn’t we meet her and decide if we like her?”
 
“I just want to talk a little bit first sweetie,” Zilla ruffled Paddy’s hair, trying to smooth down the unruly curls. “Make sure that she’s the right fit. Get the boring grown up stuff out of the way and then you can meet her. How does that sound?”
 
“Lion too?”
 
“Absolutely. Lion too.” When Zilla looked over, he was still engrossed in his train show. Lying on the couch, he had his tablet way too close to his face.
 
Another promise⁠—screen time like that was only allowed in dire situations. This was one of them.
 
“I don’t like the show. Trains are boring. Can I watch something else?” Paddy looked up expectantly.
 
“Okay. As long as it’s appropriate.”
 
“Educationamal?”
 
“I’d like it to be, but I guess a cartoon is okay.”
 
“Yay!” Given permission, Paddy raced back into the living room. She took the other side of the couch opposite Lion and in a few minutes was dialed right in.
 
Zilla walked into the room to check the window to see if her interview was pulling up and she took a quick peek at the screen. It was something about ponies. And there was her interview, already walking up her driveway. Her breath caught and her heart slammed hard, kicking like the old standard she’d learned to drive on when she hadn’t been quite so handy with shifting gears.
 
She wasn’t sure what she was expecting, but whatever it was, she’d thought professional at the very least. Colette Fahlman looked nothing like she thought she would. This woman was all bright, perky, and fun.
 
Zilla rushed to the door, her pulse still freewheeling bizarrely, thinking already that the kids were going to love this woman. She looked like sunshine. What wasn’t there to love about sunshine?
 
She’d been decidedly lacking that in her own life and she wasn’t talking about the real sun. More like metaphorical sun.
 
Her life had basically been a shit show for the past six months.
 
Zilla kept her internal screaming to a minimum and forced a smile. She was met with one in response as soon as she pulled open the door, but the one staring her right back in the face wasn’t faked like hers.
 
Good lord, a red polka dot blouse paired with a bright purple knee length skirt, chartreuse leggings, and funky blue heels shouldn’t be sexy, but something about that smile sent Zilla’s pulse racing. She hadn’t exactly felt swoony in ages. Her brain was clearly malfunctioning because she was also straight and this was a woman.
 
Dillon was enough to turn anyone off men for a lifetime.
 
She told the snarky voice in her head to shut up and offered her hand. “Hi. I’m Zilla. Thanks so much for coming.”
 
“Colette,” she had a nice, firm handshake. “I love your house. It’s gorgeous. The stone on the front is amazing.”
 
Yeah, I’m probably going to have to sell that toot freaking sweet to recoup as much money as I possibly can.
 
“Thanks. Yeah. It’s- uh- anyway. If you want to come in I have everything set up in the kitchen. I hope the kitchen is okay?” Dear lord, why was she suddenly sweating under her clothes? She’d dressed up for the interviews. Taken the day off work, but she’d put on a pair of slacks and a white blouse like she was going there anyway.
 
Was it just her imagination or did Colette’s brown eyes suddenly get even darker as she stepped inside? Maybe they were always just a little bit smokey.
 
“Don’t worry about your shoes. If you want to just follow me…” she sounded prim because she was nervous.
 
Something about Colette was affecting Zilla. She wasn’t going to pick that apart. It had just been a good long while since she’d had anyone in her home. Dealing with the stuff at work and then having the kids getting kicked out of daycare, all of Dillon’s shit on top of it⁠—it was enough to make anyone sweat perpetually. But what was that tingle in her stomach?
 
Even after she turned around, she was still going over the details of Colette’s face.
 
Makeup free, but gorgeous. Flirty. She had a naturally flirty face. The fact that she was also seductively curvy even with a tall frame did weird things to Zilla’s belly. It wasn’t jealousy. She wasn’t wishing to have her twenties back or anything. She couldn’t even un-wish Dillon because she had two wonderful kids and he’d been instrumental in making them. Dillon might be a butthole, but the kids? They were freaking perfect.
 
Zilla was super jittery as soon as she sat down. She grabbed for the paperwork she’d printed out, but Colette surprised her. Sitting there on the other side of the table, she looked cooler than a darn cucumber, like nothing could rattle her.
 
“I just wanted to say that I have a list of references and I’ve outlined all my experience and qualifications for you as well, even though you already have my resume,” Colette said as she met Zilla’s gaze.“ If you don’t mind me being honest, you look stressed. I know that feeling. When everything is a big mess and all you need is just one thing to go right. I want to be that one thing.” She paused, before continuing, “whatever you need, I can make it work. Not because I’m desperate for a job, but because I love what I do and don’t see it as work. If you hire me, I promise it will be the best decision you’ll ever make, and I will never do anything to put your kids in danger. Being a nanny is more than just snacks and bedtime. It’s being responsible for another person’s life and happiness and I take that seriously.”
 
There was nothing inauthentic about it. All of that would have been so corny coming from someone else, but something about this beautiful young woman, all too eager, with the huge brown puppy dog eyes and the soft curling hair, the wild outfit, and the wide, charming grin- it made Zilla feel even stranger on the inside.
 
Bubbly. Happy.
 
It was probably just relief.
 
She needed someone in her home who she could trust, not just with her house and her stuff, but with the most precious aspect of her life. Her kids.
 
“You know what?” Zilla stared at the mountain of paperwork she’d gone way overboard with. Schedules and allergies and expectations, salary and hours. It was way too much for an interview. “Okay.”
 
“Okay?” Colette’s dark brow lifted.
 
She had the same soft brown eyes that Lion did. Maybe that’s what suckered Zilla in. While Paddy was light haired and blue eyed, Lion had darker hair and darker eyes like his dad. He was an absolute expert at using them to get anything he wanted too.
 
“Yup,” Zilla nodded. “The salary was listed in the ad so I assume that’s okay? All that we have left to do is go over hours and then you could meet the kids.”
 
“Sure. But like I said, I’m good to work whatever hours you need.”
 
Zilla was so exhausted with everything else that she quickly outlined her work schedule and when Colette nodded, she didn’t feel like she was just giving in. Conducting a wildly too short interview because there was something wrong with her. She felt good about this. Well, maybe good was too strong a word, but she felt like she could trust Colette from the get go. She was warm and kind looking and quirky. The other woman had a magnetic appeal that was irresistible.
 
“I’ll introduce you to the kids then,” Zilla said as soon as she’d gone over the hours and the salary again, just to be sure. It was as generous as she could afford to be.
 
“Oh, no worries. If you’re okay with it, I’ll just go in and sit down with them? Maybe make it a little bit more natural?” Colette winked. “You know? In case this is one last test.”
 
“It’s not a test,” Zilla laughed awkwardly. She glanced towards the living room, ignoring the fact, like she did most days, that the room and the entire house was a capsule and a reminder of her past life with Dillon.
 
Was it a test? No, she didn’t think it was.
 
Colette stood up and walked over to the kids. They were both on the couch, but she didn’t demand their attention. She didn’t introduce herself like an adult would. Instead she sat down in front of the coffee table, arranging her body so artfully that Zilla was half jealous and half amazed at her grace. Colette pulled one of the coloring books from the stack, flipped it open, and armed herself with a crayon from the big plastic bucket.
 
It took Lion and Paddy about two point three seconds to jerk their heads up and observe the newcomer. They tossed their tablets aside with record speed and scrambled over to the coffee table. Zilla would have had to beg to get them to get off screen time and do something else, but Colette had accomplished the near impossible without so much as a single word. Not even one bribe.
 
“Are you going to be our nanny?” Paddy asked after she’d taken a coloring book for herself.
 
Lion was madly scribbling with three different crayons all at once over a page.
 
“That’s right,” Colette passed over a blue crayon. “What do you think about that color for the hair?” She pointed at the pony, “I’m partial to blue, but not everyone is.”
 
“Lion!” Paddy poked at her brother, “Quit scribbling. You’re ussposed to color in the lines!”
 
Colette’s bubbly laughter floated over all of them, “I like abstract art. Nothing wrong with that.”
 
Instead of jutting out his lip and crying like usual because Lion couldn’t stand it when his big sister pointed out his short comings, he laughed, “trains all the colors!” He was so proud of his drawing.
 
“You like trains?”
 
Lion nodded madly.
 
“Hmm. Me too. I think we’ll get along great.”
 
“What about me? Do you think we’ll get along?” Paddy asked.
 
She had Dillon’s competitive spirit. She had to be at the center of everything. Sometimes that was a good thing and sometimes it caused Zilla no amount of stress. Like in gymnastics and swimming. Paddy often had to tone down her competitiveness. Other parents probably would push it and praise it, but Zilla didn’t think that being at the top was the most important thing in the world. She’d signed Paddy up for those activities because she thought they were fun, a good outlet for extra energy, and because swimming lessons were important.
 
Paddy honestly seemed more suited to football or wrestling. That was just fine with Zilla, but Paddy was still figuring that out for herself. They’d keep trying things until she found something she loved.
 
On the other hand, Lion hated almost everything. Which was also okay. Other than the swimming lessons, Zilla didn’t push her son into doing things he didn’t want to do. Yes, he was three, but if he said no she took that seriously. If he wanted to sit and do trains and math, she was one lucky mother. Lion was always on the math apps she’d downloaded onto his tablet. He loved them and he was good at them.
 
He'd probably be outpacing her by the time he was five and she was a freaking CFO, a math major, and a certified accountant.
 
“We’ll most definitely get along,” Colette promised.
 
Anyone else and Zilla might have been skeptical. Her kids were so different from each other, which made them a handful for anyone at one time. As a single mom, she’d felt stretched in very opposing directions over the past six months and could only be in one place at a time.
 
When Colette had said that hiring her was the best decision Zilla would ever make, she really hadn’t given that much credence, but seeing how happy the kids were already, her constantly constricted lungs loosened up.
 
The sigh she breathed might have been the first one of relief that she’d allowed herself in over half a year.
 




Chapter 3
Bronwyn


There had to be special places in hell for people who lied to kids and mothers, and for editors who made people lie to kids and mothers.
 
She knew that she absolutely was going to go fucking insane before the day was out and it was only hour one of day one.
 
Bronwyn hoped  she could take it easy and fake it less when Zilla wasn’t around. She’d practically earned an award the day before with her performance in getting hired. If Zilla couldn’t tell that she didn’t feel one ounce of ease with the kids, then no one would be able to. She’d watched videos. Prepared. Studied. Read parenting books and listened to podcasts. She’d practiced her I definitely love kids face in front of the mirror at her apartment for the past week.
 
It appeared that she’d perfected it.
 
As long as the kids didn’t call her out and she didn’t lose her shit, she was in.
 
In the notes that Crystal sent her way, there weren’t any hints as to how she was supposed to get information from Zilla when she wasn’t a live-in nanny. It meant she was going to have to get creative. Duh, it was an undercover job. Almost all of it called for creativity, but this job was going to be a big over and above. She wasn’t getting paid from work at the moment because she wasn’t there. She had to get a story to make money, and she’d be paid a huge bonus if this worked out. At least she had her nanny salary, which at fifteen dollars an hour, was still a living wage. Or living enough for the time being.
 
“What do you two do all day?”
 
Identical blank expressions stared back at her.
 
“Alright, what did you do at daycare?”
 
Taking charge, Paddy raised her nose in the air. It was kind of a cute one, Bronwyn had to admit. Alright, so the whole kid was pretty cute. Her brother too, “we did crafts sometimes. We sang songs. We read stories.”
 
“Snacks!” Lion shouted.
 
Paddy didn’t like being shouted at. She shoved her brother, who stared at her with his mouth wide open like he couldn’t believe she’d actually do that. She’d hurt his feelings. It was quite apparent that the younger kid totally adored his older sister. He looked up to her for just about everything. It was also apparent that Paddy had a bossy streak a mile freaking long and enjoyed the attention and hero worship.
 
As Lion’s huge eyes welled up with tears, Paddy rolled her eyes. She then proceeded to pick her nose and flick it, yes, flick it at her brother.
 
A glob of snot landed on his face.
 
Paddy grinned.
 
Bronwyn tensed.
 
Lion gagged. Then screamed. Then bawled. Then gagged again.
 
Bronwyn was already racing across the living room to the kitchen, grabbing for the paper towel on the edge of the island. Zilla Parks had a nice house. Super freaking nice, actually. It was one of those big expensive beasts that people bought when they’d made it. Bronwyn couldn’t see herself owning one of them. Ever. She’d thought that non-profits meant taking a step back where salary was concerned, but given that Zilla and Dillon both worked for the same company, apparently not. They came from average, middle class backgrounds. They didn’t come from family money. She’d read the full report.
 
How was it not obvious to everyone that they were funneling money out with a house like this?
 
Lion kept gagging in the living room and Bronwyn rushed back. She grabbed the kid and tackled the snot glob off his cheek, “don’t you dare barf,” she advised sternly. “If you toss your cookies, I’ll toss mine too and that’s way more than I want to clean up.”
 
At least the gagging preoccupied Lion long enough that he’d stopped crying. He stopped gagging too, once the snot was gone.
 
Bronwyn stared Paddy down, “as for you, little Miss Booger Flinger-”
 
“Let me guess? Time out?” Paddy rolled her eyes again.
 
Bronwyn knew what her mom would have done if she’d acted that way as a kid. Zilla didn’t appear to believe in punishment of many kinds. Clearly. She was freaking stealing from sick kids. If she couldn’t discipline herself, why discipline her children?
 
“Nope,” Bronwyn responded. “I like to think of it as a time in. You’re obviously bored, so make yourself unbored. Go and get a book from your room, please. We’re going to have story time like at daycare, but as I read, you’re going to act it out for us.”
 
Seems about perfect for a little drama queen who craves attention.
 
Paddy hesitated like she couldn’t believe her luck, then she grinned. She was whip smart and that would take her places. Bronwyn didn’t want to admit that she liked the kid. What was wrong with spirit? Why was everyone always trying to crush it when it should just be channeled into less boogery antics?
 
She liked Lion too. He was a cute little boy. Sensitive and quiet. Other than the quick gag reflex, what was there not to like about that?
 
Paddy raced off in the direction of her room and Bronwyn helped Lion onto the couch. She disposed of the paper towel in the kitchen garbage then joined him. A few minutes later, Paddy was back. She hadn’t gone to her room, but had picked something from a more mature bookcase, to the tune of two very romantic lovers on the cover.
 
Touché, kid. Well played.
 
It just figured that Bronwyn would find herself charmed by two kids who came from the world’s worst parents. Nature versus nurture. Give it time and they’d probably be turned into mini versions of their asshole sires. That made Bronwyn sad. She focused on the book instead.
 
“Once upon a time,” she started, motioning with her finger for Paddy to start acting it out while she read. Lion giggled. “There was a princess who lived in a very dark, super sketchy cave.”
 
Paddy pantomimed bending over, searching for the cave roof with her hands. She blinked her eyes like it was dark in there, then put her hands on her hunched over hips and frowned.
 
“She really wanted to go live somewhere else because her cave stank and was full of spiders. Not that there’s anything wrong with spiders, but you know. All the princess had to eat was mushrooms and smelly cave grass.”
 
“I don’t think a princess would live like that,” Paddy interrupted.
 
“Well, okay she could go out of her cave sometimes. But being a princess she was sheltered.”
 
“What’s that?” Lion asked.
 
“It means that she was guarded all the time because royalty is important.”
 
“But wouldn’t she have servants?” Paddy asked. “To do all her stuff for her? Like her laundry and get her snacks?”
 
“Nope. She gets her own snacks and does her own laundry. This princess knows she’s a princess, but she still works hard. Cave life is difficult and she lives in a land where there isn’t much to spare and the kingdom is kind of barren and doesn’t have that much land. It’s a small kingdom.”
 
Paddy shook her head at that, sighed, but started acting out making some kind of snack. She hobbled around the living room, picking mushrooms or fake grass, which made Lion literally double over with laughter.
 
“Well, so one day, as often happens with princesses, let’s just call her Princess Mushroom Pants, was summoned to an official meeting about finding a husband.”
 
That earned her a scowl from her little actress.
 
“That’s right. The princess didn’t want a husband. She didn’t want to be married. She wanted to run free and wild and not live in a cave anymore, but if she had a husband, she’d have to move away and while that might be fun because she could do new things, she’d have to do all the boring stuff that married princesses do.”
 
“Boo,” Paddy pouted. She sat down on the floor and sulked.
 
“Exactly. So, anyway, Princess Mushroom Pants had to meet tons of potential husbands. She didn’t like any of them. But it just so happened that one guy brought his sister with him. She was very beautiful, funny, and kind. The princess liked her a lot. They went out into the very barren woods and picked mushrooms together.”
 
Paddy leaped up and started skipping through the living room, bending every so often to gather imaginary mushrooms. She had a big smile on her face.
 
“It just so happened that this woman was also a princess herself. She also had no desire to be married. So you know what they did? They came up with a plan. They’d marry each other so that they wouldn’t have to get married to any prince they didn’t like. The other princess came from a lovely kingdom that was all green and had lots of trees and tons of fields and big blue skies, but she happened to really like caves. Princess Mushroom Pants wanted to see the other kingdom. It felt like a good fit.”
 
“They married each other?” Paddy’s eyes were huge, but she had the start of a smile. She clearly liked smart princesses who outwitted everyone and found a solution that worked for them.
 
Lion nodded like he knew what he was talking about.
 
Hmm. Props to Zilla for doing something right with her kids. Or maybe that’s the father.
 
“Sure they did. Because it’s totally fine for two ladies to marry each other or for two men. They weren’t in love at the start⁠—they were just getting married so they didn’t have to go through with their parent’s plans, but over time, they fell in love with each other. They loved each other’s families and they liked where the other lived. They were super happy. The end.”
 
“The end? But what happened to them after?” Paddy asked eagerly.
 
“That’s tomorrow’s story. Tomorrow is the story of the two princesses part two. Princess Mushroom Pants and Princess Lots of Frogs.”
 
Both kids clapped, and it made Bronwyn feel strangely warm and fuzzy inside. She didn’t like kids. Okay. That was a fact. But maybe there were exceptions that could be made.
 
Paddy and Lion seemed like good stuff, they really did.
 
So what was going on with their parents?
 
And how was Bronwyn supposed to accomplish the near impossible and charm Zilla into liking her enough to tell her what had gone on with the money and where it was when she wasn’t a live-in nanny? Oh and also? They weren’t two princesses who could fall for each other. Zilla had a soon to be ex and two kids. She wasn’t a lesbian, so seducing her was out of the question. Not that Bronwyn would do that anyway. Jesus, she might do lots of things for her job, but she drew the line at sex and playing with someone’s emotions. That wasn’t right.
 
“What are we going to do now?” Paddy asked, bored already while Bronwyn was spaced out, trying to solve all her problems.
 
“Mmm, how about snacks?”
 
“Okay!” Lion screamed. He leaped off the couch and tore past Paddy, who also looked pleased, but tried to hide it.
 
“What kind of snack?” she asked guardedly.
 
“Cookies?”
 
“We don’t have any cookies. Mom thinks they’re bad for us.”
 
Good gravy. Just when I was giving Zilla a few points, she goes and loses them all. What kind of a woman didn’t allow her kids to eat cookies? “Ever?”
 
“No, sometimes she lets us,” Paddy said. “But not always.”
 
“What about your daycare? Did they give you cookies?”
 
Paddy shook her head, her blonde hair flying all over the place. She looked like a little cherub. She was going to be as stunning as her mom when she was older.
 
Don’t go there. Don’t think about how hot Zilla is. It’s not actually fair for someone to be hot and also bad, but isn’t that how the world works? Pretty people get away with anything while the rest of us poor plain, average Jane’s suffer?
 
“Okay, well we can make healthy cookies.”
 
Paddy perked up at that, “really?”
 
No. “Of course.”
 
“We don’t have anything for making cookies.”
 
Four year old logic was awesome. Sometimes it made the most sense ever and sometimes it was wildly way out there. Bronwyn found that she kind of liked that too. What was happening to her? Melting on the first day? Good lord.
 
“Guess we’ll have to go shopping then.”
 
“Yay!” Lion came full speed screaming back into the room. “Yayyyyyy! Trains? We ride trains?”
 
Bronwyn had a car. She didn’t know where the kids’ car seats or booster seats or whatever were though. Probably an oversight on her part. “Umm- maybe tomorrow. Maybe I should just order online and get it delivered.” How expensive would that be? She was going to just have to bite it. She couldn’t take the kids on the bus. What if Zilla found out, lost her mind, and she was fired? She’d ask about the damn seats tomorrow.
 
When she’d arrived that morning, Zilla had been extra flustered. Even more so than the day before. She’d promised a full schedule and list of all activities and classes that the kids would be put into the next day. Bronwyn felt for them. It sounded horrible, having your whole summer taken up like that.
 
“Is there a park around here? Or somewhere we can walk to?”
 
“Yup!” Paddy pointed left then right, “that way.”
 
“Okay. Great. Do you guys promise to hold my hand if we go outside and not run into traffic or the street? That’s the only way I’m taking you.” Paddy and Lion nodded in response. “I can order when we get to the park and by the time we’re back, the groceries will be here like magic and we can make cookies that taste even better than magic.”
 
Paddy looked half concerned and half thrilled that she might be doing something that broke the rules, “but they’re healthy?”
 
“The healthiest,” Bronwyn lied.
 
She was definitely going to hell, but weren’t cookies worth it?
 




Chapter 4
Zilla


“Wow? What’s all this?”
 
Short of the last time she’d lived with her parents, twenty-two years ago, Zilla hadn’t had a meal prepared and waiting for her in her own home. Moving out at eighteen, Zilla learned what it took to fend for herself. She’d done the whole working two jobs and college thing. Her parents helped her the best they could with tuition, and she appreciated that even all these years later. She couldn’t have made it work without their support. Even if it wasn’t money they could spare, they’d always encouraged her.
 
Dillon happened in her final year of college. He transferred from New York. He was every bit the big city boy people imagine when they think of New York, or maybe she just thought so because even after three years on her own, she was still quite naïve. Not so naïve that she’d fallen hard and gone in with her eyes shut. She’d been careful. It had taken Dillon the better part of six months to even get her out on a date. The falling had been gradual, more of a slow stepping down a steep incline. Zilla had always been so responsible for every single part of her life.
 
Look at it now.
 
Ugh, I’m well aware of the mess, thank you very much.
 
She was getting tired of having conversations with herself in her own head, but lately it was the only place she could turn to get that crap out.
 
There was food on her table. Actual real food, not a snack, not something from a can, not takeout. Dillon had never even been able to do that himself. Domestic stuff was always her realm and he didn’t dabble in it.
 
The kids rushed at her, each one hugging her around the legs. She bent and hugged them right back. They seemed okay. No worse for wear for their first day with their new nanny.
 
They looked thrilled with their surprise for her while Colette just stood there, beaming like she had every right . People didn’t do that. They didn’t radiate such happiness. Most of the people in Zilla’s life were guarded enough. Even if they were happy, they weren’t open. But Colette? The woman was all I have no secrets and even if I did, I’d just put them all out there for everyone to pick apart because I’ve mastered the art of giving zero fucks.
 
Zilla couldn’t explain what went on with her when she looked at Colette. It was a feeling in her bones that her kids were in good hands, but it was more than that. There was some kind of strange draw.
 
And because she’d asked a question when she walked in the door, Colette finally answered.
 
“Just the pork roast I found in the fridge, potatoes, and a salad. I hope that’s okay. I wasn’t trying to presume anything or step on any toes,” Colette’s brown eyes met Zilla’s hopefully. “You just looked so stressed yesterday and this morning. I think it’s more than just the lack of childcare. Sorry, I’m not trying to be nosy, but I thought it would be nice to come home to something you didn’t have to make yourself and I had lots of time. The kids were great. They helped out.”
 
“We ate cookies!” Lion shouted up at Zilla.
 
Paddy clamored just as eagerly for her attention, “we made cookies!”
 
“We ate them,” Lion insisted.
 
She’d been so frazzled in the morning that she hadn’t given Colette a list of do’s and don’ts, but she figured that sugar and processed garbage was on the list of common sense items not to give to two children who were often as wild as swamp monsters to begin with. “Cookies? What kind?” The kids were clearly excited though, and not being that parent meant not stomping all over their joy.
 
“Oh the healthiest of healthy,” Colette said. She looked at all three of them like she’d known them for a lifetime. With real, genuine affection. “It’s my magical secret recipe. Here, I saved one for you to try. Trust me, they taste better when you have them before dinner.”
 
Paddy latched onto that idea, “can we have another before dinner?”
 
“You already did. At snack time. This is your mom’s before dinner cookie.”
 
Zilla honestly couldn’t tell if she was being made fun of or not. Colette just looked super happy, surely no one could actually be that happy, could they? Was she secretly mocking her? Maybe Zilla was just imagining things. Seeing ghosts and shadows where none existed because so many had existed in the past and she’d missed all of them.
 
She reluctantly took the cookie that was handed out to her from the bag on the counter. She didn’t make a production of sniffing it or picking it apart, but besides the oatmeal, it didn’t look healthy.
 
It certainly smelled divine, which meant sugar and chocolate and maybe some more sugar.
 
“Made with only the finest of organic ingredients. Plus, there are things in there you can’t taste. That’s why they’re magic.”
 
Colette’s eyes sparkled. Zilla felt torn between being all sorts of annoyed and just a little bit charmed. She still felt funny. Funny as in butterflies and tingles, shivers and a little bit of hair raising caution that never quite raised the hairs fully but wanted to.
 
The cookie was heaven. Even if Colette was joking about her too healthy choices, she ate the damn thing and enjoyed every single sweet bite.
 
“We put bananas in there,” Paddy announced proudly. “We both mashed them.”
 
No way. There was no way there were bananas in there. Zilla had a banana radar that could go off at any time, given that she detested the taste and how they dominated everything. The kids loved them so she bit the bullet, but that bullet didn’t include putting them anywhere near her mouth.
 
“We had banana smoothies too.”
 
Zilla nodded at her daughter, “that’s great.” Maybe that’s where the bananas ended up when the kids weren’t looking.
 
Was her nanny that devious?
 
Settle down. Whoa. She’s just nice.
 
No way. No one is that nice. No one’s going to fool me freaking twice.
 
Okay, first of all, Dillon wasn’t nice half the time. You were just blind to it because you thought he was a different person than he really was and you’d thought so for years.
 
You’re being weird because you think that she’s pretty and you don’t know why you think she’s pretty and the kids loved her instantly and they don’t do insta-trust and insta-love and even Paddy has lost her typical prickly attitude, but not everyone is out to get you. Some people really are just nice. And intuitive. And being pretty isn’t a criminal offense.
 
Covering up a crime is. Just saying.
 
She’d done that. She’d covered up the stolen money. Tried to fix it entirely on her own. She was still trying to fix it. She was still lying to everyone.
 
“Are you okay? I- I’m sorry about dinner,” Colette was studying her like she was mildly freaked out. So were the kids. Zilla had to stop doing that. Disappearing into conversations in her own head.
 
“I had a long day,” she sighed. “You’re right. Work’s been stressful.”
 
“What do you do? If you don’t mind me asking. If it’s not top secret.” Colette said top secret like a game, then laughed. The kids were watching them both, but with Colette’s playful attitude, they didn’t think that anything was up. Neither of them wore their concerned face.
 
That was good. She didn’t want them being worried over adult problems. They’d had enough upheaval in their life thanks to their father going completely and utterly haywire.
 
Mid-life crisis didn’t even begin to describe Dillon’s behavior, but half of what he’d done was just so token. Screwing his admin assistant, then falling for her. Zilla didn’t know whether she should laugh or cry. She’d been so angry and hurt at the time, but the whole criminal business took precedence over her personal problems and feelings. She was a thousand times more worried and worked up about that.
 
Over the past six months she hadn’t exactly made her peace with the betrayal, but she wasn’t hurting like she had been either. Yes, it had come out of nowhere. Their marriage seemed fine. Their lives seemed fine. She thought Dillon was happy. A good man. The man she’d married.
 
All of that was a darn hard nope.
 
“Non-profit,” Zilla said. “I started the company. I- it was something I was passionate about. Helping other people. We’re not like some of the big foundations that can make dreams come true, but we do help with hospital bills, hotel stays, travel costs- that kind of thing, for families with kids who are sick.”
 
“Mom helps kids get better,” Paddy proudly explained.
 
Zilla’s heart ached. She wished that was true. She wished she had the power to heal all the kids in the world who were sick. She couldn’t imagine having anything happen to Lion or Paddy. Long before she’d ever had kids of her own, helping out children and parents and families as a whole was something that just fit with her. She’d spent a few years working in finance and accounting departments for huge companies, making nothing of a difference, helping rich people get richer.
 
She’d always had the idea in the back of her mind. She just had to make it a reality. It was Dillon who helped her take those first steps. Everyone thought he was the mastermind and the backbone behind the organization, and that had always been fine with her. She didn’t mind working behind the scenes.
 
“That’s truly amazing,” Colette said and smiled almost wistfully. “You’re a real life superhero.”
 
“But she doesn’t have a cape or a costume,” Paddy protested.
 
“You don’t need one of those. There are plenty of superheroes that don’t have costumes. They’re undercover half the time. That’s what makes it so fun. They have secret identities.” Colette winked at Paddy, “but as for dinner, I’m realizing now that I forgot the dressing. I’ll whip that up quick with oil and vinegar and then we can eat.”
 
We?
 
Zilla felt herself flush as she watched Colette zip around her kitchen like it was her house with the fancy stainless appliances and gas stove, granite counters and range hood that Dillon had to have even though he didn’t cook.
 
She moved gracefully, pouring oil and vinegar into a bowl, adding spices, stirring everything together with a whisk. Zilla found herself transfixed, studying Colette’s mouth.
 
She wasn’t thinking about kissing her, but her body was doing something weird. It had better not be menopause. That was the last thing she needed.
 
It felt like the opposite of menopause.
 
“You’re staying for dinner?” She choked out, guiding Paddy and Lion to the table. If they were going to eat this salad, she was a hairy barnacle.
 
“Is that okay?” Colette found the gravy pitcher that had probably never been used and poured her homemade dressing into it without missing a beat.
 
“I- uh- yeah,” she was being an asshole. Of course it was okay. “It’s just that I don’t pay you enough to be my private chef.”
 
“Certainly not. But it’s easy enough for me to throw something together when I’m here all day. You’re out there saving the world, dealing with all that stress, going through goodness knows what- it’s the least I can do.”
 
With the same fluid movements that she’d dominated the whole damn kitchen with, Colette sat down across from Zilla at the table. The kids were in booster seats beside Zilla. The thing was huge. She made a point of eating dinner at it, but it always felt so impractical.
 
She’d probably miss the table and the big house and everything else when she was forced to sell it all and live out of her car.
 
Wait. She was probably going to have to liquidate that as well.
 
She was just waiting for the divorce to go through. Getting rid of assets didn’t seem so strange to people then.
 
“Here you go,” Colette passed Paddy a plate and Lion the same, with pork and salad, and freaking adult dressing drizzled all over it.
 
The kids looked at Zilla. They looked back at their plates. She never would have dared to feed them something like that. She knew they wouldn’t eat it.
 
But they picked up their forks.
 
And they picked at it. Through it.
 
Paddy started munching a cucumber.
 
Lion bit down on a tomato of all things.
 
Neither kid complained.
 
Zilla held her breath. There were no freak outs. She helped herself to some salad and after her first bite, she could see why.
 
“It should be criminal to make something this good,” she nearly groaned, then also nearly winced at the word she’d used. She needed to stop saying that. Criminal.
 
She looked up and could have fallen right into Colette’s soft brown eyes. She grinned. “Thanks. I’m good at salads. And cookies. Snacks. Some meals. Not many. But to me, salad is more like a treat. I never met one I didn’t like.”
 
“I have,” Paddy grumbled, but she kept eating anyway.
 
“Smgood,” Lion said with his mouthful.
 
“I was thinking that we could try the aquarium tomorrow,” Colette mused. She somehow made eating look like an artform and why the double heck could Zilla not stop fixating on the woman’s lips? Or her eyes. If she jerked her gaze lower, there was her bright clothing and the way she filled it out to contend with.
 
Dear god, had her experience with Dillon turned her off men for good? She certainly hadn’t seen one in her future. Finding someone was the last thing she’d worried about and even if there weren’t her work worries, she wouldn’t have pursued that avenue anyway. Maybe Dillon broke something in her and it was still haywire, short circuiting strangely and electrocuting her brain.
 
Probably her ovaries too.
 
People don’t just get wrecked by a bad ex and decide they want to be with a woman when their whole life they’ve thought they were straight. Either there’s something going on you don’t know about or maybe you’ve always liked both? Or you never should have been with a man in the first place.
 
Zilla nearly missed her mouth then bit down so hard on the fork that her teeth could have cracked.
 
She’d never been that into guys, but then, she’d never been that into dating. She just liked being alone. Dillon pursued her hard and long, but she had been attracted to him, hadn’t she? After nearly seventeen years together, the sex was just supposed to be… lukewarm, wasn’t it? So what if she would rather have just got herself off and been done with it instead of engaging with him. He hadn’t been very engaging with her either, not for a long time.
 
“Fish!” Paddy screamed, flinging salad everywhere.
 
Colette waved Zilla off, “I’ll pick it up later. But yes. Fish. And tons of other things. Sharks, turtles, otters- it’s so much fun.” She looked almost pleadingly at Zilla, so young and beautiful that it punched the breath out of her.
 
Would she like to engage with Colette?
 
What the actual fuck right now?
 
“It’s expensive to get in.”
 
Colette blinked at her. Of course Colette thought she was rich. She had a nice house. A really nice house. She drove a nice car. She could afford private childcare.
 
Her nanny was undaunted. She took out her phone and checked the admission prices. “It’s not too bad for kids. I can pay for my own ticket of course. But if it’s an issue, I can pay for the kids too. No worries.”
 
“It’s just- are you sure they’ll be okay there? It’s busy, isn’t it?”
 
“I don’t think any sharks are going to eat them.”
 
“What if I feed Lion to one?” Paddy asked deviously.
 
Lion’s face crumpled, but he froze when Colette burst out laughing. “I was kidding, I promise. It’s not possible to feed anyone to the sharks at that place. They’re very well contained. No escaping for them.”
 
Lion’s face still wobbled and Zilla went back to holding her breath, “how do you know?”
 
“I know because I know everything. Aren’t nannies all knowing? Paddy was just being a typical big sister and trying to scare you. You can’t let her do that all the time, Lion. She enjoys it way too much.”
 
“Yes, Paddy, really,” Zilla cut in. “Remember our conversations about being nice?”
 
“Ugh. It’s not my fault he’s such a baby.”
 
“What’s wrong with being a baby?” Colette asked seriously. “You mean that he’s sensitive, but there’s nothing wrong with that. Lion’s great. You’re great too. Let’s all see the fish and have fun tomorrow and be exactly who we are because who we are is pretty awesome.”
 
Paddy pushed some lettuce around her plate. Zilla expected a sharp retort or maybe a stomp off to her room, but she just nodded instead, “okay.”
 
“Okay because you believe me or because you just want to see the fish?”
 
“I want a turtle,” Lion cut in. “Can we get one?”
 
“Ask your mom,” Colette said.
 
Oh great. Now Zilla was going to be the big baddie, “no, honey, I’m sorry.”
 
Paddy was going to ask about a dog. She was going to ask. Three, two⁠— “Can we get a dog then?”
 
“The answer to that is a hard no.”
 
“What about a cat?”
 
“Still no,” Zilla responded. “Soon. When things settle down and you’re a bit older.”
 
“Can I have an octamapus?” Lion asked sweetly.
 
Man, if she could give her kids all the pets in the world, Zilla would. But right now she just couldn’t handle being responsible for one single other thing. There was way too much going on. She’d thought about adding pets to the family, and then Dillon had driven a battering ram through their lives.
 
“I’m not sure you can get those, little dude, but we can definitely see them at the aquarium tomorrow,” Colette promised.
 
She had such an easy way with kids that Paddy wasn’t sulking after the mini sort-of lecture and Lion wasn’t wobbling his lips. There weren’t even tears yet.
 
“I want a shark,” Paddy said, winking at Lion. She made a chomping motion at him and roared.
 
Thankfully he just pulled a Paddy and rolled his eyes at her, “eat your food, Paddy,” he said, sounding so much like a grown up that Zilla bit down on her lip so she wouldn’t laugh.
 
“You eat yours!” Paddy shot back.
 
“If you both eat, it would be a great big help to your mom. I have to take off soon, so you’re on your own.” She looked at Zilla, “if it’s okay I drive them in my car, can you get their seats for me? And I was going to ask about their insurance just in case. Just the information is fine. Health cards, that kind of thing. And if you’re registering them into anything, you can just let me know. It will help me plan our days. If not, that’s okay too. We won’t have any trouble keeping busy.”
 
“Yes. I’m sorry. I should have done all that this morning.”
 
“It’s fine. Truly. Like I told you, I want this to be easy for you.”
 
Zilla couldn’t relax. Colette was easy with the kids. She was a great help, and it was only day one. Zilla didn’t just feel relaxed the second she walked in the door, she was absolutely amazed at the change in her kid’s behavior. She’d somehow found the one person in the world who spoke absolute truth.
 
“Thank you. Thank you so much,” she had to duck her head so Colette couldn’t see the blush that Zilla could feel.
 
Colette might have solved her problems with childcare, and she might be great with the kids, but easy for Zilla? No, this wasn’t going to be easy for her, which meant she’d somehow stumbled into all sorts of trouble that she was not prepared to be blindsided by.
 




Chapter 5
Bronwyn


As far as activities went, the aquarium was pretty darn amazing. Even with two super hyped up little beasts tugging her in every blessed direction it was great.
 
Bronwyn never wanted to have kids. She hadn’t considered it for a single moment. She didn’t like them. Never had. Probably never would.
 
But she had to admit that there was something she’d missed in her future family planning.
 
Kids could be annoying. They were a lot of work. Yes, they were germy too. But they could also be really, really fun. Seeing their delight in the tiny things that she would have missed. Everything they saw was a first for them. It shot Bronwyn straight back to her own childhood and she felt the wonder of it all over again.
 
What was happening to her? She was going soft and it was only day two.
 
Also, she’d made about one inch of progress in a hundred mile journey with Zilla the night before. She needed more time alone with her.
 
So, she might have engineered it.
 
And by might, she knew exactly what she was doing and she felt bad about it because it was a total douchebag move. The kids were going to be so disappointed if they had to give up their new pet.
 
They were braced for it when Zilla walked in the door after work. They probably looked a little bit guilty, because they all knew that they were in for it, but while the kids were innocent style guilty, Bronwyn was straight up asshole guilty for using the kids as part of her disaster master plan.
 
All it took was one look at the three of them, the small fish tank on the kitchen counter, a big sigh and a slow and gradual reddening of the face, and Bronwyn knew she’d succeeded.
 
She was going to get chewed out while the kids got sent somewhere private, and honestly, while she should have been happy, she felt no joy at getting another inch closer to her objective. She was a bad person. A very, very bad person.
 
“Paddy? Lion? What’s this?” Zilla asked. “I said that we couldn’t get any pets right now.”
 
“You said that we couldn’t get a dog, a cat, a bird, an octopus, a shark, or a pony,” Paddy said, listing off each thing on her fingers. She had a great memory. God, she was going to be an intimidating individual one day and Bronwyn swelled with a strange pride at that, even though she’d had less than nothing to do with helping Paddy along in her journey, and total zero to do with creating her. “But you didn’t say we couldn’t get a snail.”
 
“It’s just a snail!” Lion said hopefully.
 
The kids actually joined hands. That was something they never did. They were standing in solidarity over their snail. It made Bronwyn want to melt a little and die on the other hand.
 
“Can we keep him?” Paddy begged.
 
“Pwease?” Lion asked in his sweet little voice. He always had trouble with that word. It was so cute where it shouldn’t have been cute because kids just weren’t all that adorable in Bronwyn’s opinion.
 
“We’ll talk about it later,” Zilla said, without losing her cool. She was so patient with the kids. She even gave them a small smile. She wasn’t the terrifying sort of parent in the least. “I really need to talk to Colette right now though, so if you could go to your rooms for a few minutes please?”
 
Paddy hesitated, sticking close to Bronwyn. If her stone cold heart could melt, it was getting more than close, “is she in trouble? Are you going to say she can’t be our nanny anymore?”
 
“What?” Lion’s lips started wobbling.
 
“No,” Zilla said softly. She shook her head. Her hair was pretty and wavy. Her outfit screamed corporate freaking boss, and even though her blue eyes could have been icy and piercing, they were warm. “I’m not going to tell her that. We just need to talk about some adult things together. She’s still your nanny.”
 
Paddy wasn’t giving in, “what about Herman?”
 
“You named your snail Herman?” Zilla asked incredulously.
 
“Yeah. He’s a good snail. They’re easy to take care of,” Paddy was going to get going, but Zilla put up a hand. “Okay. Yes, we can keep the snail. But can you guys give me ten minutes down here and then we’ll have dinner and talk more about the snail later?”
 
Paddy finally gave in. She took Lion’s hand- another first- and they walked off together.
 
The warmth in Zilla’s eyes died the second that the kids left the room. She was out of mom mode and into business badass mode. It really shouldn’t be hot to think about Zilla verbally tearing her a new asshole, but a shiver ripped through Bronwyn and she felt a spike of desire surge through her.
 
It wasn’t hard to find Zilla attractive. She was gorgeous to begin with. Straight, Bronwyn reminded herself, but she was just looking and appreciating. Even if things were different, it wasn’t in her undercover job description to act on that attraction.
 
Her body wasn’t undercover though and there was no stopping the way her nipples hardened with the heat she felt swimming in her belly. It was just preliminary stuff. Not full blown twinges south of the border, but if Zilla changed tactics and got bossy and fiery, that could change. It was time to buckle down, shut down the hormones, and put on one hell of a nanny mask.
 
“Well, you accomplished something that I’ve had a hard time doing. That’s getting Paddy to watch out for and genuinely like her brother. He pretty much worships her and she often leaves him out in the cold. I hope it’s just that age. They’re so different and sometimes instead of that working for them, it’s hard. But the snail…”
 
Zilla worried the little gold Z on the chain around her neck. She’d worn the same thing yesterday, along with an immaculate blouse and black slacks. On her, it looked good. Oddly tantalizing and less office professional with a nine to five bad attitude.
 
Bronwyn imagined the letter was worn soft from handling. Who gave her the necklace? Her parents? Her ex? Though if it was him she likely wouldn’t still be wearing it. Probably someone else she loved and cared about.
 
Emotional tosh. Come on.
 
That letter wasn’t worn smooth. The edges looked crisp and hard. But it was probably warm from sitting against Zilla’s skin and that looked soft.
 
“I thought a snail was the best compromise. It’s a pet without a huge list of things it needs to stay alive. Anyone could care for it.”
 
“But I said no pets. You heard me say it.”
 
“Like the kids said, you just seemed to be against the ones that are a lot of work. Snails just eat like tank goo and they reproduce by themselves. They’re amazing.”
 
“Oh great! So soon I’ll have a thousand snails that I don’t know what to do with.”
 
“You could give them away. Make someone’s day. I think they’re pretty cool. The kids were so happy after seeing them at the aquarium.”
 
She was trying to work Zilla into getting mad. Anger was a volatile emotion, and it could be used as a tool. People said and did things they didn’t mean to say or do when they were angry. It was a fine line between maneuvering there and getting fired so she knew she had to be careful.
 
Zilla had this carefully sculpted calm façade and Bronwyn could practically see it breaking, the fine spidery lines evident in the glass of her composure. She could tell that Zilla was looking for patience that was in short supply.
 
Bronwyn had one of those places inside herself too. A place where she could go where nothing and no one could bother her. Zilla looked like she was trying to burrow into her own safe place. Bronwyn couldn’t let her.
 
“The kids are happy. They love it. That’s all that matters.”
 
Zilla’s cheeks flushed just a little bit darker. Bronwyn felt no triumph at all, “that’s not all that matters!” Her carefully tuned balance started to waver. She stood there, having a stare down with Bronwyn, which she finally allowed to break by looking away.
 
“You’re right. It wasn’t my call. I got caught up in the day. We had so much fun. The kids were so excited. We learned all about snails and they seemed so easy and when I found out they were selling them at the pet shop just a few blocks away… I should have used more common sense,” Bronwyn paused. “But if you want it can be my snail and they can borrow it during the day? That way they can still learn about responsibility, but your blood pressure won’t go through the roof and you won’t have an aneurism.”
 
Zilla’s mouth dropped open, “you’re the master of backhanded compliments, you know that? And what if someone I knew had actually died from one of those? My company helps sick kids. All sorts of sick kids.”
 
Bronwyn’s stomach turned over. She felt nauseous, “you’re right. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.”
 
“You need to ask me about stuff like this or just say no,” Zilla huffed, calming herself down. She clearly had more patience than Bronwyn did. “I know they can be convincing.”
 
Bronwyn knew she had very little time before the argument was wrapped up and Zilla lost all her heightened emotion and just gave in about the snail. She truly seemed like a nice person. Bronwyn thought she was a pretty good judge of character. Zilla wasn’t hiding a shady, sneaky, mean interior behind a pretty face. How could she have stolen that money? She seemed so worried about even the price of the aquarium admission, and her face the night before when she’d talked about helping kids? That was real. Real passion and feeling and true pain. Maybe even a little remorse.
 
Had she taken the money and regretted it? Why though? Where was it? Spent on this house? It would be  hard to hide something like that. Zilla wasn’t a stupid woman. It couldn’t have gone to the house. So where? What was she hiding?
 
If she hadn’t taken the money, then who had?
 
Or was this all just a really good game that Zilla was playing? Was she a master at it, beating Bronwyn at whatever she thought she was playing at?
 
“You’re right. I’m sorry. But- is this really about the snail? It seems like there’s something else going on. Do you want to talk about it?”
 
The abrupt change of topic confused Zilla for a blink. She was giving off all the don’t ask, I don’t want to talk about it vibes, but Bronwyn ignored that and did her best to look like she was a great listener. Innocent and sweet. That’s what she tried to project.
 
Maybe it worked, or maybe Zilla was just tired of carrying that load around all on her own.
 
“It’s just… work stuff.”
 
An jolt of excitement raced through Bronwyn’s veins like she’d just hit a live wire by mistake. She could see how tense Zilla suddenly was, the way she folded into herself and put up her guard. That told her more than anything that she was getting somewhere. She read the body language clearly, absorbing everything Zilla wasn’t saying, and she decided to push forward with a renewed sense of gentleness. If Zilla hadn’t taken that money, that meant someone else had, and Bronwyn was certain that Zilla knew something about it. Which was still a crime. Holding onto a secret of that magnitude must be nearly impossible. Would Zilla want to spill it just to unburden herself?
 
“I’m sorry. I know that can be tough. Working at an organization that helps but can’t heal everyone must be pretty draining. Or at least the highs must be high and the lows must be heartbreaking.”
 
Zilla jerked like the statement hit her hard and hurt her. Bronwyn felt an unexpected stab of sympathy. Bronwyn couldn’t do it. She might not like kids, but she hated the thought of them being sick. The kind of sick that was terrifying. The kind of sick they might not survive. It was the kind of hurt that she couldn’t live through, even seeing it from a distance. Did Zilla try hard to forget what had happened during the day as soon as five rolled around and she had to walk out the door and be someone else? Could she compartmentalize like that? Or did she store it away in some bleak space inside herself, all those personal hurts and losses, and did they remain with her for a lifetime?
 
“It can be hard, yes. Sometimes it hits like a sinkhole and everything is just… gone.”
 
“A sinkhole inside yourself?”
 
Zilla studied Bronwyn and her blank expression wavered slightly, “I guess so.”
 
“But it’s not that. Or at least, it’s more.”
 
She’d pushed too hard. She knew it. Zilla shook her head and as soon as she moved onto something else, the opportunity was gone. “No. It’s just difficult sometimes. Anyway, sorry I freaked out about the snail a little.”
 
“I think it was more the principle and you were right, I should have asked first. The apology still stands.” Bronwyn knew that she needed to try and get closer to Zilla if she was going to get anywhere. She needed her to trust her and she wouldn’t trust a stranger. Trust was probably hard for Zilla after she’d been burned by someone she loved. That gave Bronwyn new inspiration. “Is it okay if I ask a really personal question but one that would help me out with the kids so much more?”
 
As well as being incredibly smart, Zilla was perceptive, “you’re going to ask about their dad. Have they said anything?”
 
“Not really. I just- need to know what I’m supposed to do if they say anything. I don’t know what’s going on at all.”
 
Walking over to the cupboard, Zilla surprised Bronwyn by picking up two wine glasses. She bent and opened the wine chiller under the island and took out a bottle of white. “Is this alright? I just think this conversation would go down easier over alcohol and I can’t even pretend I really approve of saying that, but I don’t think half a glass of wine is going to hurt.”
 
“I don’t think it would hurt.”
 
Zilla poured. She passed one across the island. Bronwyn took it and stepped back, not wanting to crowd in. It felt like she was cycling through a ton of different strategies to get the information she wanted and Zilla was up for them all. Not as a good rival or a sketchy and evasive villain, but as a challenging puzzle that needed to be slowly pieced together.
 
The wine was good. Sweet and tart together.
 
Zilla started talking after a few sips, “Dillon and I are separated. We have been for six months. He moved out after I found out that he- umm…” She hesitated and there was a flash of something dark in her eyes that Bronwyn definitely didn’t miss. It made her stomach feel curdled with ice, “he was cheating on me with his admin assistant. We used to work together too, so it was even harder. I didn’t want things to be messy there at work, which can happen when something like that goes on. It was humiliating sure, but that wasn’t what I was worried about. I just wanted the company to be okay.” Zilla took another sip of wine and Bronwyn waited for her to compose her thoughts, this was obviously still so raw, the emotion evident in her voice as she continued, “Dillon was CEO. He resigned and everyone knew about what happened, but somehow we kept it controlled. We didn’t talk about it and the people we work with respected our privacy. We had a new CEO come in, but things didn’t work out. They only stayed for two months. We’re actually still looking, which is really hard on the company.”
 
“You’re not the CEO? Didn’t you start the whole thing?”
 
Zilla flushed, whether because of guilt or because she didn’t like to talk about her work that way, as a form of almost bragging, Bronwyn wasn’t sure, “the organization was my idea, but Dillon and I- we made it work together. It was never just me. I dealt with the money, Dillon the managerial side. We hired tons of people. Did fundraising to get it all started and got some grants. He was instrumental in making my idea a reality. He and so many other people. I can hardly take credit for even a fraction of it.”
 
So it seemed to be modesty. There was that passion again. It tweaked Bronwyn’s internal sensors. Zilla didn’t just love her work. She seemed to be passionate enough about it that she lived it and cared for the people she worked with, not just those she helped. She wouldn’t want to hurt anyone.
 
Or was it all an act? Bronwyn had to keep asking herself that.
 
Trust. It went both ways. And Bronwyn knew very well that there were few people in the world a person could put even a fraction of their faith in.
 
“I’m sorry he did that. Cheating hurts.”
 
“Have you ever been cheated on?”
 
Here it was. The two way street. Zilla confided something. Now it was Bronwyn’s turn. That’s how it worked. She could have made something up, but she got that feeling that Zilla would see right through it, “yeah. One of my ex-girlfriends.”
 
“Oh!” Zilla was trying not to look surprised and that made her almost… cute. A little bit endearing, as she struggled to hide her shock, “I didn’t know.”
 
“Yeah. Women cheat too, even on other women. All relationships have to the potential to really suck. I haven’t dated anyone since.” That was too personal. She wanted to take that back, “not for the past year.” God, too much again.
 
“It’s brutal,” Zilla said softly, chasing the words with a sip of wine like she needed them gone.
 
The whole cheating thing always left a bad aftertaste in the mouth.
 
Bronwyn tried to wash it away too, but it lingered. It was stubborn, just like the hurt that still pulsed through her.
 
“Were you together for long? Not that it matters,” Zilla mumbled. “I was with Dillon for seventeen years. Married for fourteen. We had two kids. A family. A home. But I don’t think it matters if it’s two decades or two months that you’ve been with someone. It still cuts deep. You don’t forget it. You don’t trust easily. Not anyone. I have no desire to go out and find someone either. Not because I’m playing it safe. I don’t know. I have kids to worry about. Work. I’m too busy for dating. But deep down, I just don’t want to.”
 
“I know what you mean,” Bronwyn responded. “Everyone says it’s hard to get back up on the horse, but I don’t want to either. The grief of a relationship ending that way, or ending at all, it sucks. It’s a hard thing to deal with no matter how busy you stay or what else you have going on.”
 
Zilla nodded. Her eyes were luminous, “I’m trying to be an adult about it for the kids’ sake, but Dillon doesn’t make it easy. He has a new job now. He’s living with her. They moved into her place together right after I found out about everything. I wanted Dillon to care about his life here, even if he doesn’t want me anymore. He has two kids. That’s been hard.” Zilla lowered her voice, “it’s like he doesn’t care though. He’s moved on. He barely wants to see them, his new girlfriend finds them annoying it seems-” The words were left hanging.
 
Bronwyn could see the hurt in Zilla’s eyes, that was the main betrayal. That her asshole ex had given up on his kids.
 
 “I’ve only gathered that from what the kids have said,” Zilla continued. “I never ask them. I don’t want to bring them back here  and start drilling them.” A long sigh punctuated the space between them, “I have another six months before anything even hits court. We both want a divorce but it’s better to be separated for a year. We have assets to figure out. Stuff with the company. Custody of the kids,” Her throat worked hard. “I’m going to go for a hundred percent. I wish Dillon would come back at me on that, but I don’t think he will. I hate that more than anything.”
 
It was clear why Zilla cracked the wine. This was a rough one.
 
Her mind was doing more than just spinning. She’d considered other angles as to how that money could have gone missing or where it might have gone. Was it Dillon that took it? As CEO he would likely have access to some big funds. If Zilla hadn’t taken it or she and Dillon hadn’t embezzled it together over the years, could it have just been Dillon? What about the- erm- mistress? The whole thing couldn’t be that cliched, could it? Not only would Dillon boink his admin assistant, leave his wife and move in with the younger woman, would he have stolen tons of money in order to give her the kind of lifestyle he’d maybe promised or tricked her into believing she’d have with him?
 
If he’d done it, this whole thing would make for a terrible story.
 
Of all the intrusive thoughts Bronwyn had over the past few days, she hated that one the most. This was a family’s life here. It wasn’t just some story. The kids weren’t just random names on a sheet of paper and neither was Zilla.
 
What did that say about her own ability to keep her guard up and stay impartial in order to get to the bare bone facts?
 
Filtering down to the truth was impossible if emotions got tossed into the mix, and Bronwyn knew that.
 
But Zilla had opened up just now and maybe that was the start of something else? Maybe emotion had to be mixed in to even start to get a glimpse of the real story. Maybe all of Bronwyn’s theories didn’t count for much and some of her rules had to be broken.
 
She didn’t want to leave this and go into a weekend of not being around and give Zilla time to rebound into walling herself off, “there’s this farmer’s slash maker’s market that my mom and I sometimes go to on the weekends in the summer. We kind of alternate between flea markets and doing that when we need some fresh produce. Do you maybe want to come with us? With the kids? It’s on tomorrow morning and we usually go early to beat the crowds, but that’s also when they have the best stuff. We’re doing the flea market.”
 
Zilla’s eyes lit up, but that brightness was quickly tempered.
 
Ahh, yes. The good old shut down after being burned one too many times. Bronwyn knew all about that. Sometimes it was hard to find that spark of joy again. It was even harder to let yourself believe you could.
 
“I think the kids would love it,” Bronwyn pressed, surprised to find that she meant it. She wasn’t just saying it. She could almost feel their joy. “My mom and I would help you watch them. It can be overwhelming, but if you stick with us, we’re pretty darn established when it comes to working our way through. Don’t worry, we don’t leave anyone behind.”
 
“Are you sure though? It’s your day off. You don’t want to watch kids on your day off.”
 
“I’m sure,” Bronwyn said. She also didn’t have to try very hard to be convincing at that, which sent another pang that felt a little bit like alarm through her.
 
Also, why the heck was she sure? She was going to have to drag her mom into this now, which meant briefing her and giving her a fake identity and a script she had to stick to, and given how free spirited her mom was… oy. She could see things really not going well.
 
“Okay.” It might have taken her a minute to find her smile, but when Zilla did, just… wow.
 
It was something to behold.
 
Bronwyn hadn’t seen a full one from her yet. Her heart sped up. Her belly did a flip flop and her pulse did something worse. Sarah had been safe, or so Bronwyn thought. She’d been cheated on anyway. All her life, when it came to relationships, she’d played it pretty much safe. She didn’t want to be like her mom, even if she liked being alone and independent. Her mom had her own theories about that, but Bronwyn knew that really, it came down to the fact that she didn’t believe in rolling the dice on another person leaving again. Choosing something else over what should have been the most important thing. Like Dillon chose something else over Zilla and the kids. Like Sarah had picked something better than Bronwyn.
 
Playing it safe meant not playing at all after that, but Bronwyn knew she wasn’t destined to spend her life alone. She’d just needed some time.
 
She still wasn’t ready. But if she was, she wouldn’t pick someone like Zilla. Someone who wasn’t safe. Someone with a ready made family—or at least that used to be at the top of Bronwyn’s list of things she couldn’t ever see herself jumping into. Why did that list feel so shaky lately?
 
It was such a good thing that Zilla wasn’t a lesbian. That kept Bronwyn safe from letting her ovaries and hormones cloud her judgement.
 




Chapter 6
Zilla


Who would have thought that on a Saturday morning she’d be out at a teeming flea market with two little kids. Zilla carefully avoided scenarios like this. Crowds. Too many people packed into too small a space. Booths loaded up with tiny things that her kids could see and grab. Mazes that two tiny humans would have way too much fun getting themselves lost in and giving her a heart attack.
Henrietta, Colette’s mom, had Paddy by the hand. Like her daughter, she was a natural with kids. Paddy had been overjoyed by the woman’s tall stature, bright flowery dress, and even brighter hair. She dressed fun, also just like her daughter. It was easy to see where Colette got her features from. Her mom was a stunner.
 
It also made Zilla feel just the slightest pang of discomfort when she realized she and Henrietta were probably close to the same age. That pang was entirely unwelcome and intrusive, so she shoved it away, focusing instead on how Lion was doing. He was the sensitive one, the one who was going to break into tears or have a panic attack or in an unfamiliar setting, but he was currently distracted by the stained glass butterfly Colette was showing him.
 
She looked like a natural born thrifter. She was clearly at home amongst all the booths and endless seas of treasures, but with her denim bellbottoms with the flowery print on them, a vintage purple blouse, knitted vest, and her dark hair plaited into two braids tied off with lace, she looked the part too. She was creative in ways that Zilla wasn’t, and that included her fashion choices.
 
Zilla thought that putting on a pair of high waist jeans, tucking in a blouse that wasn’t white, and opting for black ankle boots instead of heels was bold.
 
“I think this would look great in your room,” Colette said of the butterfly.
 
Lion’s head wagged in agreement, “me too.”
 
Colette turned and haggled with the seller on the price before Zilla could stop her. She’d put aside a couple dollars for each of the kids as a treat, but she was no bargainer. She wanted to look at everything first then choose one thing, but Colette thought that strategy was a bad one, because the items might get snatched up by someone else.
 
“This is for you,” Colette said, grinning at Lion. “But I’m going to put it in my bag so that it stays safe until we reach the cars, okay? It’s glass, so it could break easily, but I’ll make sure it’s safe.”
 
“Okay,” Lion agreed, his eyes big and round and solemn. They’d been like that for the past half hour, ever since they’d started walking the booths.
 
Henrietta guided Paddy over to a stall on the other side selling crystals and stones. Colette groaned and motioned to Zilla. “Great. My mom is probably going to be there for an hour explaining to her about all the special properties of crystals. This one for headaches, this one for boosted energy, this one for this and that and so on.”
 
Zilla reached for her purse, “let me pay you back for that butterfly.”
 
Colette raised a brow, “two bucks? It’s okay. It’s my treat.”
 
“But you treat the kids all the time. That adds up.”
 
“I’ll start writing it down and bill you at the end of the month.” Seeing Zilla’s panic, Colette’s face softened and she laughed, “I’m kidding. I don’t mind. It’s just me and my mom, so it’s nice to have someone to spoil. Plus, money spent on experiences is a good thing.”
 
“I’m more worried that you shouldn’t be doing it though.”
 
“It’s a gift. I can manage it, I promise. If not, I’ll talk to you about it. Deal?”
 
Zilla wasn’t sure. She’d been frugal all her life. Not cheap, but she’d watched her dollars naturally, counting and recording everything in her head. She’d stopped that after meeting Dillon. He was the exact opposite. He liked to spend. He liked nice things. He was the one who convinced her to take risks. The house they’d built was one of those risks. Right now, she was still making her current salary and he was paying child support, but she was barely making payments. The house had about a hundred thousand dollars of equity in it, but that was still a far cry from a million dollars.
 
“We had better go rescue Paddy before her head explodes with crystal information,” Colette touched Zilla’s arm and it felt like getting a live wire shoved under her skin. The shock was abrupt, but the sting was pleasant, long after she removed her fingers.
 
Zilla refused to rub at the spot. Instead, she tugged at the short cap sleeve of her blouse and thumbed her purse strap awkwardly. “Sure.” She reached for Lion’s hand, “come on, sweetheart, let’s go see that booth there.” Lion looked longingly at a booth of antique toys, “after,” Zilla promised.
 
Paddy and Henrietta were just wrapping up their purchases. Colette’s mom had treated Paddy to a full bag that was overflowing with crystals, “who boy, did we ever get deals!” Henrietta exclaimed. She ran a hand through her long, cherry red hair. Her attention was quickly grabbed by a booth of colorful scarves, “I have to run! I see one with my name on it. Hold down the fort, Colette. I’ll be right back.”
 
Colette stiffened, but relaxed just as quickly. She glanced around, “it’s getting busy. Do you want to go find the baked goods tables? They have picnic tables set up just past them where people can sit down and relax or sample what they bought. There are also a few food trucks…”
 
“Sure,” Zilla could use a few minutes’ break. She wasn’t used to this. Markets and sales had never been her or her parent’s thing. It was fascinating to watch Colette and her mom in their element, and it made her heart swell with joy to see how excited the kids were. They were enjoying themselves and that was enough for her. It was good to teach them how to bargain.
 
Just one of the many ethics that she should be putting out there. Right along with don’t steal and don’t lie, cheat, or ever hurt someone. She felt like an utter hypocrite when it came to that. She might not have cheated or stolen, but she’d lied, she was still covering it up, and that was going to hurt people eventually. It was hurting her.
 
Zilla let Colette lead them over to the section with tables of baking and canning. It smelled divine as soon as they got across the parking lot. She had a hollow pit in her stomach that was consuming her. She wished she could just stop thinking about it, stop the sensations that plagued every single minute of her day. She used to believe she was a good person. She didn’t know anymore.
 
She was so out of it that she started when Paddy waved a tray of cinnamon buns at her, “Colette says that unhealthy snacks don’t count on the weekend.”
 
Zilla nodded numbly. She wasn’t going to put up a fight even if she had two sugar rushed children to deal with later. They deserved to have a treat every so often. Cinnamon buns just happened to be a special weakness of hers too, and it only took Colette tearing off the wrapper at the picnic table they chose to banish most of the dark, broody thoughts plaguing her.
 
“Where’s your mom?” Paddy asked.
 
“Oh…” Colette scanned the crowd, “still shopping. She might be a while yet. She’s the queen of deals.”
 
Paddy proudly indicated her crystals, “we got this whole bag for five dollars.”
 
“Wow. We’ll have to go to the library and check out a book on what they all mean and their history and everything. We can write all their names down. Does that sound fun, Lion?”
 
“But they’re mine!” Paddy cinched up her bag.
 
“I’m sure that instead of being horded up in a bag, they’d be much better displayed in your room or played with and shared? Don’t you think? They might be yours, but sharing brings a lot of joy. Lion won’t hurt them by touching them.” Paddy still looked unsure so Colette reached over and poked her arm, “you don’t want to be a stingy miser, now do you?”
 
Lion grinned at that, and eventually, Paddy did too. “Okay,” she said. “Can I have a cwimmamon bun?”
 
“How about I cut one in half?” She looked to Zilla for confirmation.
 
Zilla nodded, “that would probably be best. Start with half and we’ll see.” They were huge. She knew for sure there would be no seeing after Colette passed her one. She’d barely be able to finish that herself.
 
She bit into it, letting the spicy and sweet flavors explode in her mouth. She’d recently heard the word foodgasm and though she tried to keep a clean vocabulary, she thought there was no better descriptor. Whoever made this was another kitchen wizard. The homemade yeasty taste of the bun underneath and the grainy sugar on top was utterly amazing.
 
Zilla had turned her phone on silent, thinking that was the right thing to do when she was out with other people, but the market’s background noise was so loud she wouldn’t have heard it ringing even if it had a megaphone attached. However, she felt it vibrating in her purse, the low buzzing dragging her away from the delights of the cinnamon bun.
 
With one hand, she unzipped her purse and pulled it out, just to scan the screen. Some calls she had to take, but most she just let go to voicemail on the weekend.
 
When she saw Dillon’s name, she got that half haunted, half hopeful tinged with tons of sadness sensation that she’d learned to associate with him. Was he calling to ask about the kids? Calling because he was worried about them or wanted to spend time with them? She could only hope.
 
“Go ahead,” Colette encouraged her, probably noticing the expression on her face. “I can hold down the fort here. And I’ll make sure no one ends up wearing their cinnamon bun.”
 
Zilla studied her children, who were already sticky all over their faces and both hands, “that might be a tall order.”
 
“Well, okay, at least not wearing it in their hair. That I can do.” Colette snatched a packet of wipes out of that huge cloth quilted bag she had over one shoulder. A market bag, people called them. That finally made sense to Zilla.
 
She stood up and walked a few feet away, plugged her ear with one finger and dialed Dillon’s number back, since he’d hung up.
 
“Zilla?” He answered on the first ring, which was unusual. Normally even after he called her, he was slow to respond, like he set down his phone and forgot all about why he’d picked it up in the first place. Or maybe he wanted to punish her for not answering because he thought she was trying to punish him.
 
“Yeah. Hi.”
 
“What’s all the noise?”
 
“Oh. We’re at a market.”
 
“A market?”
 
She could believe his incredulity, “yeah. What’s up? Did you want me to get the kids to call you later? Or maybe I could drop them off tomorrow for the day?”
 
“No.”
 
Her heart sank. Why did she keep hoping that he’d suddenly change his mind and be the man she remembered? He was never father of the year and he was never really easy with the kids. She was the one who wanted to be a mother, but she didn’t have to convince him. She’d just talked to him about starting a family and he’d agreed.
 
Just to pacify her?
 
She didn’t think so at the time. He seemed happy when Paddy was born. Lion too.
 
He was also focused on work, and he didn’t have the luxury of taking leave like she did. He was out of the house all day and she was inside of it.
 
Was that when it started? The deterioration of their marriage? The change?
 
God, she didn’t want to be thinking about this now. Not now and not ever.
 
“No, I need to talk to you. Alone.”
 
The urgency in Dillon’s tone alarmed her, “umm, alright.”
 
“I have it. All of it. You don’t have to worry anymore. No one’s getting in trouble. I made an investment and it paid off. I can have it for you in a few days. If you can take care of it on your end.”
 
Dear god. She wanted to cry. Her eyes prickled fiercely, and she had to turn and walk a few steps, all while pretending she couldn’t hear Dillon. Maybe she hadn’t heard him correctly. On her end? What did that mean? Fudging the books to hide the embezzlement? Committing yet another crime? Making it look like it was some kind of shareholder loan? She didn’t want to think of the ways that it could be done. She didn’t want to have anything to do with this anymore. She didn’t want to feel the telltale wetness creeping down her cheeks or feel the weight that had been crushing her into nothingness start to lift.
 
This shouldn’t be a light at the end of the tunnel.
 
She should never have got involved in the first place. Not to save her children’s father. Not to save her company, no matter what it cost. It was wrong. Entirely wrong. No excuses.
 
“Zilla? You’re in as deep as I am now.”
 
“I know that,” she snapped. “I’ll see if I can get my nanny to stay late on Wednesday. Is that enough time for you to do the transfer?”
 
“Yes. I’ll have it in whatever account you want by Tuesday afternoon.”
 
Zilla closed her eyes. She removed her finger from her ear and used her hand to press hard on her lids, “will you see the kids soon?” If they were going to move on with their lives like nothing had ever happened, then she needed Dillon to be a father.
 
Could she be enough for both of them otherwise?
 
“That’s what I want to talk to you about on Wednesday. Can I text you to meet me somewhere? For dinner?”
 
The thought of talking to Dillon over any kind of food brought bile flooding to the back of Zilla’s throat, “alright.” She knew she wasn’t going to like what he had to tell her. It felt like a dismissal. A finality. How could he do that to their kids? “Yes, message me,” she turned and watched Paddy and Lion laughing at the picnic table with Colette and Henrietta, who had finally joined them. She was sporting a new silk floral scarf in her hair and she was gesturing to Paddy’s showing her how to tie it in.
 
Zilla ached. Who on earth could abandon kids like Lion and Paddy? They brought her such joy. She loved them enough to do anything for them, even commit a crime so that their father wouldn’t go to prison. So that they could have a father.
 
Was he trying to bow out now?
 
“I’ll text you in a few hours.” The line went dead quiet, then Dillon’s voice came, as heavy in her ear as it was echoed in her heart, “it’s going to be okay, Zilla.”
 
She knew that it wasn’t, but she agreed anyway and hung up.
 




Chapter 7
Bronwyn


Zilla didn’t have a regular or a predictable schedule because Bronwyn was way too new at her job as a nanny to have established a firm routine, but she knew that something was up when Zilla asked if she could stay late so that she could have dinner with her ex. To go over details, she’d said. What details? Divorce details? That seemed like something more for a lawyer’s office than a dinner together, but if they were willing to somehow sit down and hash it out and not let it spoil their appetites, then good on them.
 
Yeah fucking right. It’s weird. It’s so weird.
 
It was also just past ten and Zilla wasn’t back yet. She’d left at six, and traffic wasn’t that bad. Dillon likely was. He was likely very, very bad.
 
Or were they discussing something else? Something not related to their divorce? Something criminal? God, Bronwyn would have paid a lot to be a fly on the wall- but that was gross, so like, maybe a server with really good hearing or something.
 
Hearing.
 
How had Crystal heard about the missing money? Who leaked the details to her, like the amount that had gone missing? If someone else knew and they had proof, why didn’t they break the story or at least go to the police? Maybe it was just an anonymous tip off from someone in the accounting or finance department, afraid to approach their boss, afraid to be a whistleblower. Maybe the details were so sketchy and covered up that they didn’t really understand what they were even seeing. It just looked like an irregularity, but it was irregular enough that they knew something was off and somehow that got back to Crystal. She had contacts all over the city. She probably knew like ninety-eight percent of the people in Green Bay in some way or other.
 
Bronwyn tried to ignore the way anxiety pooled in her stomach. She felt jittery. She couldn’t sit still with all her unanswered questions.
 
She’d cleaned up the dinner stuff in the kitchen. The kids had gone to bed way easier than she thought they would given that it was her tucking them in and not their mom. She knew it was a stupid thing to do, given that she wanted Paddy and Lion to stay sleeping, but she took out the blender anyway. The freezer had frozen yogurt and bags of frozen fruit. There were bananas on the counter and coconut milk in the fridge.
 
Bronwyn didn’t get hungry when she was anxious, but she needed to do something.
 
It was a very loud something, but maybe she was hoping the kids would wake up and distract her.
 
No such luck. She whipped up a pretty decent smoothie without disturbing a soul. She sat down in the living room, holding the cold glass in one hand and browsing her phone with the other. There were only so many wedding dress reels she could watch at one time. She was obsessed with dresses. Gowns. Fashion. Not so much the wedding part, but she loved seeing the new designs. She wasn’t sure she’d ever wear a wedding dress because she wasn’t sure she’d ever get married, but there were far more of those reels and videos than there were of any other fashion, and it was fun. Those dresses were works of art. She could watch and not dream or envision herself in any of them, couldn’t she? It was like browsing art in a gallery or things in a museum. Kind of.
 
The front door opened suddenly and Bronwyn barely got her phone shut off before Zilla stepped from the entrance into the living room. Bronwyn felt flustered, like she’d been caught doing something absurd. The wedding dress thing was a guilty pleasure.
 
Zilla looked frazzled. There were deep purple crescents under her eyes that weren’t there when she’d left the house. She’d gone in her work clothes- black slacks and a white blouse. Very official and formal. She looked wrecked. Or like she was hiding something. Her face was pinched. Not the pinched way it got when something was being held in. Or wouldn’t come out.
 
Bronwyn’s mom would have inserted a constipated joke there, but she was like that. Her name also wasn’t Henrietta. That was the most ridiculous thing she could have come up with, and Bronwyn had to use it. But then, her mom had razzed her about being a Colette. It didn’t suit her. Yeah. Bronwyn knew that, but she hadn’t darn well picked it.
 
Zilla leaned a shoulder against the door frame and stretched her arms over her head, working out the kinks in her neck with one hand. Bronwyn’s heart thumped and her body woke up. She was suddenly tingling all over as she caught a glimpse of the way Zilla’s blouse tightened over her breasts, the sleek form she made stretched out cat like, her curves killer in those black pants that made her long legs even longer.
 
She was straight up sexy in the most intimidating and tantalizing of ways, even if she was a number one bad idea.
 
Bronwyn’s brain was basically going for a loop and she needed it back online, “rough night?” she asked. She couldn’t be sorry, even when Zilla shot her a look that said she just wanted to shower, wash it off, go to bed to forget it, and not talk about it.
 
“Yeah.” That one word contained all the please leave it alone in the universe, but Bronwyn couldn’t do that.
 
Also, she needed to get her eyes locked back on Zilla’s face and out of the chest zone. She just couldn’t stop looking at her breasts because they were doing things, all the things in that blouse because Zilla was still arched and rubbing at her neck like it had a lifetime of knots under the skin.
 
Bronwyn knew that her mouth and hands didn’t belong anywhere near Zilla, but she had the most ridiculous desire to massage some of that stress away for her. Hands or mouth, she was down.
 
Terrible idea. She’s straight. Also totally off limits. Also maybe a criminal. Second also—she’s not interested. Her ex sucks and she’s off men.
 
Good thing I’m not a man then.
 
She’s off people all together. Stay away.
 
“Want to elaborate? Talking can help ease the burden. By burden, I mean the bullshit, because I can tell some real stinkers were dropped on you tonight,” she was guessing at that, based on the tension rolling off Zilla.
 
Also based on the fact that butt headed men could almost always be counted on to act like total douchebags at all times and Dillon seemed to take the prize.
 
Zilla finally got out of that sexy catlike position up against the wall and moved to the couch. She sat across from Bronwyn, and raised a brow at the smoothie.
 
“Want one?” Bronwyn offered.
 
“No thanks. I couldn’t eat anything right now. Or drink anything. I kind of just want to puke, but it’s not a good idea. I hate barfing.”
 
“It was that good, huh?”
 
“Dillon told me that he’s moving.”
 
“What?” Bronwyn hadn’t seen that coming. Had he taken that money and was running now? Going off to Europe or Switzerland or Mexico? That would be too obvious. Maybe she should start looking into countries that wouldn’t extradite a criminal for embezzlement.
 
“He’s taking his mistress- er, his girlfriend- and they’re going to London. She got a job there. He can find something easily enough. He wants to give her the opportunity to shine. That’s literally what he said.”
 
“That’s so- wow. I might barf. Not really. I also hate throwing up,” Bronwyn got serious because she knew how destroyed that must make Zilla feel. Not about the girlfriend, but Dillon not being there for the kids. She hated the guy and she’d never even met him.
 
She hated him for Zilla’s sake, but also for the kids. It was just on principle. Dillon was an easy guy to dislike. It didn’t mean that she was getting attached to anyone or anything.
 
“London’s expensive,” Bronwyn pointed out, putting that feeler out there. “And silly.” She just couldn’t separate her feelings from the job she was supposed to be doing. “He’s a total bimbo butt face to want to leave. What about Paddy and Lion?”
 
“He said he could video chat with them.”
 
“Asshole.”
 
“I feel the same way. I wanted to throw something in his face the whole time I was sitting there. It would have been incredibly scandalous because it was a five star establishment and there were all these people wearing suits and fancy dresses. There would have been gasps galore. I probably would have been banned from that place and half the restaurants in Green Bay, but it would have been worth it.”
 
“Just a drink? Or are we talking food here? Or something a little more sinister like a fork?”
 
“I never thought about the cutlery. Truly, I didn’t. Dillon was eating snails. Snails. God, he was telling me all this bullshit and he was eating fucking escargot.”
 
Things were bad, because Zilla said the word fucking like she meant it.
 
It was incredibly sensual coming from her, even if she was angry as hell. Maybe because it was surprisingly entertaining to hear someone so purposefully chill, curse with all that blazing fury behind it.
 
“When’s he leaving?” If it was soon, that might not leave her with much time to get this story together. It meant she had to act fast. Push Zilla way harder than she’d been pushing. Things didn’t happen overnight, but if Dillon was out of reach- although, was London truly out of reach? Probably not. The story would break one way or the other and even across the ocean, he wouldn’t be so untouchable.
 
Bronwyn had no plans on getting close to the guy anyway. She wouldn’t get answers from him and chances were, she’d blow her cover by giving him a blistering earful.
 
Not good. She was getting too involved for all the wrong reasons. She wasn’t angry on behalf of the public who deserved the truth. She was angry for Zilla and the kids.
 
Angry to the tune of she wouldn’t spit on the guy if he was on fire.
 
Maybe that was too extreme. She’d stop, drop and roll the turd if she didn’t have any liquid around, but man, she wouldn’t want to.
 
“In a month. He wants to settle the divorce stuff as quickly as possible. If we’re working amicably, he thinks he can get a lawyer to do everything up. He wants to leave me everything- all the shared assets- in exchange for no longer having to pay spousal support.”
 
“What?”
 
“His portion of the house is worth more than what he’d pay over the years. I never asked for spousal support. I don’t need it. I’m working and I don’t want to take money from him,” Zilla paused, Bronwyn could see this was so difficult for her. “I never wanted money for the kids either- that was something he was paying on his own initiative. I wanted him to spend time with them. I wanted him to love them. I wanted him to- to want to be a father for them,”Zilla's voice shook, her face pale and strained. Dillon had finally admitted what she aways feared, he didn't want his children. Bronwyn could see the pain etched clearly in Zilla’s expression, hear it echoed in her words.
 
Rage like Bronwyn had never known choked off her breath. She’d never before felt the insane urge to scream at the top of her lungs, scream until her throat ached for hours after. She didn’t go around wrecking shit when she was pissed off, but at the moment, she wanted to smash something. She’d never felt that force of volatile feelings before. Not even when she found out that Sarah was cheating on her. That was all betrayal and sadness. She’d done what she always did and looked at herself first. Asked herself what was wrong with her. It was instinctual. Sometimes a good thing, although most of the time not. She knew she had to stop that. Sometimes people just did stupid things without any regard for anyone else and you couldn’t take it personally, or at least not all of it.
 
“I’m so sorry,” Bronwyn said, feeling helpless. “Do you want a cup of tea?” She’d thought earlier, when she noticed the box of herbal lemon tea in the cupboard, that Zilla was the kind of person that probably liked to drink it with honey, even when she wasn’t sick. She probably found it soothing. It felt like an empty gesture, but the urge to comfort was there.
 
The feeling that she wanted to take care of Zilla, even if it was just in a small way.
 
“No, but thank you. I think I just want to go to bed. My head feels like it’s going to explode. I’ve been carrying all of this around with me for months. It feels like a physical weight. It makes you ache, you know? I never knew how bad stress could be until now.”
 
“Yeah. For sure. The kids are asleep. They went to bed just fine.”
 
Zilla raked a hand through her wavy, perfect hair. “God. I was going to ask about that first. I’m sorry.”
 
“That’s okay. Don’t be.”
 
“Thank you for staying late. If you want, you could come later tomorrow morning. I could call in sick to work.
 
“Not unless you want to call in sick. I’m just fine to come in,” she stopped short of asking Zilla if she wanted her to spend the night in the guest room. For moral support. Also, because it was so late that leaving didn’t make the most sense.
 
“Are you sure? I’m sorry about this. It won’t happen again.”             
 
“You know what I think you need?”
 
“Hmm?”
 
“A girls’ night out. You should get your friends together and go for drinks. Go to a comedy show. Take one of those classes where you paint and drink wine. Go out dancing.”
 
Zilla laughed humorlessly. It was probably the first time that Bronwyn had heard her sound so joyless and she saw that there were cracks in that armor. No one was naturally happy all the time. They might be easy going but that didn’t mean that they couldn’t get sad.
 
“I don’t have very many girlfriends left. I’ve been a pretty crappy friend these past six months. I haven’t wanted to go out and do anything. People just stop asking after a while, you know how it is?” Zilla shrugged. “I never really had best friends, after college I got busy with work, and then I had kids and was extra busy being a mom and ended up losing touch with friends. The only people I see are my parents and even then, not nearly enough. Dillon’s parents live down in San Jose, but now I also have to feel guilty about the kids not seeing them enough, even though travel plans are more complicated. My brother lives in Colorado and my sister’s in Seattle. More travel plans. Anyway, I’m rambling.”
 
“That’s fine. If you want to rant, you could do that too.”
 
Zilla barked out a surprised burst of genuine laughter, then blushed. “Look at me. Chortling like I’m about to get hysterical.”
 
“Nothing wrong with that either. My mom would say that sometimes we all just need to let it out. Then she’d recommend some herbs and some crystals to cleanse the aura and tell you that yoga and breathing are the key to internal freedom.”
 
“She might be right. I used to do a lot of yoga and it was amazing. Nothing wrong with any of the other stuff either, if it helps you.”
 
Bronwyn felt another not so great idea percolating, but she let it blossom into a full blown cup of messedupness, just because she needed more time with Zilla in order to get her to trust her so that she would talk to her about the money. The problem was, she had a lot of other stuff going on. There was a glimmer of hope, because she was willing to talk about that. Bronwyn was the first line of defense. She was the one Zilla came home to and why not spill if she was willing to listen? Did that mean Zilla would talk about missing money? No. But what else did Bronwyn have to try?
 
“We should go on a girls’ night out. Just us. We can find something fun to do, I’m sure. My mom could watch the kids.”
 
Zilla stared at her like she’d just grown a potato out of her forehead, “but what would we do?”
 
Bronwyn felt her smile growing right along with her confidence. At the back of her mind was the little chant, this is for work, this is for work, this is for work, you’re lying to her because you have to, this is your job, job, job, but the buzzing excitement she felt ignored that chant completely.
 
“Whatever we want,” Bronwyn responded. “And whatever it is, it’s going to be fun.”
 




Chapter 8
Zilla


“This might be the weirdest place I’ve ever been to,” Zilla said, gazing in astonishment at the brightly painted building.
 
Colette smiled at her, an exuberant smile that looked like the world after it was washed clean by rain, that moment when the sun emerges shining gold and glistening off the raindrop crystals. Corny, but there it was. When she smiled it was truly dazzling.
 
“I know. It’s awesome.”
 
“Where did you find this?”
 
A heartbeat of hesitation, just long enough for Zilla to pick up on it, “I read about it in this magazine. They write about all the cool stuff you can do in Green Bay.”
 
“I clearly need to get my hands on a copy. I didn’t even know this existed.”
 
Colette pointed to the signage on the front of the building, “I told you this was a surprise, but I’m glad you took my advice and wore jeans and sturdy shoes.”
 
“And here I was thinking we were going to do soul searching on the side of a mountain.”
 
“If you can show me a mountain in Green Bay, I’d have to give the point to you for the coolest things to do in the city.”
 
“No. I can’t. I thought maybe you’d just take me to a park and get me to practice breathing. Which would have been fine too,” she glanced up again at the signs on the building. “Axe throwing, glass breaking, and bowling. It’s quite the combination.”
 
“Not as great as laundromats with pubs attached, but it was an epic use of an old warehouse. That’s what this used to be.”
 
“You seem to know lots about it.”
 
“Yeah,” Colette said quickly. “I’ve been here a few times. I love this place.”
 
“I don’t know what to do first. Bowling sounds the least violent. Axe throwing is probably scary. Breaking stuff? I don’t know. It seems wrong to pay to do that.”
 
“No way!” Colette’s dazzling eyes sparkled, the hazel flecks illuminated in the low sunlight. She’d left as soon as Zilla got home from work, then had shown up with her mom an hour later. She’d been the one to drive Zilla, which felt a little weird. She’d refused to tell her where they were going until they got there. “It’s super satisfying.”
 
Zilla pulled her phone out and checked the time.
 
Colette anticipated her argument, “my mom can stay for as long as we want her. It’s a Friday night, the kids were excited to have a babysitter who is way more fun than I am. They’re going to behave. Nothing is going to happen. My mom might appear free spirited, but she’d protect anyone’s kids with her life and she’ll absolutely obey all the rules you gave her on that list.”
 
“Was that too much? I had five minutes of free time at work and I thought it would help.”
 
“It wasn’t too much. I can tell that you’re worried, though. The kids are fine.” Colette pointed out Zilla’s phone, “my mom has your number. She won’t hesitate to call. For the next oh, three hours or so, we get to just rock out our frustrations here. I think that’s a pretty good night out. If you were expecting crafts and wine, I’m sorry, although the bowling alley does serve beer. I can get us one. Maybe we should start with that.”
 
Zilla couldn’t argue. She wanted to let go of all the crap she’d been carrying around. All the stuff that was bothering her. Not just the money- which had unexpectedly taken care of itself- but all the rest. The questions she’d been asking herself for months. About what kind of person she was. About what she was truly capable of. About if she’d ever find her way back to being the woman she was before. Was she still in there?
 
“Are you okay?” Colette’s question jarred her.
 
“Yeah. Sorry. I’m coming.”
 
She followed Colette in, letting her eyes linger longer than they should when her back was turned. She couldn’t help it. Colette suggested she wear comfortable clothes, so Zilla went with leggings and a long sleeved tunic that was probably better suited to sitting poolside, but at least it wasn’t a blouse and slacks, which comprised ninety-nine percent of her closet, not counting pajamas. Colette though, had opted for jeans and not the loose fitting kind. They hugged her curves, making it obvious that she had a sinfully gorgeous body. Her cropped tank top revealed tight abs and toned arms. Her dark hair was wayward and wavy, finger combed and wild. She was absolutely alluring, and half of the bowling alley turned and stared when they walked in.
 
Zilla was all too aware of the looks directed at the other woman. She hurried to catch up as Colette sashayed up to the counter at the front. Apparently that was where one got bowling shoes and beers. She turned to her with a pair of shoes and a can of something amber and light, which was good. Zilla wasn’t a beer person and if it had been dark beer there was no way she could have choked that back. Colette had her own shoes and beer.
 
“Lane one’s all ours for two games.”
 
“Two. Oh my god, I don’t know that I can through one.”
 
“It’s five pin. The balls don’t weigh that much. It’s fun. You’ll like it.”
 
“I don’t know what to do.”
 
Colette’s laugh brought the attention from the other half of the alley their way. Attention that lingered as she toed off her canvas high tops and bent over to lace up her bowling shoes.
 
Zilla sat down on the seat at their lane and tossed back half the beer, just to keep her eyes off Colette’s round, perfect ass in the air.
 
She was still filled with weird sensations anyway. Tendrils of heat. Swirls of nerves. Was it just because she’d never been bowling in her life or because she hadn’t been out with a friend in so long and she barely even knew this woman, yet somehow she was here, out again with her, trusting her and not in a work sense? It was nice, having someone who cared about you, and Colette truly did seem to care, though why she did, Zilla couldn’t say. Maybe she was just nice like that. Open and easy to get along with and trust. Maybe Zilla was just way too deprived of anything fun or lighthearted in the past six months and she was latching on too hard. Maybe she missed knowing there was someone there, someone she could talk to about anything.
 
Maybe she missed being one of a pair after all, even though she told herself she didn’t.
 
The rush of heat swamping her again told her that she missed something, but it might be more than companionship. She was more confused than ever. She knew she was having the type of feelings that could be called attraction, but why had she never felt that strongly for a woman before?
 
She asked herself again if she’d ever really felt it for anyone before. She had to get to know a person to feel attracted to them and she’d never put herself out there very far for the knowing. Not until Dillon and he’d pressed and pressed until she had to say yes to a date. The attraction started there. That night. She’d loved his energy. His vibrance. His ideas and his intelligence.
 
And Colette?
 
Maybe she was so attractive to Zilla because she was lonely. Because it was nice to just be inherently understood. She’d felt an almost instant connection, some instinct that told her she could relax her guard and be seen.
 
“You want to go first?” Colette was holding out a blue swirled ball to Zilla.
 
She snapped out of her thoughts. God, she had to stop doing that. Finally the arguments about money and criminal shit could stop, but arguing with herself on whether to hit on her nanny—who just happened to be into women herself—had to not be a thing.
 
And yes, Zilla had spent more than a few seconds thinking about that discovery that Colette was a lesbian.
 
And single.
 
Zilla blushed, “I just throw it down the lane?”
 
“Carefully,” Colette instructed her with a huge smile and a nod. She was probably a good teacher. She didn’t seem like she’d be bad at anything.
 
Zilla quickly banished all the intrusive thoughts that came along with that assumption.
 
“On second thoughts, I’ll go first. The ball needs to end up down at the other end and knock as many pins over as you can. You get three tries. Just don’t pitch it into the ceiling or into someone else’s lane and we’ll be fine.”
 
Zilla could have watched anyone else in the place. There were at least twelve lanes and most of them were full, but she wanted to watch Colette. She couldn’t not watch Colette. If she woman had a superpower, it was that she was enchanting and that made it impossible to look away.
 
She lined herself up with the dots on the floor, took a few steps, swung the ball back and brought it forward in a single fluid motion. Zilla should have been watching her technique, but her eyes were glued to the way Colette’s body moved. She watched her curves instead of the ball, focused on her hips and on her bottom again in those tight jeans which somehow defied all the laws invented in the universe and bent right along with the rest of her body.
 
Zilla didn’t know how many pins Colette knocked down until she jumped up and shouted, “Strike!”
 
That meant all of them. The screen at the top of the lane flashed with a cartoon ball and pins, then the word STRIKE flashed across it again and again.
 
“That’s going to be a hard one to follow,” Zilla’s mouth was dry as she traded places on the lane. Where was that beer when she needed it?
 
She felt clumsy and awkward after Colette’s smooth and fluid show. She also felt hot and achy, a little bit fevered, and completely unfocused. She wondered if Colette was watching her the way she’d just been dialed in and that almost made her release the ball way ahead of where she should, which was that line at the top of the lane. As it was, her arm twisted to the side and she nearly fell over her own feet, but somehow the heavy purple and black ball went spinning down the lane. It tipped towards the side at the end, knocking down two pins.
 
Which meant that she had to wait and then do it again and again.
 
She got one more pin down, which seemed a monumental accomplishment.
 
“I changed my mind. I think the dishes breaking would be pretty fun. You don’t need technique for that. Throwing axes still sounds terrifying.”
 
Colette scrunched up her nose as she stood up from the bench at the end of the lane. She sipped her beer, cool and calm and at home. Zilla felt sticky, sweaty, and ten times more awkward than she ever had in her life. She’d never particularly wanted to relive her teenage years, but even then, she’d never felt like this being close to another person.
 
Delayed hormonal response? Was that a thing?
 
Or at forty was she just hitting her stride, realizing what she should have known her whole life?
 
While Colette was taking her shot, Zilla tried to look anywhere else. She wasn’t successful. She was locked right back on the gorgeous, tempting woman. She got another strike. A bowling goddess.
 
A goddess in all respects.
 
Zilla had no idea what she was going to do. She was starting to realize that she was in some serious trouble and for once, it had nothing to do with work, money, or Dillon. Well, maybe a little bit with Dillon. If they were still married, she wouldn’t have discovered this about herself.
 
The truth. You wouldn’t have discovered who you were truly meant to be.
 
She didn’t know that, did she?
 
As crazy as it sounded, she could think of one person she could go to for advice.
 




Chapter 9
Zilla


It would be fun, living in an old church, especially in the city. Zilla first discovered the place through a friend. She hated dividing up her life into stages, but this would have been pre-world implosion by about a year. The kids were a lot younger, Paddy was only two and a half, Lion eighteen months. She’d met some great women through one of the mom groups that she said she’d never join, but with two little kids, she had to keep her sanity and go out and talk to grown ups somehow. It was surprisingly a lot of fun. Even after their babies were older, the group still did things together occasionally. Sandy was a young mom of three little kids. She was kind of the unofficial organizer of the group since she had pretty mad skills in that department. She’d booked them all into a weekend stained glass making class.
 
Even though that weekend was now a year and a half in the past, Zilla still remembered the details clearly. She’d had so much fun. For two days, they all got a break. They got to do something creative. They shared, talked, and laughed. There were also a few tears as some of the women got phone calls from frantic husbands, but they worked through it all together. It was one weekend where her mom had come and stayed at her house to help Dillon with the kids so she could have a break.
 
What Zilla remembered most wasn’t the somewhat lopsided bird she’d completed, but the companionship she’d felt, the joy washing over her at being amongst women she felt safe with.
 
She also remembered Noella, the lady who owned the old church that she’d turned into a house, a business, and a store. She was about as artsy as a person could get. She regaled them all with stories of her life. She had two kids, had lost her partner quite young, and was a proud lesbian. There wasn’t one single inch of her life she’d been afraid to go into detail about and for some reason, when Zilla thought about a person she could talk to, she thought of that stained glass weekend.
 
She’d decided to drive by the old church during her lunchbreak, just to see if it was still there.
 
Telling herself that she wasn’t going to go in, but now she was here, pulled up across the street to the angular white wood building, she thought about what a waste that would be.
 
Maybe she’s not even here.
 
Even if Noella was, that didn’t mean that Zilla had to start laying all her problems on her, burdening her with question after question. She could just ask how business was going. Make small talk. Maybe buy one of the many handmade pieces that adorned the gallery at the front of the building—if it was still the same inside as she remembered.
 
The old church was on a corner lot. It was one of the most unique churches that Zilla had ever seen. The front spire topped with a weathervane rose up tall and square as the main focal point, and the rest of the building flowed out symmetrically. The main door was wood, with an arched stained glass window and a little wooden buildout. The two points—left and right—each had a set of domed stained glass windows. A pristine blue sky was the perfect contrast to the immaculate white paint, and the cheerful birdsong coming from the trees lining the block made it seem as if Zilla had stepped right out of the city and into the country.
 
If any building deserved to have a second life as an art gallery, it was this one. As unique and inspiring as the woman who’d done most of the work and lived there.
 
The sign was still up at the front, Noella’s Inspiration and Treasury. The best part was the fine cursive under the big bold letters on the sign. Everyday items brought back to life, trash made treasure, junk made joy. Want to learn how? Ask me about art classes!
 
The place practically radiated joy before Zilla even walked in, but then just… wow!
 
The gallery hit her like a bomb blast of wonderful, creative awesomeness. The front door opened  into the gallery and storefront, a little chime going off as soon as Zilla stepped in. The place wasn’t just well lit with light streaming in through the windows and strategic pot lights and spotlights combined with chandeliers and string lights, it also smelled good. Like freshly baked apple pie.
 
The tall woman at the front with the raven black hair, round wire rim glasses, and a dress that looked pieced together in the best of handmade ways, turned around on the step ladder she was using to hang up a bird constructed entirely of old watches- probably her latest creation.
 
Noella Crow—and if that was her real name or not, Zilla would never know, smiled at her. She wasn’t one of those people that was face and name blind apparently, because that smile was one of instant recognition. Black hair and bright red lipstick might look a little gothic on anyone else and that was fine, but Noella radiated color, and not just from her bright dress. It looked like something a fairy would wear and Zilla almost checked for a pair of wings behind the woman.
 
“Zilla. It’s so good to see you again.”
 
“You remember my name. That’s crazy.”
 
Noella tapped at her head, “I have this memory that doesn’t let me forget much of anything. A blessing and a curse, I tell you.” She waved her hand around the gallery. “It’s changed a little since you were here last. I moved things around, and the treasures come and go. My creations find new homes pretty fast.”
 
“I can see why. Everything is amazing. And it smells like apple pies in here.”
 
Some people laughed so strangely that their laugh in itself made other people laugh. Noella had one of those chortles that brought an instant smile. She probably got teased about it all the time, but Zilla found it endearing, “that’s about right. I threw in a few pies downstairs before I came back up here to put my new birds up.”
 
“They’re all made out of watches?”
 
“This one is. I found most of them. Some were given to me when I let people know I wanted to do a project with them. One is belt buckles, the other one brooches- mostly costume stuff, but it turned out great.”
 
“I would kill to be this creative.”
 
“Everyone has it in them. With a little inspiration and a little training, you can do just about anything.”
 
“I don’t know,” Zilla doubted that she had the vision, but maybe she could be taught. Maybe with a class or a coarse or something…
 
“I can tell you want to ask me something. You have that look of someone about to burst. Is it whether I have a dark side to go with all this bright? Absolutely. I don’t know if it’s right to call it a curse, because sometimes it can be a blessing. Artsy people. The world just doesn’t understand us. We can’t be lumped into a single category.”
 
“I feel very bland compared to you,” Zilla blurted out of nowhere. She wasn’t used to being so easily read, but Noella was just like that. Another special talent.
 
“Great! Let me sign you up for one of our classes. I teach just about everything, but I do have a few others offering just about anything you can imagine, fashion and makeup included.”
 
“Holy sh- wow. That’s insane. And incredible. How do you find time for all of this?”
 
Noella lifted one shoulder and even that was artful, “it’s nice to keep busy.” She couldn’t quite keep out the dark undertone, sadness creeping into her voice.
 
Her partner passed away young. A freak blood clot. No wonder she wants to keep busy. If it was me, I would want to be busy all the time so I didn’t have a spare second to think about what I’d lost.
 
Did all that art, all the beauty surrounding Zilla come from a place of creativity and passion, or did it come from a place of sorrow and hurt? Was it both? Was one worth less than the other?
 
“I- I actually came here to ask you something. You’re right. About me.”
 
Noella’s red lips curled into a full, humorous smile, “that might be hard, but shoot. I picked up quite a few things about you that weekend we did the stained glass class.”
 
“Oh my god. I didn’t- sorry. I’m- I came in here not really intending to ask it at all. It’s something that I need to know because I’m not sure. It might be about me. It might not.”
 
“Very cryptic. I like a good mystery.” Leaving the ladder aside, Noella crossed the gallery to the desk at the front. It was made of something that looked like barnboard or some kind of reclaimed wood. She leaned on it and tapped the counter to a rhythm in her head, “alright. Let’s hear this riddle.”
 
Zilla was now thoroughly embarrassed. She’d done the ass thing and not asked and kind of asked and it was all ridiculous. She turned and took a step closer to that desk, with all the glittery sculptures and stained glass, treasures and artwork from reclaimed items filling up the space around it. “How do you know? Like, if you’re… if you would like to—be with a woman. And you’re also a woman.”
 
Noella’s brows were tweezed thin, despite the predominant fashion of the moment. They suited her, with that raven hair, fringed bangs, and those glasses. Those brows were now raised quizzically, “well, I wasn’t expecting that!” Noella responded. Her eyes twinkled as surprise made way for her characteristic kindness, “are you asking for a friend?”
 
The teasing was kind of nice. It allowed Zilla’s lungs to reinflate, “I’m not.”
 
“Well then. But you’ve previously craved the D?”
 
“Oh my lord! No- I- yes,” her hands wiped reflexively at her black slacks and she wondered how much time she had left before she had to get back to work. What would happen if she didn’t make it there on time to her own company? Nothing. Nothing would happen. She just hated being late. Ever. People might not have noticed a million dollars going missing, but they’d notice if she was two minutes late back from lunch. “I was married, but I’m separated now. Lately, I’ve been… confused. I don’t know. I- I’m finding a certain woman attractive. It’s more than just wonky hormones. I think about kissing her. The last few nights, I’ve thought about more than that.”
 
“And it’s more than instinctive urges.”
 
“It’s more than biological urges. I already have two kids. I’ve reproduced. I’m satisfied there. Plus, a woman can’t give me children. So it’s not science. Maybe it is. Fuck, what if it is? What if all this time I’ve actually been a lesbian and I didn’t know it?”
 
Those brows rose another level, “I think what you’re really asking me is how did I know? Am I the only lesbian you know of?”
 
Dear lord, this was downright mortifying. Zilla bit down on her bottom lip and nodded. Might as well come clean.
 
“I could tell right away I wasn’t into guys,” Noella occupied her hands with a stained glass lily from behind the counter. She ran her fingers over the glass, then the metal seams. “I was always attracted to women. That’s not helpful for you, though. I’m not attracted to men and women, but you might be. Both in equal measure.”
 
“I don’t know. What if it’s just- more about the person?’
 
“I think that’s great. Personality is everything.”
 
“But before. I don’t- it was weird. I was never attracted to anyone. My first boyfriend ever wasn’t until college and then I married him. I got to know him and I fell in love with his mind, his ideas, he way I could trust and depend on him, how well we worked together.”
 
“But the sex was always kind of lacking or maybe it wasn’t an important component of your relationship?” Noella guessed.
 
“Something like that.”
 
“It’s okay. You don’t have to be embarrassed with me. I talk to all sorts of people about pretty much everything. You can ask me anything and I’ll probably answer.”
 
“You were so open in our class. I was kind of amazed, how you were able to talk about your late partner with such love even though she’s gone and you also said that you miss her every single second of every day. And your kids. That was- I don’t know if I could have kids on my own, especially after going through something like that. It’s very brave. Everything about you is so brave. I have no idea how you do this place, and all this amazing art, and raise kids. Everything you said stuck with me and this might sound crazy, but when I thought of one person who I could go to for advice, I thought of you.”
 
The sheen in Noella’s dark eyes was unmistakable, “that’s very kind. I’m glad I left an impression and it wasn’t a bad one.”
 
“No. Never. I’m kind of still in awe of you. You don’t seem- human.”
 
There was that goofy, incredible laugh again, warming the space, brightening it up where the lights couldn’t reach. “I feel like all this stuff in here is an extension of me. A little bit glorious, a little bit trashy, some parts wanted, other parts very unwanted. I think we’ve all been redeemed and thrown away in our lives. My artwork reflects that. Every piece I make, every painting, every stained glass work, every sculpture. I can assure you that I’m very much flesh and bone, but this stuff? This is the stuff that’s transcendent. It even amazes me sometimes.”
 
Noella was so open. So the opposite of how Zilla had seen herself become lately. She’d resorted to being cagey. She didn’t want to call herself sneaky or crafty, definitely not furtive, but all those words could probably apply. She wanted the old Zilla back.
 
She felt like her old self when she was around Colette. She could feel it coming back, stepping away from the edge, out of the abyss.
 
“I’m sorry to just come in here like this, thinking that I had any right to ask you personal things.”
 
“That’s okay. I love that you thought of me. I’m honored. Watching people become who they were meant to be, finding themselves not just through art, but in life- that’s special too. I’m sorry I can’t really be more helpful,” as she spoke Zilla watched Noella pick up a stained glass ornament from the counter. Tracing the pattern with her fingers, gathering her words as carefully as she gathered discarded items to make her treasures “All I can say is that if you’re having some feelings that won’t go away, don’t be afraid to go for it. Don’t be afraid to venture into the unknown. It can be a great place, not always dark and scary like people make it out to be,” her eyes went down to the ornament as she lifted it up and hung it back onto the display. “I find my art there, in that space, but I can’t promise you will. People say it’s good to do the stuff that scares us. I don’t know if I agree. We all have to figure that out for ourselves. I’ve never been someone who marched to anyone’s beat but my own. That’s been plenty aggravating and annoying to a lot of people,” she paused. “But most of the time it’s good to be yourself, no matter what other people might think. That’s probably the best I can do for now as far as advice goes.”
 
Zilla edged closer, her attention captured by a small hummingbird. Out of all the things in the gallery, the purples and pinks were probably the most understated, but it was beautiful. “That’s more helpful than you know.” She picked the little bird off the hanger on the wall and set it on the desk. “I’d like to get this.”
 
“Advice is free, honey. You can come back anytime you want.”
 
“Thanks. I’d still like to get it. I love it. It’s a gift.”
 
“Ahh. Wonderful. Her name’s Hope, but you don’t have to share that. Feel free to rename her. She was a Hope to me, but to you, maybe she’s something else.”
 
“I like that. Do you name everything you make?”
 
“Not always. Sometimes my pieces won’t reveal what they want to be called, and that’s okay too. Other times, I just get a feeling. I like to go with my gut.” The cash register, Zilla just realized, was an antique, maybe close to a hundred years old. The ornate silver workings and pearl trim made it a piece of art in its own right. It belonged in the gallery. Noella punched in the amount for the hummingbird and wrapped it up in a piece of pink tissue paper, then tucked it safely into a paper bag stamped on the other side with a black and white imprint of the building, her shop’s name underneath. Even that was pretty.
 
“Thank you again for listening,” Zilla said as she passed over her card. How could she explain that coming into the gallery was a special experience all on its own? She wasn’t sure if she could put that into words, so she didn’t try. She hoped that it was there in her expression.
 
Noella swiped it in the card reader, and handed her the bag gently, “no problem. And as far as instinct goes, if you have a strong one, a feeling that you just can’t shake, I’d trust that it’s there for a reason.”
 




Chapter 10
Bronwyn


As much as Bronwyn leapt at the suggestion of another day spent with Zilla, she had to be wary about what she was feeling.
 
She took an immense amount of satisfaction in her job. In a story well written, people brought into the light and places brought to life. She wouldn’t have traded what she did for just about anything else in the world. But there were lines. Professional lines that couldn’t be crossed.
 
Like actually enjoying herself on a Saturday afternoon, doing the one thing she always scoffed at.
 
Painting.
 
Without wine.
 
And okay, the kids might have been there and so were tons of other families. All that little kid laughter brought the big studio to life. The huge open space was located in the back of a building that used to be a church, but was now a really cool gallery and art studio that offered treasures for sale and lessons on just about every kind of art there was. Bronwyn did her research when Zilla suggested that they do an art class. She’d actually suggested it to the kids at the beginning of the week, but the kids begged Bronwyn to come. She wasn’t about to say no to extra hours where she could observe Zilla and add to her growing pile of intel.
 
Her very slow growing pile. It was mostly dead ends and zero leads. She should be frustrated, not dipping her paint brush into the red on the palette in front of her, painting feathers onto an owl that wasn’t meant to be red at all, but whatever. The lady at the front- a lovely, raven haired, statuesque beauty with wire rimmed glasses, a scarf wrapped around her head, and an oddly charming booming laugh that she used often- encouraged them to use whatever colors came to them.
 
“No, Lion! That doesn’t even look like an owl,” Paddy muttered under her breath.
 
The kids sat beside her and Zilla, each with their own canvas. While Noella, their art instructor and the owner of the gallery and studio space, encouraged creativity, Paddy didn’t quite agree with her assessment.
 
“It’s abstract,” Bronwyn whispered to Paddy, setting her brush down on the corner of her paint palette. It nearly rolled off the edge, leaving a huge red smear that bled into the yellow. She got a flash of the first time she’d said that, back when she’d been trying to charm Zilla into giving her a job. It felt like a hundred years ago now.
 
She’d been so dead set against liking the kids. She’d been even more certain that Zilla was a monster that needed exposing and punishing.
 
A few weeks might as well have been a lifetime. She was getting emails from Crystal every single day asking for her progress and when she should expect the story.
 
Bronwyn knew she couldn’t put her off forever, just like she knew she had to write something. She just didn’t have a clue what that would be. What story could she possibly write other than the fact that she’d lost herself somewhere along the way, had stopped being Bronwyn and had stepped more into Colette’s shoes- a woman who loved kids and who only wanted to be helpful and there for Zilla.
 
That’s not all you want.
 
“Stop!” Paddy grasped Lion’s brush, clearly fed up with his brush strokes. They’d all had help drawing their owl and tree onto the canvas at the start of the class. Noella went over techniques and then walked around giving gentle instruction and encouragement.
 
“Paddy!” Lion’s lips trembled and his chin wobbled as his sister slammed his brush down on the table.
 
Paddy pointed to the canvas, pissed off way beyond what the art should have made her, “you’re making it ugly!”
 
“Paddy,” Zilla warned. “That’s not nice. You have your own painting and Lion has his. You can both do whatever you want with your own artwork.”
 
“He’s just smudging all the colors together. His looks like poo! It’s just brown and like slime. You can’t even see the owl anymore!”
 
That might have been true, but it was too much for Lion. He burst into tears. Zilla wasn’t the kind of mom who freaked out at her kids and instead of taking a moment to teach kindness and get a message across just meted out a punishment that would only make someone lashing out that much bitter and more spiteful.
 
Zilla put her hand on Paddy’s shoulder, “what’s wrong, sweetheart? I think this isn’t about the painting.”
 
Bronwyn scooped Lion, who was now bawling at full blast, into her arms. She nestled him against her and went for a walk out of the studio space, into the gallery, which was currently staffed by a teenage girl with more facial piercings than Bronwyn had ever seen on anyone in person. She was probably sixteen or seventeen, rail thin and tall, dressed entirely in black, with heavy makeup and bright blue hair. She gave Bronwyn a sympathetic look as she walked into the gallery.
 
“Panting can be rough. I know it. I get frustrated with my artwork all the time.”
 
Bronwyn was holding Lion close to herself for comfort, but she breathed in against his chestnut brown hair, taking in the scent of little boy. Before this job, she would have shuddered at the thought. Now she found that he smelled like himself and that thought brought her an almost instant measure of joy.
 
“Lion,” Bronwyn urged, “look at all the nice things in here. That lady who was teaching the class- she makes all of this. Isn’t that amazing?”
 
Bronwyn was all about research and when Zilla suggested the class, she’d looked into it. She’d read all about this gallery. Noella had a strong social media following and she often asked people if they had leads to certain items or objects, or for donations of things that she was planning on using for sculptures. Watches had been one of the donations she’d asked for and it was no wonder. There were whole birds and fish made from watches—the faces and all the tiny parts. They were incredible. The gallery was filled with paintings, stained glass, even needlework and handmade clothing, as well as all the sculptures. There was freaking pottery in there too. Noella’s creativity apparently knew no bounds.
 
Lion lifted his head with one more long, shuddery sob that racked his small body and looked, “pretty,” he whispered.
 
“They are,” Bronwyn agreed, her eyes falling on an intricate model of a bird. She wanted to touch the sculpture, but she held herself back.
 
“That one took a hundred and eighty hours to do,” the girl at the front informed them softly. “It’s a crane. Noella is going to make some ravens, she said. She wants to try toads and turtles too.”
 
“Wow,” Bronwyn breathed. “That’s so cool.”
 
“I’m Camille,” she said from the front. She gave them their space to look around. “I work here when Noella is doing art classes on weekends. I go to school during the week, but sometimes do a few evenings too.”
 
Bronwyn shifted Lion in her arms. He was getting heavy. Tired, she could tell, which probably started the meltdown in the first place. It was probably time for the snacks they brought, even though it was still an hour until lunch, when the class would be basically over. “That’s cool,” she said to Camille. “This place is amazing. How did you find out about it?”
 
Her eyes got a little bit shiny and she looked away, which made Bronwyn feel a jolt in her chest. “Noella is my stepmom. She was married to my mom, before she- she passed away.”
 
“I’m so sorry!” Noella had two kids of her own sitting at the front of the class, working on artwork with her. She’d introduced them. They were a little bit older than Lion and Paddy. She must have said something about Camille working the gallery, but Bronwyn had tuned out and missed it. She’d been so focused on Zilla and the kids that she’d painted entirely on autopilot.
 
Camille nodded, like she got that a lot, “me too. She had a blood clot. It was almost six years ago now. Forever and not long ago at all.”
 
That made so much sense. Bronwyn’s heart ached for the grief that was still etched into Camille’s features.
 
“I live with my dad, but Noella is still really close. She had the kids after—after my mom died. They’re not really my half brothers and sisters, but I love them anyway. My mom and dad got divorced when I was five, but I always lived with him. It was a pretty big shock when my mom came out, but my dad was cool about it. Maybe he always kind of knew. Anyway, he’s remarried now too. Everyone’s good, I guess. As good as they can be.” She looked like she wasn’t really sure about that.
 
Bronwyn couldn’t imagine losing her mom. She might have been basically her only family member, aside from grandparents that she seldom saw, and an aunt and uncle that she also barely knew because they’d moved away and her mom wasn’t all that great at communicating, or maybe it was them who didn’t want to keep in touch because they were busy and successful and had left Green Bay long behind.
 
“We’re close,” Camille went on. “All of us. Noella is great. I love working here, even if she didn’t pay me, I’d probably do it for free.”
 
“I’d probably do it for free too, just to spend time here.” Lion had settled down and Bronwyn knew they should probably go back in. She could very likely convince him to finish his painting before they took a break for their packed lunch. It was a beautiful day and they could eat it outside on the grass behind the building. Their artwork would be dry after and they could take it home. She had to admit that Noella had this class down to a science. She’d planned well, “I should probably get back. We just needed a minute.”
 
“For sure,” Camille nodded at them and smiled at Lion. “Remember, everyone gets mad at their art sometimes. That’s totally normal. I’d say the key is to finish it, but that would be hypocritical. I can’t count how many things I don’t finish or end up painting over. My mom was an artist. A painter. I want to be like her, but my work is- I don’t know. Sometimes that feels impossible.”
 
Bronwyn felt another stab that she didn’t think was pity. She didn’t like to pity anyone. People hated that. She just knew how everyone was dealing with their own struggles. She’d written a ton of stories about that. Put into words what people often couldn’t. She’d been privileged enough to write about things that mattered, even if she also had to write the boring or token stories she hated.
 
She really wanted to ask more questions, maybe even invite Camille or talk to Noella about doing a feature on the gallery. It was an amazing place and as far as she knew, one the magazine had never covered, which was a huge shame, but she was a nanny right now, not a journalist. Could she come back after this was all finished?
 
“I’m sure your work is amazing,” Bronwyn said, because she didn’t know what else to say. Lion was melting into her, close to falling asleep. If he did, they could always finish his painting at home, it wouldn’t be the end of the world. “But I get that. I have some stuff of my own that I’ve been working on for a long time. Writing. It’s usually way more deleting and sighing and frustration than it is actually moving forward. But sometimes… there are good moments. Where I’ve read back what I’ve written and I can’t believe I did that. Those are the good moments. Those wow moments. Those are the ones we should all hold onto.”
 
Camille nodded, eyes sparkling, maybe Bronwyn had said the right thing.
 
She carried Lion back into the studio, and as soon as she walked into the gentle hum of conversation, families filling up the plastic tables that had been set up, she realized he was asleep.
 
She eased back into her seat, but didn’t try and pick up her brush around him. She could finish another day too. It felt way more important just to hold onto him.
 
Zilla’s eyes met hers, but it wasn’t just gratitude she saw there. It was so much more. A little bit of vulnerability, love for her son, gratefulness that Bronwyn knew what he needed, a spark of joy because she was enjoying herself. She was happy to be out with her kids, doing something together. A little bit of sadness, because they weren’t a complete family and they wouldn’t be again, not if Dillon was truly leaving. Maybe there was even a little bit of unresolved anger there too. But above all that, there was a glint of something that Bronwyn hadn’t seen in the deep, sapphire irises before. Something that came close to what she’d call intimacy.
 
Not just the intimacy of sharing childcare or friendship with another woman. The kind of intimacy that carried heat behind it.
 
Bronwyn felt a heated sensation rush through her veins and quicken her pulse. If she looked away now, it would be a dead giveaway that she was uncomfortable. Shocked. Was Zilla seeing it reflected back at her anyway?
 
She glanced towards Paddy, who was carefully finishing her painting. She turned and gave Bronwyn an apologetic, chagrined look, and Bronwyn reached out and ruffled her blonde curls in return, showing there was no hard feelings. It had been an early morning and a few long hours for all of them. Paddy was dealing with it in the way that she dealt with these kinds of things. She had started to learn that the little girl liked to manage and control things because then she didn’t feel out of control in a given situation. It made her appear bossy, when really she was trying to find her own place and manage her own feelings. It was a lot for kids. All of this was. It wasn’t always going to be smooth.
 
It wasn’t always going to be anything for Bronwyn. She knew that this assignment, should she complete it or not, had an end date.
 
Her mind was frantically churning, desperately trying to smother the sharp pain that shot through her chest whenever she thought about never seeing Zilla again.
 
Which was why her eyes landed on Noella at the front, and what Camille had just said all came back to her. She frowned.
 
Was there a reason Zilla chose this place? This gallery? She seemed to know Noella in some way. What had Bronwyn just seen when Zilla looked at her? Was that intimacy real? Was the heat real? Or was Bronwyn just reading too much into everything, looking for a story because she already knew that she wasn’t going to be able to get the one she was after?
 




Chapter 11
Zilla


Every single cell in Zilla’s body vibrated with irritation.
 
She wasn’t prickling all over with anger towards Bonnie, though. She was angry with Dillon. Dread writhed under her skin as she neared the house.
 
She was late home, again.
 
Bonnie, one of the company’s accounting directors, cornered her at the end of the day, a thick stack of paperwork in hand and a frown on her face. She’d asked if they could talk for a few minutes, and Zilla just knew.
 
The money was back in place. Dillon had given her a huge file with fudged up paperwork, although the most fucked up part was that it hadn’t all been fudged. Eighteen months ago, the board had discussed shareholder loans, and loans within the company. Zilla remembered sitting in on the meeting. She remembered that Dillon was the one who proposed it, which should have told her that he’d been thinking about how to get away with taking money for a long time.
 
His admin assistant, conveniently, was the one who took the minutes for all executive meetings. She’d documented everything, or at least everything he’d instructed her to write down. Sometimes she didn’t always understand what was going on at the meetings, especially not when she’d first been hired and had no idea about the ins and outs of the company. She’d probably gone to him for help and even if she’d been innocent of the theft or of anything else back then, she’d unwittingly helped him.
 
Zilla had no choice but to call Colette and ask her if she could stay late again. She’d agreed, of course, and Zilla was trapped into meeting with Bonnie. It went on for hours.
 
She’d had to explain that yes, she’d allowed a shareholder loan. That yes, it was private, as the company had determined it should be. Bonnie questioned why it hadn’t been approved by the entire board. She’d thought there should be more checks and balances done to ensure that large sums of money weren’t misplaced. It should be more than just the company’s CFO deciding who got loans or what loans were approved. They’d only ever had a request for one, Zilla said, but yes, of course Bonnie was right. She’d been meaning to bring that up at a meeting, but she’d had so much else on her plate that it kept getting pushed back. No one else requested a loan either, so it seemed relatively unimportant in comparison to other, pressing issues.
 
Did it look funny that she’d agreed on such a huge loan for her own husband? Bonnie had hoped to put Zilla on the spot, and she allowed herself to look uncomfortable and vulnerable. Yes, it was awkward, she’d agreed, but working together, she and Dillon had always agreed to be professionals first, husband and wife second. Bonnie didn’t like it, but Zilla pointed out that the money had been returned, with the agreed interest, in the agreed timeframe.
 
Yes, Bonnie had noticed that. She’d just found the irregularity.
 
It wasn’t an irregularity, Zilla had argued, but not heatedly. She never wanted to appear angry or cagey. She needed to appear like nothing was wrong. It was a loan that had been paid back. Yes, she agreed with everything Bonnie was saying and they’d have to make changes. They’d bring it up at their next meeting. It was awkward for her to be discussing personal finances, especially since Dillon had taken a different path. She wanted that to be the message that Bonnie went away with.
 
Bonnie had continued pointing out that the books looked irregular, and Zilla had shared her concern, promising to take a look. She did stress the point that everything was accounted for, and Bonnie had to admit that it was. With interest, as Zilla stated.
 
The result was that while she’d sweated in her own skin for the past few hours, she now felt like a total asshole. There was no relief. She’d lied for Dillon. Again. Someone had found out and they’d come to her in order to protect the company- her own brainchild- and she’d lied. Repeatedly.
 
How many more times would she have to do it? How many more accounts would she have to go in and change, how many more papers would she have to fudge? Dillon had done a tremendous job covering his tracks. He wasn’t stupid- she’d give him that.
 
His only weak spot was that she knew him.
 
She’d eventually taken a deeper look just before everything fell apart, and when she’d figured it out- she’d been in absolute shock. She was too close, so Dillon got away with it, but he also got caught because she knew that something was wrong. She sensed it. She didn’t know just how wrong until she’d gone through all the accounts and confronted him. He’d admitted to it. He’d told her the amount. He’d pleaded with her, reasoning that he could be arrested, and she knew he was right.
 
That’s when the coverup started. The lies. Losing herself. The black stains on her soul. Her own fudging shit to cover up the footprints he’d failed to wipe clean.
 
He’d admitted everything to her, including the affair.
 
He’d asked her to protect him and told her that he was leaving in basically the same breath. It had been the same conversation. He’d packed a bag at home later that night and hadn’t been back.
 
In three weeks, he’d be in London with Katie.
 
Would he marry her when their divorce went through? He’d been pushing his lawyer to get the papers drawn up for her to sign. Expedite it. She expected it to arrive at her lawyer’s office soon. Would he have children with Katie? Children to replace the ones that he wasn’t interested in anymore? What was she protecting? The man she thought she knew and loved, father of her children, or a complete stranger—someone who had either conned her from the start or had changed his mind after a decade and a half and decided that she and the kids weren’t what he wanted?
 
Zilla pulled over to the side of the road. She breathed rapidly, willing the black spots to clear from her vision. She hadn’t been breathing enough. Not since Bonnie walked into her office. Not for the past six months. Definitely not in the past twenty suffocating minutes while she’d made her way back from the office to the house.
 
Goddamn it, she hated that house. Hated it, and all the memories it held.
 
She hated the office, because she had so many memories of Dillon there. The old Dillon, the man she’d hoped with, dreamed with, thought she’d fallen in love with. The man she’d trusted.
 
She hated the car she was driving because they’d picked it out together.
 
She even hated the fucking slacks and stupid token white blouse she had on because that’s what Dillon thought a person should wear to work.
 
“Fuck!” Zilla jammed the car in park and slapped the steering wheel. It wasn’t satisfying enough. She did it again, “fuckkkkkkk!” She let the last curse linger. Screamed it so loudly that her throat hurt.
 
She’d pulled over on a side street, not two minutes away from the house. People could probably hear her screaming in her car. She glanced around, but no one approached the vehicle, worried for her and terrified of her.
 
“Fuck.” The word was a rush of steam, her anger letting loose, but it was also a constricted breath, a rush of air and a groan at the end.
 
The black spots in front of her vision faded a little when she forced in a deep inhale. She resisted the urge to tear off her blouse, raining buttons all over the place. To get out and rip off her stupid slacks. She wanted to burn her clothes. All of them. She wanted to sell this stupid car. Sell the house.
 
God, maybe she even wanted to quit her job.
 
So what if she wanted to start fresh?
 
Could she even do that now that she’d committed various felonies on Dillon’s behalf? She was still committing them. She’d commit them in the future. If anyone found out, she could be arrested as well. No one would believe that she hadn’t been in on it, since they were married. She knew that and she cursed another string under her breath.
 
And if she confessed?
 
Then what? All their lives were ruined? The company doubted for years to come or even shut down? She’d been through all of that too.
 
She had to get her shit together and get it together fast. She needed to get home and there was no way she could walk in the door as frazzled as she was. Colette was there. Colette with her dark eyes that looked straight into Zilla’s soul. That saw straight through her. That probably had already picked up too much. Colette who was so honest and kind and intuitive.
 
Zilla had to keep lying. To Colette. To everyone. To the whole world.
 
That’s what her life had become now. There was no turning back.
 




Chapter 12
Bronwyn


Something was very wrong. Bronwyn could just tell.
 
As soon as Zilla walked in, she’d breezed past her and gone to Paddy and Lion’s rooms, even though they’d been asleep for half an hour. She promised she wouldn’t wake them up. She just wanted to check on them. She was their mother. It made sense.
 
But Bronwyn couldn’t shake the feeling that Zilla was hiding from her.
 
The right thing to do would be to just head out and give Zilla the privacy she obviously wanted, but Bronwyn’s job wasn’t about doing what was easy for Zilla. Her job was to get to the truth and she was close.
 
She brewed a cup of tea without asking, making quick work of the kettle and two mugs of the nasty lemon stuff. It was the only tea Zilla had in the house. She even put a dollop of honey in the bottom, trying not to gag as she did so. She had no intention of even taking a single sip of that foul brew and she made silent apologies for the waste. Growing up as the child of a single mom who worked very hard to support them, there was no wasting anything.
 
Scratch that. One night her mom tried to make liver because she’d got it on sale and had fancy ideas about breading it so that it tasted like pork chops. They’d pitched it in the garbage and had cereal for dinner instead.
 
Zilla walked into the kitchen, but without her usual ease or even a sense of ownership. She looked even more defeated than the last time Bronwyn thought something was wrong. There were no shadows under her eyes. This time, they were in her eyes, the blue a dark, turbulent surface hiding monsters and mysteries beneath.
 
Bronwyn pushed one mug across the island and waited silently. She watched Zilla struggle. Struggling to find the courage to tell her she could go. Struggling against herself because maybe she didn’t want Bronwyn to go. Maybe she wanted to talk again. That was the safe space that Bronwyn had tried to create, all in an effort to get to the point where Zilla felt secure enough to spill every small detail.
 
The two of them suddenly felt quite alone. Not just in the house, but in a way that one woman feels alone with another that she’s attracted to.
 
Bronwyn’s pulse raced. Zilla hadn’t given her any weird signals. She’d been thinking and thinking for the past few days, ever since that painting class. She was reading into things that weren’t her business. And no, her hormones had no say in the matter. She didn’t care how many times she had to tell herself that, it was always going to be a solid no.
 
But she felt something other than a no when Zilla’s hand reached shakily towards the mug. Instead of grasping it, she suddenly bent over double and grabbed the counter with both hands.
 
What the fuck?
 
“Zilla?” Bronwyn raced over. She hovered nearby, torn between grasping Zilla and holding her upright, or leaving her space to figure out what was going on.
 
She looked like she was going to fall over and Bronwyn moved. She set her hands on Zilla’s waist, the contact burning right through clothes, sending electric hot jolts of desire slamming through her. It wasn’t the time for attraction, not when Zilla was breathing so hard that it was clear she was on her way to not being able to breathe at all.
 
Bronwyn knew a panic attack when she saw one.
 
She lifted one hand from Zilla’s waist, keeping the other there for support. She tucked the other gently behind Zilla’s neck. This time, the feel of her skin shot straight to her core. She gasped for a breath of her own, “you need to slow it down,” she instructed. Now would be a great time to take her own advice. “Breathe deep. Even. Not so hard. You can do it. Just one at a time. One long one in. And a long one out.”
 
Zilla still gasped and gargled like she was drowning.
 
Not good.
 
Bronwyn’s hand tightened on Zilla’s neck. She brought their foreheads together, “breathe,” she whispered. “One breath at a time. Nothing’s happening. You’re fine. We’re here and whatever it is, it’s going to be okay. The kids are fine. Everything is going to be okay.”
 
“I- h-hate this house,” Zilla wheezed.
 
Bronwyn frowned, “okay. Well, that’s okay. You can sell it and move somewhere else.”
 
“E-everyt-thing. I h-hate everything.”
 
“Alright. Yeah. Sometimes that happens,” maybe she knew what Zilla was talking about. Maybe she didn’t. The important thing was getting her to calm down and take a breath.
 
She kept her own breathing slow, massaging small circles at the back of Zilla’s neck, trying to pretend that the contact didn’t affect her. That she wasn’t flushed all over her own skin, her pulse cutting out a wild dance at her neck.
 
Finally, one weak breath was released, but the next was stronger, and the ones after that were much more regular. A deep inhale followed by a slower exhale. Zilla’s knuckles were still white on the counter, but they were strong enough to hold her up. Bronwyn went to carefully back away.
 
She tried to take a step back, Zilla’s hands left the counter. Bronwyn froze on the spot when they cupped her face. Two of the softest palms, skin like silk, delicate fingers. Zilla’s thumb traced a line over Bronwyn’s bottom lip. They were still so close, almost forehead to forehead. Nearly touching. Bronwyn tried again to force her body to wheel back, to get herself out of whatever she’d stepped into, but she was paralyzed.
 
Maybe she just didn’t want to move.
 
She knew what was going to happen, but there was no protecting herself from the clash of sensation that stormed over her when Zilla’s mouth met hers. Bronwyn’s hands were instantly searching, pulling Zilla to her, tangling in her hair. Zilla dropped her hands the opposite way, burying them in Bronwyn’s shirt, tugging her against her body. Zilla was blazing hot, and Bronwyn’s legs parted, Zilla’s hips bumping up against hers. Her breath coming out in ragged gasps that probably sounded like what it would be to suddenly pitch forward into the sun and be sizzled to a crisp. Zilla’s tongue surged into her mouth, her grip on her sweater tightened, and Bronwyn felt herself falling straight into that huge ball of fire with no intentions of stopping or tethering herself back to reality.
 
She’d never felt anything like this. Never. She’d never felt so straight up exhilarated or energized, or alive.
 
There were really no words. Bronwyn felt like she was flying, her body radiating the wildest energy. She grasped Zilla to her, so desperate to hold onto her, almost unable to believe that this was real. Zilla. The woman with two kids and a soon to be ex-husband. She wanted more of this woman, the mystery woman that was hiding beneath all the stuff on the surface. She wanted more of her passion, her heat, her mouth, her sweetness, her body pressing hot and hungry against hers. Even if that kiss was going to ruin everything, she still wanted more.
 
“Mama?”
 
The voice might have come from down the hall, soft and sleepy, but they sprang apart like one of the kids had just walked into the kitchen and caught them together.
 
Bronwyn’s heart knocked noisily in her ears. They stared at each other with identical shocked expressions, but Zilla was a mother and she had better instincts than Bronwyn. She recovered quickly and moved first.
 
“Paddy? I’m coming.”
 
Breathing seemed like the most difficult thing in the world. Sucking in air, Bronwyn turned towards the counter to steady herself. She grasped the edge, listening to Zilla’s steps and her hushed voice. She couldn’t hear Paddy say anything, but the house was huge. It was surprising how her little voice could cut through the silence like it did, even from up the stairs.
 
There was a glass in the sink from earlier. Bronwyn grabbed it, rinsing it under a stream of water before she filled it and gulped deeply.
 
What in the ever loving tarnation had just happened? She knew that she’d been kissed. Logically, her brain kept going back to it, but it had been so much more. So much more than just Zilla’s warm lips meeting her own. It was so much more than the physical sensations. She’d never experienced anything like it mentally either, and her brain was having trouble keeping up. A kiss? No, it hadn’t been just a kiss.
 
She wanted to find Zilla, haul her up against her again, and repeat the experience. See if it was as transcendent and miraculous and wondrous as the first time. She already knew it would be, and wanted to repeat it again just to feel her body come alive, to feel that floating sensation, to get hot and tingly all over.
 
She felt empty at her core, longing and desire swirling through her in the most potent combination. She had to be cool about this. If she was going to salvage anything, she had to not panic. She had to just stay calm and-
 
Zilla’s footsteps pretty much obliterated any rational thought. She was coming down the stairs, getting closer to the kitchen, and then she was there.
 
That uncertain, shocked expression was still on her face, “Paddy just wanted to say goodnight,” she said softly. “She woke up and didn’t know if I was back yet. I kissed her goodnight and she went right back to sleep cuddling her bunny.”
 
“She loves that thing,” the bunny was going to save them. It was so much easier to talk about that, than what had just happened. “I was thinking about washing it, but didn’t know if it was dryer safe and I didn’t want a meltdown to happen at bedtime because she didn’t have it,” Bronwyn knew she was rambling. Trying to diffuse the situation, ease the awkwardness between them. All the while her body just craved another kiss, her lips still burning after the brief contact.
 
“She’d probably take it wet over not at all. I was thinking the same thing, though. That it could use a wash.”
 
“Does anyone ever bring stuffies to the dry cleaners? Is that a thing?”
 
Zilla’s lips twitched, “I’m not sure. I wish it was. Lion has a few favorites that are getting pretty grungy too.”
 
“We’ll have a spa day tomorrow. Maybe that’s the best way to do it. Get them involved in the process through pretend. We play store and dress up and I try and get them counting and reading as much as possible to help them, so why not spa?” There were ten thousand things running through Bronwyn’s head. Her brain had gone from sluggish to overcharged in the space of a few seconds. She felt jittery. She could barely stand in one place. “That is, if I still have a job?”
 
Horror morphed Zilla’s forced placid expression. “Why wouldn’t you have a job?”
 
“I- because we- I thought maybe that you’d-”
 
“No! No, I’m not going to fire you!”
 
“Good,” Bronwyn wiped her palms on her bright green leggings.
 
She’d had a fun time going through her mom’s closet looking for suitable outfits for Colette to wear, borrowing her wildly colorful clothes, but it would be nice to be back in her own. She’d had to buy a few as well, thrifted them at some places with crazy collections at her mom’s suggestion. She’d probably donate them straight to her mom’s closet when she was done as payback for the borrowed items. She had on her mom’s favorite tunic style shirt, with the ripped up hem at the bottom and the pointy hood that always hung so low and heavy that the front practically choked Bronwyn all day.
 
It was so long that she didn’t get much legging and more tunic with her nervous gesture. She grasped the tattered hem and held on.
 
“I’m not going to fire you,” Zilla said again. “Why would you think that?”
 
Bronwyn decided that brutal honesty was probably best. This wasn’t just fake her brutal honesty. It was the real her too, “because you kissed me. I thought there was going to be a big freak out given that you’re uh—not a lesbian. And then there would be even more freaking out because I’m your nanny and that’s almost as cliched as Dillon and his admin assistant,” she winced. “Shit. Sorry to bring him up. Gross. Jesus. I’m nervous. I’m kind of freaking out too.”
 
“Because I’m not a lesbian or because you’re my nanny?”
 
“Both?” She thought seduction wasn’t going to work. She’d thought that Zilla was safe because she was straight. Because she’d never think of Bronwyn that way.
 
And she’d still burned for her every second of every single day and night since she’d met her. There. That was also brutal honesty. She’d been single for such a long time that pleasing herself was just something that she’d got used to. She’d had to purposely block out thoughts of Zilla the last few times she’d touched herself because it felt wrong, and no, she didn’t care that it was just a fantasy and sometimes that could be more exciting than the reality.
 
Zilla was- well- she was almost another level. Another level of things that Bronwyn just couldn’t think about and places she just couldn’t go.
 
Staring into her bright blue eyes now, Bronwyn didn’t see any panic there. No regret either. She saw hot embers of a smoky fire, a low burning desire that wasn’t tamped down or extinguished. No fear. Maybe even a small amount of hope. It made her want to charge across the kitchen, fling her hands into Zilla’s hair again, and kiss her just as hard, until both of them were breathless, steer her up to her room, and somehow very silently, so that neither Paddy or Lion would wake up, learn every single curve and plane and secret of her sensual body. She wanted to memorize all the details, to solve all the riddles, to learn what made Zilla who she was. She wanted every single physical thing there was to possibly want, but she wanted more than that too. She wanted to see into Zilla’s head.
 
Not because she wanted the details of the missing money.
 
God, it wasn’t just that anymore.
 
Maybe it hadn’t been that for a while.
 
Although, how long was a while when she’d only known Zilla for a few weeks?
 
Zilla was a total enigma now. A mystery, and maybe not one that was meant to be solved.
 
“I’m calming down,” Bronwyn said, more to herself, but Zilla nodded. A faint blush colored her cheeks. Was it more of an excited flush? It seemed like they were one step away from total disaster, so why wasn’t Zilla freaking out.
 
“I don’t know if I’m not a lesbian,” Zilla put her hands on her hips. “I mean, I don’t know if I’m one. I talked to someone about this, but she can’t decide for me, obviously. She doesn’t know what’s going on.”
 
“Noella?” Bronwyn squeaked. She’d been turning that over in her head for what felt like ages, not just the last few days.
 
“Yes. She’s the only lesbian I knew. I needed some advice. I took a class from her last year. She’s great. I thought why not do another one. The kids would love it.”
 
“But why?”
 
“Mostly because I just wanted to paint,” Zilla’s eyes shifted away and her cheeks darkened to a deep pink. Her skin was so pale that it betrayed just about every single emotion. Beautiful. She was so damn beautiful. “I thought it would be fun to do something together again, with the kids. Something with you.”
 
“So you’ve thought about me.”
 
“Yes.”
 
The truth was heady, especially when Bronwyn kept bracing for denial. That wasn’t Zilla. She wouldn’t do anything like anyone expected.
 
You’re not supposed to be doing the expected either. You’re supposed to be doing a job.
 
“Is that why you were… panicking a little? Having an actual panic attack? Was it because you were thinking about kissing me and then you just went for it and found out it wasn’t so scary?”
 
“No. That’s not why I was panicking.”
 
“What happened? What’s wrong?”
 
“Not kissing you. That’s not what’s wrong. That was perfect.”
 
Bronwyn recognized an evasive maneuver when she saw it, but there was also enough of the genuine truth that it left her speechless. Why couldn’t they just be two different people right now? Why couldn’t she have met Zilla a different way? Why couldn’t she have been Bronwyn from the start and not Colette? She could wish all she wanted, but it wasn’t going to change anything.
 
She was so close. So close to uncovering what she wanted to know. She couldn’t stop now just because she felt like she needed to stop. Feelings were never to be trusted. Everyone knew that. How many people had emotions historically undone? Too many. That’s why using one’s head and not one’s ovaries to think was so important.
 
“But something’s wrong,” Bronwyn didn’t have to disguise anything as concern. She truly was worried. She cared. She was getting way too close and she couldn’t pull herself back.
 
Panic didn’t look good on Zilla. For a second she looked like she was going to launch straight into breathing erratically again, but even though she paled, she calmed herself down, “just work stuff.”
 
“Something bad? Did something happen to someone?”
 
“No. Nothing like that. It’s just—nothing. It’s honestly nothing. Just something I was freaking out about, but it’s over now. I want to leave the work stuff at work. Sometimes you just have to do that or you’d have no peace and I want to have peace here at home. That’s always been so important to me.”
 
She was slipping away. Bronwyn knew it, and she was going to let it happen. She was going to let the opportunity slide by even though she could well imagine that there were two or three new emails in her inbox from Crystal since she’d last checked the day before.
 
Time was running out for her and she was right there and she still was going to let it drop.
 
“I don’t know what’s going on,” Zilla admitted. She looked up at Bronwyn through her thick lashes, so shy. Her tongue ran across her bottom lip, wetting it. “With me, I mean. Not work. With me. I want—if I could get my mom to watch the kids for a day, would you go on a date with me?”
 
“Oh my god.”
 
“Is that a no?”
 
It was a no, wasn’t it? Because it had to be a no. This was going too far. Bronwyn was going to hurt this woman if she wasn’t careful. She was going to betray her. It was either that or leave. Neither ending was appealing. Neither ending had a way for them to work out or work together.
 
“I don’t know.”
 
“Because I’m not sure about what’s going on with me?”
 
“Because I work for you.”
 
“Okay. That’s the one that I can’t really reconcile either. It’s not right, doing something like this. I do know that. I’m sorry. I’m supposed to be a mature adult but I got carried away. I made things uncomfortable.”
 
“No you didn’t,” Bronwyn blurted. She couldn’t stand to see the sadness on Zilla’s face. She couldn’t push her away. “I’m not uncomfortable. I just think that… you—you have to—no. I was going to say I’d like you to know your own mind, but that’s impossible if you don’t get a chance, isn’t it?”
 
“I wouldn’t want to figure it out with someone else. I’ve never wanted to figure it out with someone else. The thing about me is maybe I don’t know myself at all. I only ever had one boyfriend and that was Dillon. I was always more in love with his personality and his intelligence than anything. I don’t know if I’m a lesbian or if it’s more of a person by person basis,” Zilla was pacing backwards and forwards as she spoke, her eyes met Bronwyn’s, “I’ve never desired anyone or felt that jolt of attraction before I knew them, and even then- male or female- I’m usually good with just being friends. Is that weird? Maybe there’s something wrong with me. Low hormone levels or something. Even when I was younger. That can be a thing, can’t it? Shit,” she exclaimed. “I’m rambling and being weird, aren’t I? I’m sorry. I—I need to be honest. I am being honest. I’m not trying to make things even weirder now, but I think I did feel that for you. Right away. I noticed you. Things about you. I felt… funny when I met you. I didn’t know what it was. I didn’t understand because you were a woman and I couldn’t possibly be—but I am. I am attracted to you. I do want to kiss you again.”
 
“Does it freak you out thinking about more? More than kissing?” Why was she going there? She needed to stop. This was all so crazy. It felt like being stuck in a very strange dream that was also kind of wonderful. The kind of dream that lasted long after waking.
 
When Zilla smiled, Bronwyn’s stomach flip flopped. “No. It doesn’t,” she swallowed audibly. “Not with you it doesn’t.”
 
If this was anyone else, Bronwyn would feel like they were playing her, or playing dirty, but not Zilla. Not this woman who couldn’t possibly have stolen all that money because when it came right down to it, she seemed so guileless. She was sweet. Truly nice down to her soul. The kind of person who saw a need and started a whole company just for it. She was the kind of woman who could pick herself up and not wish ill on the man who betrayed and hurt her, who was there for her kids no matter what, calmly guiding them.
 
But how could she not know? She has to know. She has to be hiding something.
 
If Bronwyn said yes to a date, could she get Zilla to tell her everything? Would that be like getting a confession out of her and then performing the ultimate betrayal? Would Zilla trust anyone again if that happened? She was already putting a hell of a lot of trust in Bronwyn’s hands, moving forward into those first few baby steps of the wild unknown. She was doing more than a little something that would scare her. If this went wrong, it would be a thousand times worse than what Sarah had done to her. This could break Zilla completely.
 
But how could Bronwyn not go through with it? How could she just give up on the story after putting all the work in? She couldn’t tell Zilla now. Confess everything. She’d be so angry. She’d never want to see her again and she’d never trust her.
 
Right. Remember? No happy ending.
 
“I don’t think it’s a good idea,” I need to protect you.
 
“Finding women attractive or just us?”
 
Fuck. She wasn’t going to make this easy, but she wasn’t trying to guilt her into anything either.
 
“It’s me,” Zilla sighed. “It’s me because I’m being crazy. I’m sorry. I just pushed this on you. Kissed you. Trusting your instincts isn’t always a good thing and acting on them is even worse. I don’t think I’m confused. Maybe a little. I’ve thought about it too much. I probably am attracted to women. That would actually explain a lot. That doesn’t mean kissing you was okay. I’m sorry. If we can just move past this and-”
 
“We’ll move past it. Don’t worry. Things like this- I knew I was a lesbian right from the time I could first know something like that, but it’s not like that for everyone. It’s not that I don’t find you attractive, Zilla. I do. It’s just that work and pleasure are often a bad mix. Plus, when there’s kids involved, and things are already complicated…”
 
“I get it,” Zilla waved a hand between them. She smiled, and how anyone could smile after that kind of flat out rejection, Bronwyn wasn’t sure, but Zilla could. She was one of those people who could actually say she was sorry and mean it. Say no hard feelings and also mean it. “I hope you can accept my apology. I really appreciate you being my nanny and I’m not going to- to interfere with that again. I respect what you want and- and yeah. I hope that you’re coming back to work tomorrow despite this.”
 
“Of course.”
 
What choice did she have? Not because of the job, which was starting to feel increasingly like more of a horrible inconvenience than anything- the lie and not the real truth, but because seriously. What choice did she have?
 




Chapter 13
Zilla


“My mom thinks that I’m having a mid-life crisis.”
 
It just had to be put out there. They’d been driving for three hours on the interstate in almost total silence. Zilla didn’t even have music on. She had enough noise going on in her head. She was probably projecting it rather loudly, even without words, filling up the car. Colette hadn’t asked her to turn on the music or spill her thoughts, but she was probably just being nice.
 
“Her solution is to watch the kids so you can take a weekend off to do what my mom would call recentering your aura?” Colette asked carefully. She was trying not to step on any toes, but the whole thing had to seem pretty strange.
 
“Something like that.”
 
“What’s something like
that?”
 
“She wanted me to go to therapy. Like trauma therapy and then see a divorce therapist and get my crap straight with my lawyer, seeing as how Dillon’s mind isn’t going to change and it’s now staring down the inevitable. I might have made the mistake of telling her that I want to sell the house, the cars, everything, and that I’m quitting my job.”
 
Colette jerked in her seat so hard it made a sound and her seatbelt wrenched and snapped as she leaned forward to get a better look at Zilla’s face, “what? Oh my god? What?”
 
“Fuck. This isn’t how I wanted to tell you.”
 
“But you are telling me. You’re giving me my two weeks’ notice because you gave yours?”
 
Zilla sighed. She was botching this as badly out loud as she’d been doing in her head when she’d rehearsed the speech, “I don’t know what I’m saying. That’s not necessarily— I- no. I’m not firing you. I’m definitely not firing you. I just…”
 
“Need a change? Even if it was your company and you started it, it’s not like you solely own it anymore. It’s grown and changed and become so much more, but so have you. We all get to that point where sometimes we just need to do something different. I imagine being there gives you lots of crazy Dillon vibes. Lots of bad and good memories.”
 
There was that.
 
“That’s not really why.”
 
“Why then?”
 
I can’t tell you. I want to tell you, but I just can’t. I’m never going to be able to tell anyone. She was being eaten alive with guilt. The cycle in her head wouldn’t stop fucking cycling. She wanted to make things right and she knew that meant coming clean with everyone. The board, her accounting department, the internal audit that would be done, the police, her family, Dillon’s family. She had a choice just like she’d had a choice when she found out. Between sending the father of her children to jail and covering for him until she could replace the money. She’d taken all of that on in a split second. Even if she’d known Dillon was cheating on her then, she couldn’t have condemned him to jail. She chose Dillon instead of the company she loved so much. She’d betrayed it and she’d lied and she could never come clean because it wasn’t just her life that she’d be affecting. She had to think about what would happen now. Not just to her, but to her kids. If she and Dillon were both put in jail, then what? If her assets were seized or frozen and she couldn’t work, how would she provide for them, not just in the present, but going forward?              
 
If Lion and Paddy were taken from her and put into the system, their lives would be ruined. She couldn’t keep them safe and god knows what could happen in some of those places.
 
“Zilla? Are you okay? You look like you’re going to throw up. Maybe you should pull over.”
 
She was soaked, her t-shirt uncomfortably damp, her jean shorts pasted to her legs, “I’m okay.” Her stomach tumbled and bile rose in her throat. “I’m forty. Maybe I am having a mid-life crisis. Maybe this is how it looks to lose your shit.”
 
“Starting over doesn’t mean it’s a crisis. Even if it’s bad, it doesn’t have to be like that.”
 
“I didn’t even tell my mom that I thought I was a lesbian. I can only imagine how the shit would have hit the fan. She would have staged a full on intervention and called my brother and sister home.”
 
“Ouch. Because she doesn’t like gay people? Mental note to me—never tell your mom that I like women.”
 
“No, no. She’s fine with all of that. Seriously. My whole family is. They just—this is way too much for them. The divorce. Me saying I want to sell everything. Quitting my job and leaving the company I co-founded. If I had been the one to leave Dillon and say that I wanted something different for my life, they still would have been worried, but I think it’s different, knowing that I’m the one that was dumped. They think it’s some kind of trauma response.”
 
Colette gave that serious consideration, “they won’t take you seriously.”
 
“I don’t know if I should be taken seriously. I don’t even know what’s going on with me. Like I said, maybe she’s right. I’m forty. Middle aged. This is the perfect time for this to happen.”
 
“I don’t think it’s a crisis,” Colette argued.
 
Zilla wished that was true. She wanted to believe it and maybe she did a little. She didn’t need the words to come from a therapist to have meaning. They meant a heck of a lot coming from the woman beside her too. “You don’t know me very well. Just because I appear calm doesn’t mean I don’t have all this shit going on under the surface.”
 
Colette studied her, “you are swearing more. I can tell that you’re worked up, but just because someone feels some hot emotion concentrated all at once and there aren’t any little ears around doesn’t mean that they’re in full crisis mode. If you were going to have some kind of breakdown, I don’t think you would have agreed to let your mom stay at your house this weekend with the kids, even if they did need some grandma time, and you for sure wouldn’t have asked me to come with you on this- uh- soul
searching event.” She went quiet for a minute, then softly added, “I’m not sure why you did.”
 
“It’s not to—to try and change your mind or seduce you,” the disappointment that Zilla felt when she said that was so heavy that she was stunned it didn’t bleed into her voice. “It’s okay that you said no. You were right to say no.”
 
“I just think it’s a complication that you don’t need.”
 
“What if I fired you? Aside from the potential lawsuit you could hit me with, would you go on a date with me?”
 
“No. Because that’s still the same thing.”
 
“I think so too,” her eyes quickly shifted over again. “That was just hypothetical.”
 
“I know.”
 
“I’m not going to fire you. And I promise that I won’t hit on you or talk about it at all this weekend. I mean, I won’t bring it up again. Now that I just did. Ugh. I’m sorry. I’m making you uncomfortable and it’s not even like you can just spring the door and leap out of the car.”
 
“I’m not uncomfortable,” Colette ran her hand down the inside of the seam of her bright purple leggings. Her top, one of those things that reminded Zilla of fairies and was moss green like the woods- somehow blended just fine with the bright purple. “We’re all entitled to lose our shit a little bit sometimes. I wouldn’t worry too much about it. If there’s anything I’ve seen in the past few weeks, I’d say that you’re going to bounce back just fine. You’re tough, whether you know it or not.”
 
“Tough,” Zilla huffed. “I wouldn’t go that far.”
 
“There are so many people who are tough in different ways. The mildest people are often the ones that are made from stone underneath. I don’t mean that they’re granite tough and never let any joy or sadness or real emotions in. I mean that when the hard stuff starts happening, they’re the ones that hold strong. Like stones in a river. How the water flows around them. It might change the way those stones look, but it won’t move them.”
 
“That’s very pretty. You should write it down.”
 
“W-write it down? You mean be a writer.”
 
Was that mild panic that Zilla heard? She couldn’t think why, “no, just write it down. I don’t journal or anything, but if I could come up with pretty sayings or good quotes every now and then, I would write them in a notebook and keep them for when I needed to inspire myself. I could always read someone else’s stuff, but knowing that I was once that clever or poetic would feel like a huge boost.”
 
The strange look on Colette’s face faded to relief and then she laughed, “that’s a good point.” She turned to the window, “where are we going anyway? You just said a campground that was a few hours away.”
 
“It’s actually five hours. Is that too much?”
 
She’d totally earned that snort that she got in response, “considering that we’ve been driving for about three and a half hours now, I’d say that no, it’s not too far.”
 
“I’m not good at spur of the moment things. When I went away before, I’d plan forever and I’d pack so far ahead that I’d have to unpack because I’d end up needing the stuff I put in there. I haven’t gone on any sort of vacation since Lion and Paddy were born. Dillon didn’t think it would be much of a vacation with kids and I thought it would be way too much work to take them with us, so I agreed with him But I also couldn’t just leave them with my mom or with family and pack up and go off for a week. I didn’t need the break that darn bad. I would have spent the whole time missing them.”
 
“I think that’s understandable. A lot of parents feel like that. But sometimes it’s nice to be spontaneous. Even if it’s doing something you feel like is totally crazy.”
 
“Like this.”
 
“Are you good at camping?”
 
“Not a chance,” Zilla said with a burst of laughter, “that’s why I rented the cabin. It’s nice. Modern. We’re not going to be roughing it. I couldn’t handle it, even for a night. I don’t like spiders and outhouses scare the shit out of me.”
 
“That’s what they’re there for- getting the shit out. Okay, that’s a terrible joke. Outhouses are the worst, and they’re usually a double whammy given that they collect spiders like no one’s business. They must like the dark. Or the smell.”
 
“Ugh.”
 
“I know. I’m going to stop talking about that. This place has a lake though? A nice one? It must, since you chose it.”
 
“I just looked up parks and lakes close to Green Bay and this is the first one that came up that had a photo. I didn’t want to humor my mom, but she was pretty adamant she wasn’t leaving and I couldn’t face having it out with her, as terrible as that sounds. Not now. Not after everything,” Zilla glanced towards Colette before focusing back on the road ahead “The website had cabin rentals listed and there was a heading right at the top for ones with a private beach on the lake. That sounded good enough to me. I booked it because I didn’t know that I couldn’t not book it, and then I started to panic,” she gave a weak laugh, trying to make light of the situation. Colette had already witnessed one meltdown, Zilla didn’t want her thinking meltdown number two was just around the corner “I didn’t want to come out here by myself. I was going to just lie to my mom and stay in the city and miss the kids for two days in a hotel room, but she made me show her the booking and the cabin. She knew I was lying. That’s probably also why she said that I shouldn’t go alone.”
 
Colette’s smile was bright, “it was nice of you to ask me to go with you, especially considering you could have taken anyone. I don’t want to think that I’m just the short notice buddy and you said you currently kind of had a lack of people to hang out with and your siblings live really far away and doing this on your own seemed like a horrible, daunting idea,” Colette teased.
 
It wasn’t like that. She’d just said she wouldn’t talk about how much she wanted to take Colette with her, how much she wanted to do with her and probably to her and how she hadn’t stopped thinking about that kiss or what it had done to her on the inside for even a second, “am I that transparent? It wasn’t really like that.”
 
Colette nodded, “I know.”
 
Zilla wanted to ask her if she was sure she wasn’t uncomfortable, especially after that kiss and turning her down and now they were going to be alone for the weekend. She didn’t have the courage. She also just said she wouldn’t go there, and there she was, circling back around to it like a dog who had a favorite spot in the bushes or some pee pole that he couldn’t resist.
 
They lapsed back into silence again, but it wasn’t as strained as before. A comfortable silence. Zilla didn’t have so many things bouncing around her head. She did have wishes, all the unspoken things that would have to remain unspoken. All the things she wished she could say, but knew she couldn’t. When her mom suggested she not go alone and she was freaking out about the very same thing, she could think of one person and one person only who she ever would have asked to go with her.
 
“It seems like a long way just for a few days,” Zilla mused. “I really hope that cabin is as pretty in person as it is in the photos.”
 
“I haven’t had a getaway in a good long while either. Not even much as a kid, since my mom was a single mom. She’d do all the nature walks and talks and all her stuff in parks around the city. We did lots of fun things, but vacations? Not really. This is pretty exciting to me, even if it’s just a few days.”
 
It hit with a jolt when Zilla thought about the last time she’d done something solely for herself. She couldn’t truly remember. The art lessons with Noella maybe- the first time?
 
“Henrietta would love this,” Zilla said, since Colette had just been talking about her mom. Already they were entering the pretty part of the country, with more trees, endless skies, and far fewer buildings and signs of people.
 
Colette seemed temporarily confused, then a flash of understanding hit her, “Oh. Yes. Yes, she would. She loves the idea of it. When I told her what I was doing, she was mad jealous.”
 
“You’ll have to do a mother daughter thing one weekend. I’m really looking forward to doing that with Paddy when she’s older.”
 
“She would love that,” Colette said, joy infusing every single word. She seemed so excited at the prospect of it. So sunny and cheerful. It wasn’t just her clothes that were bright. She was bright. She was always a bright spot in all the darkness. That was the best part of knowing her. It was what made her so undeniably attractive and unearthly beautiful. Her radiance was something that so few people had.
 
It felt like a good time to go back to thinking her own thoughts, or at least an excusable place. Colette didn’t try and pick up the conversation. She seemed happy enough to stare at the passing scenery. Zilla forced herself to focus on that. It was easier because she was driving and had to pay attention, but she could practically feel the sexual tension in the car taking her breath away. No, it likely wasn’t tension. It was probably more chemistry, and she didn’t seem to be the only one feeling it.
 
Colette had kissed her back. Fiercely. Wonderfully. It was the best kiss of Zilla’s life. She hadn’t stopped going over the details of it, the sensations, recalling them back, holding onto them like she was clinging to a candle burned low and about to sputter out. She knew the candle that Colette lit inside of her would burn bright for a long time.
 
It wasn’t that Colette wasn’t interested. She had to say no because of their situation. That was the toughest part.
 
It was a constant reminder that she couldn’t lose what was left of her mind. This wasn’t one thing that Zilla could change, no matter how badly she wanted to. Colette was absolutely right about business and pleasure. Mixing them rarely ever worked out, and Zilla had the kids to think about. They adored their nanny.
 
She’d made a promise.
 
She didn’t believe in going back on her word.
 
She’d done enough terrible things lately that she wouldn’t add one more thing to regret on top of it. Which meant that this weekend away was strictly a friendly two days, between friends.
 
Even if the sexual chemistry seemed to hum between them now that it had been blown wide open, like an unbridled science experiment running amuck in the lab.
 




Chapter 14
Bronwyn


Green Bay was beautiful in its own right, but it had nothing on the natural majesty of Isle Royale National Park.
 
Bronwyn couldn’t separate herself from who she was. She was a journalist at heart long before she’d ever received her degree making it official, so when she was faced with scenery as awesome as this she wanted to write about it and tell the world. Or at least the local readers.
 
Friday had been a regular day. She’d spent the afternoon playing dress up with the kids, trying to teach them magic tricks which she herself was terrible at, but they didn’t mind. Zilla got home early, just after three, which might have been unusual but it wasn’t that strange. Bronwyn just thought she was taking some time to make up for the late hours she’d worked earlier in the week. Plus, it was Friday. Didn’t everyone try and get off early for the weekend?
 
Zilla looked frazzled, but with the crazy week she’d had, Bronwyn understood. At least, she thought she’d understood.
 
Although she hadn’t realized just how wrong she was until Zilla said that she’d given notice for her job. At least she didn’t have to keep a straight face. It wouldn’t have been freaking possible. She was allowed to be incredulous. If she hadn’t been seat belted in, she would have gone through the car’s headliner. Zilla had called her on Friday night, saying that her mom was worried. That she’d showed up and demanded she go on a girls’ weekend. Take time for herself. She told Bronwyn that she booked a cabin at a lake a few hours away. That she didn’t want go by herself. Would she possibly want to come with her?
 
Bronwyn would never have said no.
 
Even if it wasn’t for work, she wouldn’t have said no.
 
They were here now, driving through the massive area of the park, along a road that looked more like a cattle trail, through towering trees, along the water’s edge, rocky outcrops coming out of nowhere surrounded by nature’s beauty on all sides—hard and majestic and awe inspiring. It made the five hours in the car worth it. Not that they were a hardship to Bronwyn. Sharing a space with Zilla could never be called a hardship.
 
Not even when it felt like her head was going to implode from the wild bits of information Zilla finally saw fit to share. Quitting her job? Why had she given her notice? What was going on? What was the late night meeting she had at work that she was so stressed about? Who had tipped Crystal off to the story in the first place? Were they trying to blackmail Zilla? Or was she being fired because it was discovered what she’d been involved in, or what her husband had done and she was guilty by association, and she was given the choice to take the honorable way out and resign?
 
“I’m glad you chose this place,” The car had been silent long enough, Bronwyn had to say something… anything. “The first website isn’t always the best one, but this park is incredible.”
 
“Wait until you see the cabin.”
 
Maybe it was crazy coming out here. Maybe everything that Bronwyn had done was crazy. What she felt was definitely not right. She wasn’t sure how much longer she could control it. Especially not out here, away from the city, away from their other lives. It was almost like they could pretend to be other people here. Like the secrets and the lies back there didn’t matter. Out there, in the fresh air and the blue skies, in a vast world hewn from a different lifetime, pristine and almost unchanged with the years, they could lose themselves.
 
That was what Bronwyn was most afraid of. Losing herself. Losing control. Zilla wouldn’t. She would keep her word. She wouldn’t make things awkward, as she’d called it, but Bronwyn might.
 
The cabin wasn’t really a cabin. Bronwyn should have guessed. Okay, so maybe it was a cabin, but it wasn’t a cottage, which was what she had pictured. The outside was probably stained cedar, the top changing from planks to shakes. The front was entirely typical, a massive, million dollar structure with banks of windows that stacked on top of each other, ending in a point near the top. The whole wall was constructed of endless glass  providing an unrivalled view of the lake.
 
Private was an understatement, this place had the absolute seclusion that only money, serious money could buy. They’d driven down a long driveway that had appeared suddenly off a road already split from the main paved one. The lake stretched out of before them from a yard carefully maintained and manicured with the greenest grass and flower beds stretching out in several different directions, a pond in one corner. A large deck surrounded the cabin on three sides, steppingstones leading from the gravel driveway.
 
The outside was a natural wonder, the yard giving way to a stretch of white sand that was probably imported and developed along with the rest of the impressive landscaping, but the inside of the cabin was a wonder as well.
 
“You’re right,” Bronwyn let her duffel bag and backpack hit the floor. “This is a far stretch from roughing it!”
 
The place was open, the windows surrounding a huge living room with leather furniture and a stone fireplace that went from floor to ceiling. The light fixtures were made to look old, the one hanging over the table a wagon wheel, and the others impressive dark chandeliers. The kitchen was a work of art, with rustic stone and granite combined with professional stainless steel, and above that a huge loft spanned half the cabin.
 
Zilla craned her head up because Bronwyn was studying the top floor at an angle from the bottom, “two bedrooms,” she said. “Actually, three. The bathroom is down here. There’s a soaker tub.”
 
“A soaker tub at the lake,” Bronwyn said wistfully. “If this place doesn’t work to realign your energies, I don’t know what will.”
 
“Maybe roughing it would have been better. I could have handled one night in a tent.”
 
Bronwyn wasn’t sure she could, especially if they’d been sharing it. Were locked doors and solid walls even enough?
 
“If you want the full experience, just wade down along the beach. I’m sure you could collect a few leeches where the sand ends and the mud and weeds start.”
 
Zilla blanched and Bronwyn laughed, “you have to be joking.”
 
“I’m not. I would highly advise going in and leaping then swimming hard over the rest, but that’s coming from someone who has been habitually and obsessively scared of seaweed ever since I was a little kid.”
 
“Because of the leeches?”
 
“Because it’s gross.”
 
Zilla shuddered, “I didn’t think you were afraid of anything.”
 
Had Bronwyn somehow given that impression? It was hard to tell what parts of her were Colette and what parts of her were really her. Not that she was losing herself, but after wearing the persona for a few weeks even she kind of liked Colette. She liked her bright clothes and her no fear attitude and her calm character. Was she any of that in real life? She wanted to think so. She wanted to hope so.
 
“I’m scared of lots,” she picked up her backpack and twisted it over one arm and her duffel followed. “I just like to pretend that I’m not. It makes me feel brave.”
 
Zilla followed her upstairs, dragging a much fancier suitcase behind her. It wasn’t small either. She hadn’t packed light for their two days there.
 
The top floor loft had a master bedroom that was massive and two smaller bedrooms that were there more as afterthoughts.
 
Zilla frowned, standing in the doorway of the third one just behind Bronwyn, “they looked a lot bigger online. You can have the master.”
 
“No way. You paid for this. You should have the bigger bedroom. I’m totally fine in one of the smaller ones. I want to spend most of the time outside anyway. It’s gorgeous out.” She pulled her phone out and checked the time. She’d come to Zilla’s house at seven, leaving her car parked in her driveway for the weekend. They’d made good time getting out of the city and now it was almost two.
 
Bronwyn’s eyes caught on her email icon, which had three new emails since they’d left the city. She didn’t want to check them. They were probably all from Crystal.
 
She powered off her phone and tossed it on the dresser in the room, then thumped her bags onto the twin bed. They practically sprang back at her. It was going to be a bouncy sleep.
 
“I should have checked into a boat rental. We can’t even get on the lake,” Zilla said, glancing out the window.
 
“I’m sure there’s a marina somewhere. I can look it up if you want to rent a canoe tomorrow?” Bronwyn offered.
 
“Oh god. I don’t think I could paddle that all day.”
 
“Honestly, even if I was in the best of shape- and I don’t think that doing yoga everyday properly prepares a person for hours of hard paddling- I’m not sure that I could either,” Bronwyn looked at the lake, envisioning them both getting stuck and having to call for help. That’s if anyone could hear, or they had cellphone coverage...
 
“I was thinking more something with a motor.”
 
“We could see if anyone would take us out fishing?”
 
“Oh my god!” Zilla’s color drained out of her face. She looked even paler than she had in the car when she’d talked about a crisis and giving her notice at work. No wonder her mom was concerned. She wanted Zilla to go away and come back as the daughter she knew.
 
She didn’t know that was impossible.
 
But Bronwyn did.
 
Because she knew there was a backstory and that story ran deep and she was the one who was going to write it. Zilla was going to tell her this weekend. She knew she was. And she’d put it down, each and every single word. She’d give it to Crystal and she’d get paid. She’d go back to work, back to writing, and her life would go back to the way it was. There would be no more Lion with his huge, soft eyes and sensitive spirit, no more Paddy with her golden curls and indomitable personality. No more Zilla, half untamed like her daughter, half vulnerable like her son, all beauty and all heart.
 
“Or we can just hang out at the beach, swim over the weeds into the deep water where nothing is going to touch us or stick to us, go for a walk down the road because the trees are insanely gorgeous, and enjoy hanging out in here.”
 
“That seems like- a good compromise,” Zilla’s voice was a bit hesitant.
 
“Don’t forget the hours we’re going to spend in meditation. Sitting. Ruminating on our lives and our choices and how the hell we ended up here.”
 
Zilla’s lips twitched and a tiny bit of color came back to her cheeks. Her eyes sparkled like the lake out there under the hot July sun.
 
“I’m kidding,” Bronwyn said. “There isn’t anything wrong with that, but I’m not planning on doing it. I know how I ended up here. If you want me to leave you alone to think, just say so. Until then, I’m going to recommend a bathing suit, tons of sunscreen, water or wine—probably both because we’re out here so why not—and the lake as great healers. It’s so peaceful here. Out here we don’t have to think about any of the stuff going on in the city. I don’t mean Lion and Paddy. I mean the stuff that won’t stop needling in and pressing down. Maybe your mom was right about that part.”
 
Zilla’s eyes clouded over. She was going to tell Bronwyn everything this weekend. She could sense it. But if Zilla opened up and trusted her with her secrets—not her, but Colette—then what?
 
Would she tell the world and betray Zilla?
 
The woman who had changed her world without even knowing it, who had made her feel things she’d never felt in an entire lifetime with just a single touch and a kiss? The woman who had one of the best hearts and the two sweetest kids on the planet?
 
Or would she be brave enough to keep that secret and betray Crystal and her job, everything she thought she stood for, the truth itself, instead?
 




Chapter 15
Zilla


Racing through the shallow parts of the water with leeches and scary weeds on her mind, Zilla cleared the lake and hit the sand still warm from the day. She hadn’t been able to work up the courage to go for a swim until late evening.
 
She’d made excuses about how hot the sun would be, how it would burn her to a crisp. She’d forgot to pack sunscreen, of course. Colette thought they should go for a walk, which they did. It was mostly like the drive, walking down the dusty gravel road and spying all the driveways with unique features—huge rocks, painted saw blades, sculptures, wooden chainsaw carvings, wood signs, metalwork—people were creative out here when it came to their addresses. Many weren’t satisfied with just a number either. They wanted a name proudly displayed. Sometimes it was their last name, but often it was a creative name for their cabin.
 
Toad Wort Hall was probably Zilla’s favorite.
 
July was one of those glorious months that never seemed to truly cool down. Even after the sun was mostly gone, the sky luxuriating in the last fading orange rays, radiant with deep purples and reds fading to blues and blacks, it was still warm enough for a swim.
 
Colette was the one who urged Zilla into her bathing suit. She wasn’t going to take no for an answer. They’d decided to just go for it, running down the length of the wooden dock and jumping off the end. The water was so much colder than Zilla expected. They’d swam for a bit, watching the sky darken, the moon come out, the stars showing their faces all over the place—so many pinpricks of light and joy, other worlds that couldn’t often be spotted from the city.
 
Shivering, Zilla threw her sandy towel over her shoulders. The tiny white grains clung to her wet skin and scratched as she rubbed the towel over herself.
 
She watched the glass surface of the lake. It was a night without wind. A glorious night that was so utterly still, but not at all quiet. There were sounds everywhere. Birds, still. The humming of insects further off. The whine of some other bug, zipping around the yard. The trees seemed to inhale and sigh, their leaves rustling like deep breaths. Zilla had never known anything so peaceful. The lake felt heavenly after their walk, when she’d been grimy from the gravel road and sweaty from having to cover up to avoid a sunburn.
 
Her belly grumbled, but she ignored it. Other than a quick lunch of sandwiches she’d got out of the cooler, they hadn’t eaten.
 
Cutting through the inky purple water, the moon a curtain that could be pulled aside by swimming strokes, Colette swam. She was built of endless energy. She was a great swimmer and had outpaced Zilla, who had to keep flipping onto her back to take a breath. Where the dock ended was so deep her feet couldn’t touch the bottom, but she was kind of scared to go closer after the bloodsucker warnings.
 
“Are you going to come in?” she called. “The beach is nice. The sand is still warm,” Zilla sat down on her towel, still half wrapped up, and dug her toes underneath the warm surface.
 
“I guess so,” Colette’s voice carried over the water like a ghostly echo.
 
It made Zilla ache to watch her swim so gracefully. Her bikini wasn’t visible above the water and now that it was dark, not much of her silky bronzed skin was either. Colette had a body. Her comment about the paddling probably didn’t apply. Her shoulders and arms were toned, her stomach lean and muscled like she did some kind of workouts every day, and her long legs were sleek with muscle. She was strikingly beautiful and it was nearly too much for Zilla.
 
Thank goodness for cold water to jump into. The lake hadn’t done a darn thing to end the fire under her skin, but it had tamed it just a little.
 
She thought that maybe she’d got herself under control, but there was Colette, striding out of the water like a sea creature, a goddess, a nymph and a selkie all rolled into one. She paused at the water’s edge to gather up her dark hair and ring it out, then toss it over her shoulder. Her body moved with a lithe sensuality that held Zilla completely transfixed. The little bikini covered everything, the bright purple triangles on top more than adequate for Colette’s pert breasts. The bottoms were probably not a matched pair. They were a thousand different bright colors with fridges that swayed whenever Colette moved, even when they were soaked.
 
She sat down on her towel on the sand and didn’t bother with wrapping herself up. She leaned back to air dry, or maybe it was to look up at the stars, “remendous,” she exhaled.
 
Yup, it was definitely the stars.
 
Zilla leaned back too, forgetting her wet hair and sticking it right into the sand. She was going to have to go for another cold plunge before she came into the house like a sandy monster and plugged all the drains showering it off.
 
The night was vibrantly alive, the moon out and almost full, the stars gathered in clusters and myriads, or in single strong, beaming lights.
 
“I’ve never been into the night sky, stars, astrology, astronomy or whatever, but this is pretty amazing,” Zilla breathed.
 
“My mom likes a lot of the star stuff, but I’m not into it the way she is. I hear the information all the time because she likes to tell me, but I just like watching them. I wish that I had a telescope and knew more. That’s something I want to improve on. I think the kids would like it. Maybe I could stay late one night.”
 
Her voice got softer at the end, wistful. Almost like she didn’t believe that it could happen.
 
“They’d love it,” Zilla said encouragingly. “They’d love that so much. It would probably be the highlight of their lives.”
 
“If you buy a telescope, you better also buy a microscope. Paddy isn’t that great with sharing, but if they each have one, they’ll be fascinated and they can agree to take turns. Plus, science. I was always shit at it. Maybe if I had something cool like that at home at a young age, I would have been better.”
 
“What were you good at? History and English?”
 
Colette laughed, “Nothing, really. I hated school. It was- constrictive. I never felt like it was the right place for me. I never wanted to fit in. I knew that to get into college I needed to get good grades, so I put up with it and threw myself into it the last two years. I don’t think I’m naturally good at anything, but writing, I guess,” she paused. “But I didn’t like writing what they wanted us to write or reading what they told us to read. Maybe that’s the problem? I was always asking too many questions that people didn’t like or want to answer. I was so restless. I’m still that way sometimes. But you. You weren’t. I know that you were probably seriously good at science and math. You probably knew that was your calling from the time you were little.”
 
“I guess that’s right,” Zilla watched the stars blinking above her. The air smelled like trees. Not pines. Maybe birch? She wouldn’t know, but it was nice. Earthy. Even the grass had a scent and the lake beyond wasn’t bad. She smelled it on her skin, that water that also smelled like the earth. It was elemental, not gross. “I was always good at math. There never really was any question about what I was going to do.”
 
Colette suddenly shifted up and leaned over, looking down at Zilla. Beads of water dropped onto Zilla’s face, “why are you quitting your job? It’s not just that you want to start over. You don’t want to leave. I can tell. It’s not just Dillon. Something happened. Something bad. Something that you’ve been worried and stressed out about. Something you nearly had a panic attack over the other night.”
 
Zilla’s heart felt like a sledgehammer was pounding against her ribs. Her pulse was no better, ripping at her skin, both of them frantically in time with her rapid breathing. Dear lord, if she was ever called in to be questioned or had to do a lie detector, she knew that she’d fail terribly at both within the first few seconds. The truth would be all over her face.
 
Was it worth lying any longer? Hiding? Was it worth torturing herself and keeping that information locked away? The secret she’d kept was a vile thing, turning her inside out, killing her slowly, changing her. Could she trust this woman? Could she open up and let her hold that secret, let her tell her where she should go from here? Would she tell her how to pick up the pieces of herself, so at least she could hold them, even if she’d never be whole or beautiful or honest or fully good again?
 
“Dillon borrowed money from the company.”
 
A shocked exhale punctuated the night and Zilla pulled her legs in close, tucking her arms around them. She didn’t look at Colette. She didn’t feel she had the right.
 
“I found out he did it.”
 
“You mean—stole.”
 
“Yes. Stole,” the word was terrible in her mouth. Sour. Bile surged at the back of her throat, but above the twisting of her stomach, there was… relief. Sweet, profound relief that at last, she was able to tell someone, even if she was taking a horrible risk.
 
“He gave it back. We covered it up as a shareholder loan and he paid the interest on it as well. Maybe he would have put the money back if I had never noticed? I don’t know. Then again, maybe if I hadn’t ever caught him, he never would have told me about his admin assistant and started a clean break that way either?” Zilla shrugged. “I can’t speculate, because I did find the irregularity and that’s when I approached him. He confessed everything. That’s when he told me he was leaving me.” There was still a rock in Zilla’s stomach. She had her face turned away. She knew what this sounded like. Her words felt like poison, but she had to keep going, “he knew I would help him cover it up. That I would never send him to jail, no matter how hurt or angry I was. I still can’t. He’s the father of my children. And in that split second decision, I damned myself because I helped him. I became an accomplice. Everyone would have thought so anyway. I would have been guilty just by being his wife. I would have had to know. I was so high up in the company and so was he. It would only have made sense that we were in it together.”
 
“He made you sell your soul,” Colette seethed, the words coming like a curse.
 
Zilla inclined her head, almost getting there. Almost able to look her in the face. She sounded so angry, but on her behalf. Not at her. Not with what she’d done.
 
“No. He never made me do anything. I was the one who acted on my own. I was the one who second guessed everything. I thought I knew myself, but I was wrong. I had no idea how far I would go or what I’d be willing to do when it came down to it. Everything I did was my own choice,” she paused. “I want to come clean, I do. But now that would mean that Dillon would likely go to jail and me as well. What would happen to the kids? I can’t risk that. That’s why I’m resigning. It feels like the only thing I can do that would go even a little way towards making reparations to the company that I still love so much. I can’t risk it ever getting damaged because of something that I did.”
 
“Something that Dillon did,” Colette choked.
 
“I can’t ever have the public losing faith in the company. I can’t hurt families and kids who are already hurting. I’m a coward. I’m not a good woman. I’m a liar. Right here, under these stars, with the lake and the moon and the whole open world as my witness, I’m a bad woman. I’m guilty. I’ve lost my faith and I’ve lost my ethics and I’ve lost most of myself.”
 
A low animalistic growl brought Zilla’s head around sharply, “Dillon is an asshole,” Colette hissed. “A total asshole and a fucking fool.”
 
There it was. In those words. Underscoring each one and every point, the validation and the refuting of everything that Zilla thought about herself all at once. She wasn’t lost and she wasn’t damned. Colette was probably more liberal than most in the way she thought about things and saw the world, but she wasn’t condemning her.
 
Some of the tension rushed out of Zilla. She felt her shoulders relax, felt the sand, still warm and grainy beneath the soles of her feet and between her toes grounding her. She felt the slow trickle of hope fill her up, like air into a balloon.
 
Colette moved suddenly. Bolting upright from where she was sitting, sand flying everywhere, droplets of water arcing from her hair through the dark night. Her hands landed on Zilla’s shoulders, warm and sure.
 
“I lied too,” she groaned.
 
“What…” Zilla gasped. She tried to swallow, but it was nearly impossible with her heart hammering so violently in her throat. “What did you lie about?”
 
“Everything. But especially this.”
 
Zilla’s lips crashed against Colette’s, the chemistry between them finally exploding, that experiment that couldn’t be contained, not in any room, nor in an entire universe. Zilla was lost in it, in the passion seeping through her veins, rushing through her head. She felt put together and broken apart, a shattered glass with all sharp edges, but made into something new. One of the creations in Noella’s gallery. She sank into it, into the sand and into Colette.
 
When she straddled her, Zilla moaned. She didn’t stop kissing her, couldn’t stop. She gasped for air when Colette ran her tongue along her bottom lip. She gasped again for a different reason when she eased her back into the sand. She captured her hands, spreading them out in the rough grains. Her still wet hair now matted. She was probably filthy, but it felt so good to press up, to buck her hips into Colette’s in order to try to break the tension that coiled so tightly there. She shuddered against Colette, against the scrape of her teeth on her bottom lip, against the thrust of her tongue into her mouth.
 
“Oh my god,” Zilla gasped. Her legs tightened instinctively around Colette’s waist.
 
Colette’s hand moved carefully down Zilla’s chest. She was wearing a one piece bathing suit, the straps on her shoulders. She deftly slid one down over Zilla’s arm. Her body was liquid. Colette could do anything she wanted. Anything at all that she pleased.
 
She brushed the strap further down Zilla’s arm exposing her breast to the night air. The suit had been wet and cool, but that wasn’t why her nipple was puckered, hard and wanting. She cried out and tried to stifle it when Colette’s head lowered there, when her lips closed around that nipple. The lust that she felt was incomparable to the force of anything she had felt before. She was almost afraid of it, of that level of sensation, the intensity. Of how much she wanted.
 
Was this what she wanted all her life? She felt strangely at peace. It wasn’t just the confession. It wasn’t the want and the hot need circulating through her entire body. It was more. A wondrous knowing that at last, at freaking last, she was stepping through the doorway of a home she’d never dared venture towards. Never even knew she wanted. Now that she was seeing it, she knew it was for her. It was her own.
 
Colette’s eyes flashed when she raised her head. There was a question there, like she’d sensed the change in Zilla.
 
“Yes,” Zilla whispered. “Please.”
 
She bit down on a scream as Colette’s hands tucked under her hips and lifted them clean out of the sand, grinding them against her. She locked her legs there again and pulled Colette down to her. She could feel every inch of her softness, but the places that were hard too. The tightness of her abs, the muscles in her arms and legs, the power in her smaller frame. She felt the warmth of her body, the little scraps of her bikini still soaked, but not cold. Not at all cold.
 
She licked at Colette’s neck, finding the point of her pulse. It beat hard, jarring against her tongue. She moaned and turned her head, giving Zilla her mouth. She kissed her while her hips pumped against hers. Colette didn’t just kiss. She stole and plundered, she pleasured and gifted and pulled Zilla into a dreamworld. She craved all of it, and sensations rocketed down, straight between her thighs. She was on fire, so much heat. She ached, her core clenching in on itself.
 
“Fuck,” Colette groaned, all traces of the good girl nanny gone. She was all woman, sensual and carnal. She licked along Zilla’s jaw, down to her neck and back to her nipple. She scraped her teeth over the bud, “you taste so good.”
 
Zilla pressed her hips up again, grinding against Colette, letting the sharp shocks of pleasure flow through her as her clit made contact. She did it again, and then they were moving together. Zilla whimpered and Colette put her hand over her mouth, sealing the sound in. She kissed her through her fingers because she couldn’t get them away fast enough, then kissed her so hard that her head ground down into the sand again.
 
Zilla couldn’t tell if she was soaking her bathing suit or not. Probably. She didn’t feel cold anymore. There wasn’t a single chilled spot on her body. She was tight and hard and aching everywhere.
 
“Inside,” Colette panted. “I want you out of that bathing suit.”
 
Inside felt right. It didn’t matter how much sand was on her, she needed to get inside. She’d promised herself another dip in the lake so she wouldn’t track sand indoors or get it in the shower or clog the drains. It wasn’t happening.
 
She was squirming under Colette in agreement, letting her pull her up, sprinting across the beach and over the grass in the next instant.
 
She was slammed hard into the door as Colette captured her shoulders in her hands and pressed her there, kissing her madly. She fumbled for the handle. Finally got the thing open, and they were practically flung in the cabin together.
 
Colette’s hands ripped away the top of her bathing suit. Wrenched the damp fabric down her stomach and lower. Right in the living room. On the hardwood floor of a cabin they didn’t own. Was there a broom for clean up later? How much would she get charged if something got wrecked? Did she even care? Was it possible to care about anything at all except this?
 
Colette’s fingers fisted her hair, threading through the damp sandy strands, tugging her face to her. She let herself be guided to a wall, which one she wasn’t even sure. And then the rest of her bathing suit was tugged away and Colette fell to her knees in front of her. She spread her legs apart with steady hands- so steady while Zilla was trembling all over. She wasn’t gentle. She wasn’t slow. She didn’t tease her with kisses or bites to her thighs. She spread her apart and she buried her face in her folds. She licked her in a long pass and stopped at her clit. Her tongue slowly circled there gently.
 
Zilla’s head thumped against the wall. She reached out, to the sides, looking for something to hold onto. Something that would hold her up and hold her steady. There was nothing, so she grasped Colette’s shoulder instead. She set one hand on her hair, sandy and soaking as well.
 
Her tongue moved over her, exploring her, teaching, pleasuring. She could feel how wet she was. She was so slick that it was noisy. She couldn’t be quiet. She couldn’t stop the whimpers and moans, or keep her fingers from curling at the tips. The pleasure was so brutal that her legs trembled. Colette somehow took her time and ate her with abandon all at once. She felt her fill her entrance with her tongue and she nearly collapsed.
 
She’d gone through life, forty years of it, and she’d never known this about herself. She never knew that there could be another person that could make every bit of her come alive. She’d just told Colette her darkest secret, but she felt safe. This cabin was only a rental, a building she’d never even seen before in her life, but she felt like it was home. Like she was home. She was finding it in another person- something she thought was impossible too.
 
“Look at me,” Colette’s command brought Zilla’s eyes flying open.
 
She looked down as commanded, into eyes swimming like dark honey, flecked with amber gold. She was pinned by that stare. Grounded straight to her soul.
 
“I’m going to make you come like this. You’re going to shatter apart all over my face. I love your taste. Love the sounds you make. I’m going to watch you come apart, lose control, and be wild and untethered and it's going to be the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.”
 
Her hands twisted harder through the strands of Colette’s hair. She threw her head back against the wall, threw her whole body back because that wall was the only thing keeping her upright when her legs had turned to nothing but air. She closed her eyes and lost herself in the wild sensations.
 
Colette’s tongue moved over her clit. She suckled her there, as gentle as before, but then she slipped two fingers slowly into Zilla, filling her up. She bucked her hips, slamming them against Colette’s face. She couldn’t stop. She wanted the pleasure. She was so close. She was afraid of it, but she’d embrace it too. It was going to tear her apart. This night was going to be burned inside of her forever. She’d been alone for so long. Even married to Dillion, she now realized she was so apart. She’d never been able to know how fully wrong it felt because she’d never known anything could be this right.
 
How was it possible that she’d found this woman? That she’d fallen into her? They were so different. She had so much to atone for in her life and Colette was an angel, but they were still here together. Zilla wanted to do something she’d never done before. Give herself away. She wanted to put herself in Colette’s hands, her trust, her soul, her honesty, her safety, her future. She didn’t realize that’s what she was doing on the beach, but it was exactly what she had done. She was trusting her body to her now. Every beat of her heart echoed that trust.
 
Colette’s fingers moved inside of her, thrusting faster and harder. Her tongue pressed into her clit, swirling over the tight bud. Zilla could feel herself coming apart. There were no seams to hold her together. To keep her from the animal pleasure transforming her.
 
She let out a cry before the climax even fully hit. When it did, she had no noise, no voice. She was hoarse, only the tiniest little breaths tore out of her. She was gone as the waves rocked her, roared through every limb, dominated her, twisted her up and wrecked her, but then she was back, falling into her body. She could hear the sounds of Colette eating her, her tongue lapping between her legs, her fingers churning in and out of her still, slower than before, but creating ripples of tender, white hot heat.
 
“Let’s go upstairs,” Colette panted. When she looked up their eyes locked. “We have our choice of beds to get wet and sandy and so, so much dirtier.”




Chapter 16
Bronwyn


This wasn’t her. This wasn’t her down on her knees, looking up and making promises. Acting on what she wanted to do so very badly. Okay, it was her, but it was all Bronwyn and not Colette, though Zilla didn’t know that. She’d tried to confess. She’d said the words. I lied to you. Zilla didn’t know what they meant. She should know. She had to know. But Bronwyn couldn’t stop. She’d known that she wouldn’t be able to stop before she even came on this retreat. Those walls and doors? They weren’t enough. She’d tear down the entire world and anything else that came between them.
 
And still, she was a liar.
 
Zilla’s hands cupped her face and she stood, leaning her body against Zilla’s sweet, naked curves. She was tall and sleek, long limbs, full breasts, amazingly pale and creamy skin. She was smooth everywhere, and gently curved.
 
Bronwyn ran her hand up Zilla’s thigh, bringing to her soaked heat. She was smooth there. She needed to touch her again. Taste her again. She needed to be inside of her. She needed to be honest, to come clean, to tell her. She needed to realize that this wasn’t an isolated world. These weren’t two days alone together, a retreat from humanity and also sanity. They were supposed to find reason on this weekend away from reality, not give it up. When they left this place, there would be a return to the world.
 
A world that Bronwyn wanted to share with Zilla, even though it seemed impossible. She knew how crazy that was. But she’d also known exactly what she was doing on the beach. She knew what she was giving up. And she knew what she could never do.
 
She could never write that story. She could never betray Zilla.
 
But could Zilla ever forgive her if she found out the truth?
 
Zilla pulled Bronwyn against her and bracketed her face, dragging her mouth to hers.
 
They moved slowly, erasing those thoughts, erasing the words that Bronwyn grasped and searched for internally, all the words that just wouldn’t come.
 
They climbed the stairs together. It wasn’t neat. It was clumsy and hot and frantic. Their hands were all over each other. Zilla’s fingers grasped for the ties at the back of Bronwyn’s neck. They were too tight, so Bronwyn bent her head, wrenching the strings over her hair. Zilla found the clip at the back holding the top on and then it was gone.
 
She hissed in pleasure when Zilla’s fingers tweaked the hard bud of her nipple. Her skin was dark where Zilla’s was fair. She was the complete opposite of this woman in so many other ways, but even though they were never supposed to be here like this, they were still a perfect match.
 
They burst through the door of the master bedroom. Zilla’s room. She paused for a second, breaking away from the kiss to turn her head and look at the big king bed, all neatly made up with white linen streaked with dark red flowers. Bronwyn ripped the sheets off the bed, exposing it. Bare. An invitation.
 
She couldn’t even take a breath until Zilla bit down on her bottom lip and nodded, answering her unasked question. Her blue eyes were huge, a swirling mix of anticipation and desire. No fear. She wasn’t afraid. She wasn’t uncertain. This was who she was, and while most people would run from that, fleeing in confusion and maybe even terror, she embraced it.
 
The hesitant expression slowly melted away and Zilla was left with just that dazzling smile that had always captivated Bronwyn. She took Zilla’s hands and kissed her, easing her towards the bed. Her lips were so sweet, her scent even sweeter. She might have been in the lake, outside in the breeze with the trees and the grass and all things fresh, under a sky of both day and night, but she still smelled like herself.
 
She trailed one hand down, feeling the crazy pulse beating out a rhythm in Zilla’s neck, down over her breasts, to her hip. She made a choked sound as Bronwyn’s fingers skimmed over her delicate skin, so soft, making goosebumps rise. She wanted to see how wet she still was, glory in what she’d done. She loved the taste of Zilla. She loved that she was wet for her still. She parted her folds and dipped her finger down, working it inside of her.
 
Zilla’s head went back and her eyes closed. Her lips parted, but her hands tightened on Bronwyn’s hips and pulled her into her with a hard jerk.
 
They both went tumbling onto the bed.
 
She was throbbing, the need to be filled, to come, to have Zilla more than she could bear. Zilla tried to rub her thighs together, but Bronwyn got between them. She had to peel her damp bikini bottoms off. She was impatient, needing to be closer to Zilla, desperately wanting nothing between them.
 
When they were skin to skin, Zilla whimpered and Bronwyn joined her in a rough exhale that turned to a groan and a pant. She tucked herself against Zilla, setting her legs at the right angle. She claimed her mouth, devouring her lips. They moved together, gyrating their hips against each other. Bronwyn couldn’t remember ever feeling more desperate. Not just to come. Not just to let the pleasure take her and climax, but to have this woman. All of her. To be inside of her and with her, beside her, all around her. To be consumed and obliterated, owned and given to her.
 
“I want you,” Zilla breathed against Bronwyn’s lips.
 
There was no doubt. There hadn’t been any for Bronwyn either. She knew Zilla wanted this, but the words drove her crazy.
 
She kept grinding against Zilla as she took her nipple between her fingers and lightly pinched the raspberry peak. Zilla cried out and bucked wildly against her. She felt like hers. She felt like she belonged to Bronwyn, like she was hers alone in the world. Bronwyn wanted to give herself. Even if she couldn’t do it under her own name, she was going to leave no doubt that what she felt was absolutely her own and utterly genuine.
 
She moved her finger over Zilla’s clit, tapping lightly at the swollen bud. She panted and when Bronwyn looked up, she could see the blush spilling over her cheeks. The lights were on in the cabin below and just enough of it crept up into the loft, through the open door softly illuminating Zilla’s creamy skin.
 
Zilla’s movement changed and Bronwyn moved her fingers down through her slick folds, finding her entrance again and pushing inside. She was so tight, her walls clenching hard around her as she ground down. Bronwyn could still taste her on her tongue, taste her from before she’d come and after.
 
Zilla’s hands tangled in Bronwyn’s damp hair, pulling hard at the strands. She tipped Bronwyn’s mouth to hers, tasting herself on her lips as she worked her fingers inside of her. Zilla kept pressing into her, her hips hitting Bronwyn in all the right places. She adjusted the angle of her hand and her hips at the same time, finding that perfect spot that made her almost dizzy with pleasure. She thought about all the filthy things she could do, all the sweet and perfect things, all the good and the naughty, all the things she wanted to do and have done to her.
 
She was soaking wet. They both were. Zilla juices were coating her hand.
 
It was enough that Bronwyn lost herself to the pleasure of it. She couldn’t think past them right there on the bed, naked and unharnessed, their bodies slapping together, gliding, the feel of Zilla’s skin, her heat, her mouth, her walls clenching tight against Bronwyn’s fingers. They both writhed against each other, furious panting breaths and hot skin, so much heat and wetness and all pleasure.
 
Bronwyn knew she was going to come. She worked Zilla harder, leaning her hand into her clit so that she hit that tight bundle of nerves every single time Zilla crashed against her.
 
“I’m going to come apart,” Zilla cried. “I can’t… I can’t…”
 
“Yes,” Bronwyn urged. “Yes, you can.” She rubbed her knuckle against Zilla’s clit again. Harder. She surged forward and kissed her again, hard, eating at her lips. She ate the whimpers and pleas off Zilla’s tongue. She urged her towards that climax, stronger than the last.
 
Urged her until she stepped over and into it. Her whole body trembled and then started shaking.
 
“Fuck,” she whispered. “Fuck.”
 
The breathy moans and the surge of wetness coating her hand as Zilla came hard sent Bronwyn straight into her own climax. She trembled against Zilla, held tight against her and bucked so hard that she thought she was going to come apart. That she had come apart. There was black and white and heat. There might even have been a glimpse of something wild like heaven or the stars from inside her own head. The pleasure was sharp, the blade of a knife cutting through her. She was blind and lost for a few minutes, until she started to come down and come out of it.
 
The aftershocks were even sweeter. Zilla’s arms closed around her. She twisted against her, holding her tight, nuzzling against her neck, kissing Bronwyn’s shoulder and throat sweetly.
 
“I sound like a terrible person if I say that I don’t want tomorrow to come.”
 
Bronwyn nuzzled against her and set her lips against her damp forehead. She drank her in, knowing down to the very essence of her being what she meant, “then just say you don’t want tonight and right now to ever end.”
 




Chapter 17
Zilla


Colette’s warm heat was the only thing that kept Zilla anchored in reality. She’d dozed off, but Colette crashed hard. She was still sleeping soundly and peacefully beside her. However, after dreaming she’d been thrown into a dank, dark cell, all of her secrets exposed to the world, Zilla had startled herself awake what felt like hours ago.
 
It was probably only twenty minutes.
 
She’d never been more aware of her heart, pumping hard and wild and too fast, than she was lying there in a bed that didn’t belong to her, in a home that didn’t belong to her, with a woman who probably couldn’t belong to her either.
 
Colette now knew her secrets. She could ruin Zilla if she wanted to. She could go to the police at any time. Would she do that? Zilla didn’t think so, but the grain of worry was there. If not for herself, then for the kids. She’d known this woman for a few weeks. Sleeping with someone was one thing. Giving them the power over your entire life? She shouldn’t have done it. Her heart resisted the thought, but her mind rattled around the cage she’d locked herself in for months. Her stomach twisted and her body refused to be calm. She was restless, the gritty sheets sticking to her bare skin another reminder that she’d never find comfort again.
 
Zilla finally slipped out of the bed. She had to gently push Colette’s head onto the other pillow, away from her, and extract an arm. Her clothing was packed in her bag, but she didn’t go for it. The quilt and one of the sheets lay twisted on the floor.             
 
It made Zilla hot all over to think about what they’d done. That brought her joy. That felt like freedom. It felt like home and forever. It was right.
 
But it didn’t change the past. It didn’t make her an honest person. It didn’t cause her worry for the future to abate.
 
Grabbing the sheet and twisting it around her body, she walked to the windows. Because the cabin was situated with the living room windows facing the lake and the loft on the other side, the smaller set of windows in the bedroom offered a side view of the lake and the densely packed woods. The treetops were dark around the gauzy curtains, dappled shadows flickering over her and the sheet as well as reflecting on the hardwood floor all around.
 
The softest rustle brought her heart to her throat. She spun around and found Colette sitting up in bed watching her. She didn’t cover up her breasts or try to hide the worry in her expression, “the middle of the night is the worst for doubts, I find.”
 
Zilla sighed. She turned back to the window. Colette padded over softly. Her arms wrapped around Zilla’s waist, and she pulled her against her. She had to swallow hard past the lump that rose in her throat, but it felt like she was swallowing the past that haunted her too, even though she knew it couldn’t be pushed out of reach to a point where it couldn’t hurt her.
 
Or Colette.
 
Colette’s body was warm and soft, and Zilla loved leaning back against her, but she had a new worry now. If she let Colette close, if in the future they were together and they loved each other, and what she’d done was discovered then she would hurt her too. Ruin her world and break her.
 
She’d never been in a more vulnerable position.
 
“Are you thinking about what you told me earlier?” Colette whispered softly. She pushed Zilla’s hair aside and kissed her neck.
 
Zilla smelled like sex. She smelled like Colette. She smelled like the lake, the sand in her hair, the outdoors. All of it was foreign to her. Foreign and wonderful. Her old world had cracked in half, but somehow it had opened up to reveal this. All the things she hadn’t known about herself. All the beauty that she’d discovered, like pushing away a tangled old garden to reveal hidden flowers beneath.
 
“I’m afraid,” Zilla admitted. “All the time. I’m eaten alive with guilt, but I’m also so, so scared.”
 
“I won’t tell anyone. Ever. You can trust me with your secret.”
 
The air thundered out of her lungs. “Someone else could find out. I don’t know if I covered my tracks well enough. I don’t know if Dillion did,” Zilla gazed onto the lake, watching the star light dancing on its surface. A sight so calming, but also one that for some reason at this moment filled her with profound sadness. Maybe because nature continues while people’s lives fall apart? “The company had talked about shareholder loans. They’d okayed it. It could have all been done legally and correctly if Dillon had only asked me. I made it look like it went through legit avenues. I don’t even know if it could be picked apart. I hate that. That I did cover it well. I just don’t know if it’s entirely foolproof. I don’t know if enough could be proven that something terrible would happen to one of us or both of us?” her voice tailed off. “It was wrong. It was all wrong, and it’s wrong that I hope that no one finds out. This isn’t me. I don’t want this to be who I am.”
 
“Everyone makes mistakes. You’re not a coward or a liar. Sometimes we have to do things we would never want to do in order to save the people we care about. Sometimes they need saving from themselves. It’s not legal, right, or fair, but it does happen. It would be far worse if Dillon hadn’t returned the money with interest.”
 
“I know. I’ve spent hours lying awake trying to figure out how I could get the money. How I could pay it back. What I could sell. What I’d have to do to—to make sure no one found out. I was going to put it back. Every single cent. But Dillon did it for me. He’d invested it." Zilla paused, despite the sleepless nights she still had no idea what his plan had been. “I can’t imagine how much he made off  the investment. He didn’t share that with me, but his decision to move to London, him telling me I could keep the house and everything else—it had to be a lot.”
 
“Bastard!” Colette exclaimed. “I’m so glad the money is back and safe and the company didn’t suffer, but I hate that he got away with it and that he’s going to be living the good life.”
 
“I hate that he’s out there living his own life. Without the kids. If he truly doesn’t want to be a father anymore then I’m glad he’s going to London. I don’t want him in their lives. I won’t let him in their lives. He can’t come and go. He can’t pick and choose,” Zilla spat out furiously. “He can’t just throw them away like they’re nothing. I’ll keep them safe from everything, including a father who doesn’t know how to love,” she paused, trying to imagine how life would be from now on. “Maybe when they’re adults, if they change their minds and want to know him or if he has a change of heart, it would be hard, but I’ll leave it up to them to decide. Until then, I’m deciding. I’m safeguarding them. I’ll love them more than enough for two parents.”
 
“More than enough for a thousand parents,” Colette’s arms tightened ever so slightly. Zilla could feel all her positivity and the warmth of her spirit rising up in her hold. It wasn’t just a physical heat pressing into her. “You’re a fierce mother. A great protector. You can still have a gentle spirit and be a warrior woman as well.”
 
“You don’t think I’m a terrible person?”
 
“I think that we have to make tough choices. Like I said, there are times when we get lost in the morally ambiguous. We have to decide and stick to that. I can see where you had to make a decision and even knowing it was wrong, you were weighing what would happen to another person. To four people. To yourself, to the kids. You’re right. I think you would have gone down with him even if you’d taken the other path and you would have been innocent.”
 
Zilla shuddered, imagining her kids having to walk that path.
 
“I feel like it’s coming for me. Justice. I’m not in jail. I’m free. I committed a crime and I’m still here, walking free, living my life. The universe has its own form of justice.”
 
Colette made a low noise in her throat, “the universe isn’t just, Zilla. There are many people out there, bad people, who prosper. People do wrong things, terrible things all the time. They don’t get caught and they keep on doing them, and they never get punished. There isn’t some invisible force that holds people accountable. We either do that for ourselves or we don’t,” Colette paused and looked directly at Zilla, “you were forced into the position you were put in. I think the only punishment coming, as long as no one ever finds out- is the one that you’re giving yourself. If you let that guilt keep eating away at you, it’s going to ruin your life. You can’t let Dillon do that to you. You can’t let what he started be the end. I can’t imagine living with this, but you have to now. You don’t have a choice, really. The only way forward is just that. Like everyone says, the past is over, but the future is still out there.”
 
“It’s not that easy,” Zilla’s lungs burned. Her legs burned from holding her up. She leaned even harder against Colette and let her hold her up.
 
“I know it’s not. It’s fucking hard. Everything in life is. My mom makes it look easy. She makes it seem like she’s always been happy, but I know how hard it’s been for her. She’s astounding, how she chooses to keep pushing forward, to keep searching and being positive. I know that I act like she’s a little bit hippy or whatever, but she’s amazing. She’s my freaking hero and always will be,” Zilla could hear the smile in Colette’s voice as she talked so proudly about her mom. “You’re not at all like her, but you’re strong. You’re not going to let this bleed the goodness or the kindness out of you. Even if you didn’t have two kids to protect, I know that you’re not going to let this defeat you. You’ll get past it.”
 
Zilla focused on the gentle cadence of those words. She let Colette’s soft voice, made steely by her conviction, soothe the frayed and torn edges inside herself. The old panic was still there, the new panic of revealing her secret still sharp, but she also felt like a warm beam of sunlight had just come out and landed on her. The warning buzzing at the back of her brain, the sharp static that was never silent, abated to a dull background noise.
 
“Come back to the sandy, messy bed,” Colette said teasingly. “Come back and just let me hold you. You’ve had so much going on. You’ve been the one to stand strong and protect everyone. Even if you don’t want to let yourself be vulnerable with me or let down your guard, you should at least get some sleep. It’s a long drive back tomorrow,” she sensed the way Zilla stiffened and hesitated. Not because she didn’t want to, but because thinking of letting go seemed impossible. “I could fill up that huge bathtub and we could wash the sand out of our hair and take care of the sheets and we could sit in the living room instead. Talk it out. Whatever you want. I just don’t want you to be haunted. Real life you can tackle, but there’s nothing you can do about ghosts.”
 
“What if I’m already haunted?”
 
Colette’s lips traced along her neck tenderly, “I’ll figure out how to get rid of all the bad memories until all that remains are the friendly spirits.”
 
“Is there a crystal for that?”
 
“Probably.” Colette laughed, “I’ll text my mom in the morning and ask which one.”
 
Zilla raised her hands up and covered Colette’s at her waist, “tell me that you’re real. Tell me, because it’s so hard to believe it. The best things are always too good to be true. But that’s coming from someone who was burned so badly before.”
 
Colette’s breath hitched and when she spoke, the lilt in her voice sounded almost like sadness, but it changed, getting stronger until it was all conviction. Her arms tightened around Zilla like she was never going to release her, like she wanted to imprint the curves of her body onto her own skin for the rest of her life, “I want this to be real. If we both do, then we’ll find a way, no matter what.”
 




Chapter 18
Bronwyn


Lion and Paddy’s cries of joy and childish screams filled up the backyard, punctuated every so often by sharp bursts of laughter. They found more joy in a patch of green grass than any kids she’d ever met. Paddy was taking special delight in showing Lion how to set up the blanket fort. They had a kit for it, with balls and sticks that joined together. After Bronwyn helped with the construction, Paddy wanted to do the rest herself. They were using sheets because they were lighter weight, and a throw blanket. The sheets kept sliding off and instead of that making the kids angry, they both laughed wildly every time they’d throw it over and it slithered off the other side.
 
Bronwyn’s lips arched into a smile she wasn’t even conscious of until she realized that her cheeks hurt a little from so many previous smiles and her chest was light and fluttering with a thousand butterfly wings of joy.
 
She’d never thought that being around kids could bring her such joy.
 
She never thought that she’d lie to her boss either.
 
Sitting on the grass, her legs folded up under her, she slowly titled her phone up. She tapped the screen, resuming the email she’d started a few minutes ago. The kids were right in front of her. They were fine. She could take a minute to hammer out the words that would change her life. She knew that as soon as she sent it, it would be over for her. Crystal wouldn’t give her two weeks to give notice. She’d want her back at work, on another assignment. In order to protect Zilla, she’d have to move on or tell her everything.
 
She couldn’t move on. She’d even tried thinking about it, forcing her mind to that dark space, but she shied away. Leaving felt like a black hole where there was nothing and would never be anything.
 
She knew what choosing Zilla meant for her.
 
It meant giving up her job. Probably moving. Leaving Green Bay. It meant giving up on her dreams and all the hard work she’d put in over the years. It meant lying to people who trusted her. Moving away from her mom by at least a few hours.
 
It also meant Zilla. Lion. Paddy.
 
“Pull the other side, Lion!” Paddy’s loud instructions cut through Bronwyn’s thoughts. She hadn’t typed a single word.
 
She looked back up and despite the dark mass of doubt, the little voices that told her it was too soon, she wasn’t ready, she couldn’t be this crazy deep for a woman and two kids she’d basically just met, she was instantly comforted by the sight of the kids now working together to get the sheet in place.
 
Beside her on the grass was a bag of clothespins. She’d found them in the laundry room a week ago and had forgotten about them until they thought about building forts outside. As far as she knew, Zilla didn’t have a clothesline, which might have explained why they were new in the package.
 
“Once you get it on, you can use the clothespins,” she nodded at the bag. “They should hold the sheets so the wind doesn’t blow them off.” It wasn’t that windy, but it was enough to make the bright pink sheets flap as soon as they were over the pointed structure of the fort. The plastic arms that connected all the balls together were probably just thin enough for the clothespins to work well without popping right off and becoming a projectile, “do you want me to help you?”
 
“No,” Lion said proudly. “We can do it.”
 
Paddy secured the sheet by holding it tight while Lion ran over for the clothespins. Bronwyn opened the bag and passed out a couple. She showed him how they worked, opening the top prongs. “Be careful. Don’t snap yourself.”
 
She thought maybe she shouldn’t have given them any ideas, but as she watched, the pins only ended up on the sheets, not on each other.
 
Bronwyn’s hands found their way back to her email. She had it open and a few lines typed. She read what she had already, just a brief update on how the job was going. Or rather, on her update that it wasn’t. That there was no story. She paused for a second, biting on the inside of her cheek, searching for the words that would sound the most legit. She wanted this to seem valid and real, not the coverup it was.
 
The missing money was never missing. It was simply a shareholder loan. When Zilla was at work and the kids were napping, I went into her home office. She always has a laptop in there. I have all the kids cards just in case of an emergency and their birthdates are on them. It only took me a few tries to get the password right. I figured it was work related and I was right. All her files are synced into common folders. I didn’t need a password to get in.
 
I looked everything over and double checked. The money was just a shareholder loan. It’s real. Whoever your source was, I’m afraid they got it wrong. The money has been repaid  in full, with interest. It’s all there, the money and the records. There isn’t a story here. I’m sorry it took me so long to figure out that it was legit. I should have tried the laptop right away, but I was afraid that there were cameras in the house or that I’d be caught. It was basically a last ditch effort when I couldn’t find anything else out. Zilla never revealed anything because she wasn’t hiding anything.
 
She went on, filling in a few more details, but leaving out most of it because it was an email and there was always a risk that it could be intercepted, and Crystal would get that. She’d give a full report in person.
 
She ended the email in what she hoped would appear as an attempt to be preemptive.
 
I know that you can’t afford to have me out here and not working on other assignments for the next two weeks, but I need to give notice to Zilla. If I just disappear, she’s the kind of person who will start looking into it. Let me know if there’s any way we can make it work.
 
Bronwyn read the email over twice then finally hit send. She felt like a ball of knots, the tension eating her like a slow growth. Was this how Zilla felt, keeping her secret? Like she was being consumed, gnawed at, the meat chewed away from her bones until they were hollow?
 
She winced at the gruesome image and instead watched the kids finishing up with the clothespins. They darted in and out of their fort after, playing nicely together, shouting stuff about knights and castles and not wanting to be a smelly princess- girls didn’t always have to be princesses.
 
“Fine! I’ll be the princess then!” Lion yelled.
 
Paddy laughed, “okay, Lion. You can be the princess. Colette never finished her story! Let’s go make her tell us how it ended with the two princesses who got married.”
 
“She finished.”
 
“No, there was more. They went on more adventures.”
 
“I want to play in the fort.”
 
Bronwyn’s whole body ached. She got up and knelt in front of the fort’s entrance, blinking back tears. She carefully brushed the sheet aside, “are there two magnificent children in here who would like to hear more about princesses while they play in the fort?”
 
“Yeah!” Lion screamed.
 
“Yes!” Paddy echoed.
 
“Alright. Well, once the two princesses were happily married, they decided to go on vacation. They wanted to see the world and travel to many other kingdoms…”
 
Bronwyn went on, making up adventure after adventure, each more ridiculous than the last. The kids put in their own ideas, and soon the story was full of dancing burgers, missing macaroni and cheese, and snails that could talk. They loved their snail. The novelty hadn’t worn off. They were eagerly waiting to see if the snail could truly reproduce by itself. They would love to have a whole tank full of little snails.
 
Bronwyn tried to keep herself engrossed in the story. She wanted to be fully there with the kids, not going back to the email she’d just sent. To the future that had once seemed so certain. She was certain that she’d wanted it. That she was where she needed to be. She was certain of the truth and the world and her ability to join the two.
 
Now, when she thought about future assignments, she didn’t have the same spark of joy or excitement. She thought about leaving Lion and Paddy and felt nothing but heaviness that broke her. What if everything could be okay because she wanted it to be okay? What if she told Zilla the truth and she quit her job? Could she choose this life over the one she thought she wanted? Taking the uncertain over the certain? She could find another job. Never mind that she loved her work, or that she thought she did. Thought she was perfectly happy there. She’d also been rooted in the notion that she didn’t want anyone in her life after Sarah. That her heart was too bruised and banged up to make trust possible.
 
“Colette? Then what?” Paddy pressed, and she realized that she trailed off right when the seed the princess flushed started growing and burst out of the toilet, “did they kill the plant? Was it evil?”
 
“No,” Bronwyn answered softly. She couldn’t bring herself to make anything evil. Not when she was so distracted by how much she wanted to be here and how much it hurt to think about that not being a possibility ever again. “No, they didn’t kill it. It wasn’t evil, it was just hungry. They went out to the store and bought a huge jar of plant food. After the plant ate that food, it was so happy that it never threatened to swallow anyone again. They let it live happily in their toilet and they bought a new toilet and used that one instead.”
 
“If you swallow a seed will it grow in your tummy?” Paddy asked, wrinkling her nose up like a mini truth detector.
 
“I don’t think so, sweetheart,” Bronwyn could tell the kids were both disappointed in that answer. “Stomach acids are pretty strong. I don’t think anything could survive and grow in there. Actually, I know it couldn’t.”
 
“That sucks,” Paddy said, sticking out her lip.
 
“Can we grow a plant in the toilet?” Lion wanted to know.
 
“Not the toilets here, but you could maybe grow some in pots. We’ll talk to your mom about it. Growing things is really fun.”
 
She wanted to talk to Zilla about everything. About plants and seeds and a future. She was getting herself in too deep with someone who didn’t know the truth. Not even a single bit of it. Bronwyn knew how dangerous that was.
 
When she had taken on this assignment she would have bet anything that the decision to go back to her job and her life would have been an easy one. She would have lost everything by losing that bet.
 
When Zilla got home, she’d ask to stay late. Tell her that she needed to talk to her. She’d tell her the truth. She had to. It was the only way Bronwyn could see them moving forward. She couldn’t just leave. She couldn’t imagine never seeing Zilla again. Never hearing Lion and Paddy laugh. Not being in their lives to watch them grow and see who they became.
 
Bronwyn rolled onto her back and let out a tiny groan.
 
“What hurts?” Paddy asked, clambering over her, concerned.
 
“Nothing. Just- just my heart a little.”
 
Lion curled up next to her, resting his head on her shoulder. Paddy threw her arms around both of them, crushing them into a sandwich, “Mom says hugs fix that,” she whispered.
 
Zilla was right. She proved that moms knew everything.
 




Chapter 19
Zilla


“Can you stay late tonight?” Zilla asked Colette as she was cutting up cucumber slices for the kids.
 
Colette’s head whipped up. She’d offered to help with dinner. Zilla accepted. Both of them knew that it wasn’t really about dinner at all. They wanted to spend time together. They wanted to have those moments after their weekend together. They hadn’t said they were dating. They hadn’t talked about a relationship or how to explain to anyone what was happening. They hadn’t laid out plans for how it was going to work. They’d just come back from the lake together and Zilla knew.
 
She knew that she wasn’t going to be able to stop. She’d explained that on the drive home. She didn’t want to stop seeing Colette because they weren’t at the lake anymore. She didn’t want to keep it a secret from everyone. Colette gave her word that she didn’t either. Just because she was a nanny again didn’t mean that she was going to undo what happened. They weren’t going to revert back to being stiff and separate and tortured as soon as they got back to the city. The lake wasn’t just a one off. Zilla had enough of being furtive and hiding things. She knew this might make everyone wild, but there was no helping that. They just needed to find the right moment and an explanation that would go at least some distance in confirming that she hadn’t lost her mind.
 
Colette’s eyes darkened, “I can.” She was stirring together the eggs and milk to make omelets for the kids. They were cheese only, while theirs were going to be fully loaded with veggies. Colette even got out sour cream and salsa and found a jar of hot sauce. “How late are you thinking?”
 
Lion and Paddy were in the living room, safely out of hearing distance. After hugs and listening to them tell her all about making forts in the backyard, as well as something about plants that lived in the toilet, Zilla allowed half an hour of screen time. She even relented again when it came to their choice. Paddy picked a show about snails- she was obsessed about their snail- and Lion was of course tuned into his trains.
 
“Maybe all night?” Zilla whispered.
 
Colette bit down on her lip, “oh. I—are you sure? What would you tell the kids if one of them woke up?”
 
“That we’re having a sleepover. Camping out.”
 
“But only married people camp out.”
 
Zilla choked on her own spit. She coughed loudly and had to reach for her water bottle.
 
“And doesn’t a sleep over with grown ups have to be a mom and a dad?”
 
She very nearly spat out the water she’d just put in her mouth.
 
“Stop that!” She hissed.
 
“I’m just asking what they’re going to ask. Might as well be prepared when it’s a hell of a lot less awkward.”
 
Given her reaction, it wasn’t less awkward and Colette’s expression was all about knowing that.
 
“My door does lock.”
 
“And when you open it and they see me in there?”
 
“Okay, well, maybe just late then. You could sneak out and we could wait a while for overnight. Until we can think of how to make things less…”
 
“That’s—yes. Okay,” was there something else Colette wanted to say? She looked like it. Like she had something burning there, waiting to be said, something she could barely contain, but she went back to cracking eggs and cutting up veggies, ducking her head in silence.
 
Of course she wanted to say something. This wasn’t easy. It wasn’t going to be easy for a long time. The kids would be the most understanding, Zilla was sure. They were a family and they loved Colette. They were young enough that they might have questions, but they would accept her choice. They’d probably be elated that they could see Colette more often. The rest of the world?
 
Zilla hadn’t done many things in her life that were easy or conventional, even when doing the easy and conventional. She’d waited forever to date. She started a company that most people had doubts would go anywhere. She’d had children late despite being asked millions of times a year by friends and family when she was going to finally have a baby. If anyone wanted to tell her that she was having a breakdown or use the word crisis, then shit, they could do it. She’d prepare herself and the kids before she told anyone else and then she’d handle it and move on.
 
Maybe it would have been easier for her to figure out earlier in life that she was a lesbian, but she regretted none of her choices. Well, almost none. None that related to her being where she was now, having Lion and Paddy and a life that she was still holding together.
 
Colette was so natural during dinner that it was impossible for Zilla to even tell that anything was going on between them. The kids had no idea. They were just excited to have both of them there tucking them into bed and reading stories. They’d done this so often now that Colette was just a part of their lives. She was more than a nanny and she was more than just work hours.
 
They waited after bedtime, sharing a glass of wine seated in the living room. The kids usually fell right asleep after a long day of play and adventure. Neither of them heard anything and they’d given it over an hour.
 
Was it terrible that Zilla half hated sneaking around in her own house and half felt a thrill that tingled right through her?
 
“I’m pretty sure they’re asleep,” she whispered. Her wine glass was empty, but she’d been clutching it. She set it on the coffee table.
 
“We need to—”
 
Colette was about to say something, but Zilla closed the distance between them on the couch. She closed her hand around the half empty wine glass Colette was holding so it wouldn’t spill, and claimed her mouth eagerly, like she’d been waiting all day to do. She twisted, putting the glass safely aside, then buried her hands in Colette’s hair. It was so good to have her there. Zilla was so relieved that she’d agreed to stay. Relieved and thrilled. Colette felt like a miracle, one that she almost couldn’t believe was hers. All day she’d had no outlet for the feeling welling inside of her, but she had one now.
 
She poured herself into the kiss, the flames inside of her erupting into a bonfire. She whimpered into Colette’s mouth and leaned into her, pressing her into the couch. She was just as desperate, clasping onto Zilla, holding onto her like she didn’t want to ever let go, kissing her frantically. She accidentally grazed Zilla’s lip with her teeth, which made her wild. She couldn’t get enough friction through her clothing. She could barely force herself to pull away.
 
She untangled herself and extended a hand. Colette took it and they tiptoed to the bedroom. It felt illicit and secret, but not wrong. Not the bad kind of secrets that Zilla had kept locked away. If they were caught out by the kids, she would explain. She’d help them understand.
 
When Zilla got to her bedroom, she locked the door, then spun Colette around. They were wearing too many clothes and all day she’d longed to have Colette strip them off her. Her hands flew, attacking Colette’s jeans, tearing the button and zipper free. She kissed her hard as she pulled the denim down her legs. Her jeans were fun. She’d taken a bleach pen to them and painted flowers all over the dark denim. Or someone else had, but Zilla thought it was Colette. She was so creative. Everything she touched turned into a work of art.
 
“Need this off too,” Zilla practically growled, tugging at Colette’s silky blouse. There were way too many buttons. Patchwork. Fabric all sewn together to make something magical. She was art and she was magic as well. “Need it all off.”
 
Colette tried to help and soon the blouse was free. She had a bright pink lace bra underneath, the back straps butterflied over her shoulders. Zilla felt herself waver where she stood. She’d never known anyone so beautiful. Colette’s eyes were so dark that the irises were like the black center of a vibrant flower. She was petal soft all over as Zilla’s hands memorized and chased their way over her body. Colette arched into her in response, shamelessly spreading her thighs and grinding against Zilla.
 
“I bought something,” Zilla confessed. “I’ve never used anything like it in my life.”
 
“A toy?” Colette’s eyes lit up way too quickly, “oh! You’ll like it. I promise you’ll love it.”
 
“You seem very confident about that. You don’t even know what I bought.”
 
“I know that you’ll love it because we’ll use it together.”
 
“I went out on my lunch break. I felt like a deviant, going into a sex store.”
 
“If by deviant you mean a woman who wants to pleasure herself and her partner, which is perfectly healthy and normal, then yes.”
 
“I hid it right after I got home, when I put my work bag in here.”
 
Colette’s smile was full of dark fantasies. She wasn’t embarrassed or shy and that somehow gave Zilla a huge boost of courage. She walked to the big leather tote she used for work and unzipped it. The box just barely fit inside. She flushed crimson, as hot as she’d ever felt a blush before.
 
“Here,” she passed the box over. “You can undo it. It makes me nervous.”
 
Colette didn’t poke fun. She nodded and slipped the toy out, “this is nice. I was right. You’ll like it.”
 
“Tame you mean?”
 
“I like that you picked it out for us. I don’t care if it’s tame. There’s plenty of time to work on other things. I’ll go clean it in the ensuite bathroom, I’ll be right back.” She turned back around, “get naked while I’m in there. I really want to use this on you.”
 
Zilla could barely get her clothes off fast enough. Her face was still flaming and bending herself over the edge of the bed didn’t help, but she rested her elbows on the mattress and spread her legs apart anyway. Colette’s gasp was loud when she stepped out of the bathroom.
 
“Holy Jesus. You follow commands insanely well.”
 
Zilla couldn’t bear to turn her face around. Colette would see how embarrassed she was. She’d see how she was second guessing all of this. It was only a dildo and not a huge one by any means. Zilla had been quite shocked to see the range of products carried at the store. She was mortified when she had to pay for her purchase, but the girl working was kind, slipped it into a black bag, and swiped her card for her like she’d been buying a loaf of bread at the grocery store. Truly, it had been less embarrassing than having to get condoms or lube back in the day before self-checkouts were a thing.
 
Colette’s fingers whispered over Zilla’s back, continuing down. Her touch cool against Zilla’s hot, aching skin, “you’re so wet,” Colette hummed.
 
Zilla nodded. She didn’t want to say out loud how empty she was, even in a whisper. How part of her was still so mortified over buying that sex toy, but part of her was so fucking eager to try it. Colette’s fingers were gentle as she parted her, smearing her wetness over her clit. She used two fingers to massage Zilla, sending hard jolts that burned away the embarrassment and awoke the raw need in her.
 
“Oh my god,” she whispered, arching back into those talented fingers. “Fuck.”
 
Colette worked her clit gently as she brought the tip of the dildo to Zilla’s entrance. “I’m just going to wet it with your juices. We won’t need lube. You want this and it’s hot as fuck, Zilla.”
 
“I trust you,” she responded, curling her hands into the bed. She was still on her elbows, but could easily grasp a fistful of her covers.
 
Colette was gentle, pushing the dildo in just a little, pulling it back out. She wasn’t teasing or playing, just getting it ready like she’d explained. She finally slipped it inside further. Zilla tensed, but relaxed almost immediately. There was nothing scary about this. She was all heat, heat at her clit, where Colette still massaged her, heat as she was filled. Colette knew what she was doing.
 
Zilla leaned into the bed, her hard nipples touching the covers. The fabric was soft, but it felt like sandpaper against her sensitive skin. She was tense, coiling tight. She was a supernova, all heat and energy, about to explode.
 
“That’s right. Come if you want to. I can see how wet and swollen you are. How much you need this.”
 
Zilla panted hard and loud. She didn’t know how it could come so fast, how she could get to the point of breaking so quickly. She chased the pleasure, slamming a hand over her mouth.
 
She came apart all over the toy and Colette’s fingers. She was the universe, that black hole where nothing existed, but then she was inside  it and she found that everything existed. If she hadn’t had her hand locked firmly over her mouth, her cries of pleasure would escape, but she bit down on her fingers to lock them in, letting out only a small whimper. She felt her body going limp, her limbs non-responsive to her commands.
 
She collapsed against the bed, still pulsing around the toy, gasping for breath.
 
Colette carefully withdrew it from her and then she slid down beside her, smiling softly. She pushed a strand of damp hair away from Zilla’s forehead.
 
She was shy suddenly, shy with this woman who was pure and total magic, who introduced her to sensations and feelings and a world she never would have known without her. She stared into her liquid gaze, those soft ambers seeing places that Zilla didn’t know existed. She tried to convey, through her own steady gaze, the depth of what she felt because there was no possible way for her to express it in words. She scooted forward, tilting their foreheads together. Brow to brow, Zilla didn’t realize that a touch could be so intimate. Colette finally arched into her, pulling her close until they were skin to skin and then she kissed her softly and gently. It might have been slow, but Zilla’s heartbeat rocketed back to a galloping beat.
 
Zilla was going to shift, to flip Colette onto her back and trace her body with her lips, making her way down to the sweetest spot of all, but Colette’s hold wavered. She broke the kiss and sat up. There was something in her expression that almost scared Zilla. The flicker in her eyes was dark, like a weapon turned inward. There was something hurting Colette the same way that Zilla had been hurting herself.
 
Zilla’s stomach cramped painfully and a sour taste flooded the back of her tongue, “what’s wrong?”
 
Colette shook her head. Her eyes betrayed her, misting over. The soaring pleasure drained away from Zilla and she crashed back down. She wanted to hold onto the pleasant, safe sensations she’d just known, but they slipped away. She wanted to tell Colette to sit when she stood up and gathered her clothes, pulling them back on.
 
She could have felt shame, could have felt worry that she’d done something wrong, but she knew that it wasn’t what had just happened between them. If she asked, would Colette tell her? Something had changed, something had broken that perfect moment, causing Colette to retreat into herself. She didn’t want to send her home like that, with the feeling of disaster and distance and sadness between them. The bedroom suddenly filled up with it.
 
Zilla didn’t bother with her work clothes. She put on a pair of workout pants and threw a flannel shirt on, her fingers bumping against the buttons until she had it done up. Her throat was sticky and closed up. Colette sat down hard on the edge of the bed, all the tenseness in her muscles apart. She looked like a statue. Cold and perfect and beautiful.
 
Zilla knelt in front of her and took her hands.
 
“Please,” Colette begged. “Don’t do that. You need to stand up.”
 
Zilla shook her head, “tell me what’s wrong?” She felt like a stranger again. It was horrible because even that first day they’d met, she hadn’t felt this kind of distance between them. She’d thought that Colette was sunlight.
 
A slow blink. Colette’s lips twisted. Her eyes were still misty, the sunlight gone away to prepare for the rain that would drown them both. Zilla still didn’t have a premonition of something horrible coming.
 
“I’m going to disappoint you,” Colette whispered. Her body shuddered. “I’m going to disappoint you in every way possible, so please, don’t kneel there. Sit here beside me at least.”
 
Zilla studied the other woman’s face in concern. She thought she should say something, but bit down on it. Colette asked her to sit, so she got up and sat beside her. When she pulled her hands back into her own lap and clenched them together, as tight as her lips were clenched, white and bloodless, she didn’t stop her.
 
She refused to go back to how alone she’d felt. She refused to let that fear creep in, the fear that something was so bad, so wrong, that they couldn’t fix it. There was no mess too big, no fear that was insurmountable.
 
“You can tell me,” Zilla encouraged softly. “You can disappoint me. I’ve disappointed myself a good amount lately, but I want to think that the mistakes I’ve made aren’t my story. They aren’t the entirety of me.” It was her way of saying that whatever it was, there had to be a way to work through it, around it, to find the good and the bright again.
 
“You were only supposed to be a job,” Colette choked. Zilla didn’t think she’d heard her right. She couldn’t comprehend what she was saying, but then she went on, smashing through that confusion, leaving no doubts at all. “I’m a journalist, Zilla, and you were my assignment.”
 
Zilla’s world crumbled, for the second time in less than a year. In six fucking months she had been let down, betrayed by the two people who she had depended upon. Dillon after seventeen years showing that their entire marriage had been a sham, and now Colette. She’d let her guard down and allowed someone in.
 
She sat stunned. What exactly had Colette just said? Her heart was racing, she felt dizzy. Those all too familiar black spots were appearing in her vision, she could hear Colette still talking but the voice was taking on a strange echo like she was drowning.
 
A job? A journalist? What on earth was she talking about? She was a nanny for god’s sake! A nanny— that woman had been around her kids! Zilla felt a cold dread squeeze her heart. The kids, what had she done? What had she exposed them to? Colette knew her secrets, was that the plan? To expose her to the world. Zilla’s heart was hammering in her chest, eyes wild as she looked on at the woman who had mended her with love and then broken her into a thousand pieces. Destroyed, absolutely destroyed. Was it really possible to feel so betrayed? She thought after Dillon life could only get better. Yet here she was, plumbing new depths.
 
Confusion gave way to anger as Zilla once again thought about the woman who she had let into her house, into her life, into the lives of her children.
 




Chapter 20
Bronwyn


While Zilla was still stunned, before the anger set in, she reached over and adjusted her shirt, running her hand along the soft flannel. The button at the top was half out of its hole. She pushed it through and sat back. Her eyes felt bleary, her heart in pieces, her body aching.
 
Her throat was closed up, her eyes pricking and nose burning, but it wasn’t her right to cry. She closed her eyes against the images of Zilla naked, bare and trusting, hot skin in her hands. She wanted that kind of passion and more, for the rest of her life, but she wanted it as Bronwyn, not as Colette. She wanted Zilla to know the real version of her. There was no way forward otherwise. No way to tenderness and trust, but through the hard, thin and twisted road of betrayal and anger and sadness first.
 
Zilla had no words. Her hand hovered near her throat, and then landed on the button that Bronwyn just fixed. She savagely ripped it open, like she couldn’t bear it to be closed. “I lied,” Zilla hissed past a throat that sounded raw, “I lied, and by merit of what I did, my own wrong actions, you think that I should just—just sit here and take what you’re telling me? Be understanding and sweet and mellow and forgive you?”
 
Acid burned into Bronwyn’s mouth, “I don’t think that at all.”
 
“You endangered my children!”
 
She winced, “they were never in danger.”
 
“You don’t have any experience. You probably don’t even know CPR. Do you even fucking like kids?”
 
Bronwyn slumped into herself. Zilla deserved to know it all, “honestly, I didn’t.” She watched those blue eyes darken with thunderclouds of rage. “Not until I met them. Experience? I guess I don’t really have any experience, but I am capable of keeping them from hurting themselves and I think I did a decent job of making sure they were happy and healthy while they were with me. Yes, I do know CPR. That one was obviously real.”
 
Zilla’s nostrils flared. Was she bracing herself for the fresh surge of anger coursing through her bloodstream? “You lied about your other certifications. Previous jobs. Jesus Christ, I’m such an idiot,” she blinked. “Why didn’t I even call your references, but I suppose they would have been fake, even if I had? It’s me. I endangered my own kids by thinking that you were some sort of savior. But letting you convince me that you were here to fix all my problems and fuck knows I was drowning in them.”
 
“That might have been my job and my way in and I might have needed to sell it to you, but it changed. I changed. It’s not just a job.”
 
“And so if I don’t forgive you and move forward with—with us, then what? You write the story? You were assigned to me, some undercover work, to get the story of where that money went. That’s right, isn’t it?”
 
Bronwyn could only hope that at the end of all that anger, there was understanding. That it just needed to be burned up and exhausted first “Yes. That’s right.”
 
“So at any time, I make a wrong move, and you tell the world what I did to punish me?”
 
“No!” She fell into Zilla’s blazing eyes. It seemed like they were the only light and color in the room, “I would never, ever do that. I’m not going to write this story. You’re not some words on paper. You’re not the truth that I need to give the world because I have a sense of duty and obligation. You’re not a job. I will never tell anyone,” Bronwyn paused, her eyes pleading with Zilla to believe her. She was no blackmailer “I already emailed my editor and told her there was no story. That I snuck into your office and logged into your laptop and checked everything and the money was a loan. I told her it was airtight and perfectly legit. Whoever informed her that there was something off was wrong.”
 
“Informed?”
 
“Someone had to have told her or I wouldn’t be here. Someone knew something was up.”
 
Zilla blinked again. She looked like she’d just been slapped, “that night I stayed at the office… it was to reassure—maybe. Maybe it was her, maybe Bonnie tipped your boss off? I didn’t realize how close I was to disaster. I thought the danger lay in my company. All this time, I had it in my house, in my fucking bed.”
 
“Never!” Bronwyn exclaimed. “I made up my mind from the start that this was never going to be about seduction. No job is about that. I’ll never get answers by using someone’s body.”
 
“But you did use my trust. You used me that way. How is that any different?”
 
If there had ever been a time that Bronwyn felt flayed wide open, cut straight to her soul, unwound, undone, unspooled, it was now, “I- I knew that I was going to lose you. One way or the other. I don’t want that. I can’t stand it if I never see you again.”
 
“So you need me to forgive you, right now, just because you’re asking. You. Not the woman I thought I knew. You, a liar, a con artist, a stranger,” Zilla’s words were harsh, but so many other emotions played out in her huge sapphire eyes.
 
“You know me. Even if I gave you a different name. That was my real mom, not some lady I paid to act for a day. She really does love crystals and yoga. She was a single mom growing up. So many things I told you about me are true.”
 
“That time I suggested you journal. God, you were a writer all this time.”
 
“Sort of. What I do is important,” she needed Zilla to see that. “The truth is important. The world does need to know about things that people are doing. Covering up. That’s why undercover and investigative journalism is so important.”
 
“But you aren’t going to tell that story. You’re just going to go back and tell them that you failed and scrape by on other assignments, probably shit ones because they might not give you a big job again or trust that you’re legitimately doing it, and you’re going to leave this be because you have feelings,” Zilla spat out, sarcasm was a way of protecting herself from the hurt. Of not letting it settle or sink in.
 
“Yes. I don’t care what that makes me. Wrong. Bad. A hypocrite. I do care about the truth and it is important to me, but not at your expense. I’m not going to write the story because I need to protect you. You and Paddy and Lion. Because I care about you way more than I care about the other stuff.”
 
“The day you don’t, I’m going to be-”
 
“No. No matter what happens, this will never come from me. I will tell no one. Ever,” Bronwyn tried to smile, but it was broken and painful.
 
“You realize even if I could forgive you, which to be honest I don’t see happening,” Zilla fixed Bronwyn with a pointed look, her sapphire eyes clouded, taking on the color of a stormy sea, “that we can’t be together. How would that look? Do you think that anyone would believe you didn’t find anything if suddenly we were dating? It’s not like we can keep it a secret. Someone would see us. Someone would find out and then it would get back to whoever needs to hear it and that would be the truth. You wouldn’t have to tell anyone.”
 
The words were a blow that hit their mark. Brutally. They eviscerated Bronwyn even though she’d already thought through them all afternoon. She’d known before she even emailed Crystal what her path was going to be, “I know. I already thought of that.”
 
“Hmm.”
 
What did that mean? That she was forgiven? That Zilla would consider it? That she thought that they still had a chance? “I know you aren’t going to forgive me immediately. I don’t expect you to. I know that it’s going to take time. I’ll quit my job. I’ll even move somewhere else.,” Bronwyn knew she was pleading, but if there was a chance that Zilla could move on from this...
 
“You think we should leave Green Bay just to be together?” Disbelief etched doubt into the air between them, “that’s insane. Our families are here.”
 
“It’s just a thought,” it was her path. Bronwyn knew that like she knew that she needed air. It was just another certainty in her life. “I don’t see it working out any other way. I thought that maybe, if you wanted to sell the house and since you’d given your notice you’d be open to relocating. Not so far away. Just enough that we would have privacy and the freedom to live our lives. Somewhere like that cabin in the woods. Maybe not so in the middle of nowhere, but it was beautiful. There are other beautiful places.”
 
“And if I say I love this city too much? If I say that I would never give everything up for a woman who worked her way into my life and conned me and betrayed me just like I was tricked and betrayed before?”
 
“I did lie to you. I did work my way into your life,” Bronwyn admitted. “I put myself here and I abused your trust. But I didn’t betray you. I won’t do that. I can’t do that.”
 
“Do you know what my family would say if I just up and sold everything and moved and started dating a woman, let alone a woman whose real name I don’t even know?” Zilla was fighting her way around it, but there were cracks in her tone. Cracks that said that Bronwyn had to keep working, keep trying to find her there in them.
 
“It’s Bronwyn, I’m called Bronwyn.”
 
“Bronwyn, Colette, whatever— “
 
“They’d no doubt say that you’re crazy,” Bronwyn interrupted. “That the mid-life crisis is a thing. But no matter what they say, we’d know what’s really going on. You don’t have to tell them about me. Not the real stuff.”
 
“They’d find out. They can do research.”
 
“We use pen names. They wouldn’t find out where I worked. We wouldn’t have to tell them if we didn’t want to. If we did, then it would be our business. We could go away. Start over with the kids. I don’t expect an insta-life or to throw ourselves into a relationship and put so many unnecessary strains on it. We can find our own places. Get jobs. Go at our own pace. Date like regular people date. And if we’re both crazy? Maybe there’s not so much wrong with that as everyone says there is.”
 
“Your mom lives here.”
 
“We aren’t going to the ends of the earth. Just far enough that… that if we wanted this to work, it could,” she needed this to work. It was crazy how much she needed it, but she realized that there would be no happiness without Zilla. There would be the kind of grief that stuck with her forever, over losing a good woman. A good woman who she wanted to be better for, to give the best parts of herself to her and see them reflected back.
 
“I have to think about Lion and Paddy.”
 
“Yes. Of course. I’m not going to say but, I’m really not. I just think that they could be happy in another city too, as long as you were there. You’re their mother, their family, their home, and their world.”
 
Zilla’s lips pursed. She hadn’t let it go yet. She couldn’t, “you were perfectly natural with the kids. Like you’d been taking care of them for years. I believed you. I bought into it. If you were just acting then and you were so convincing, how do I know that you’re not acting now.”
 
“I’m not acting. What would I gain by lying to you right now?”
 
“Money.”
 
“What? What money?”
 
“My house. My assets. You know that I have them to sell. I told you that Dillon was leaving me everything.”
 
Bronwyn swallowed the sharp, offended laugh of disbelief that wanted to tear free, “my mom and I might never have had a lot, but we aren’t thieves. I would never take what wasn’t mine.”
 
“What fine role models we would be,” Zilla said sharply. “Two morally ambiguous adults whose instincts haven’t steered us into anything but trouble.”
 
“No. Mine led me to you and I don’t care what you did. Yes, we have to live with it. You for covering it up to protect Dillon, yourself, your kids, your company. Me for lying to protect you. I’d do it all over again in a heartbeat because it was how we met and that to me is sacred. I can’t leave now,” Bronwyn paused “I can’t leave and not find my way back to you. I’m not running out on you, not now and not ever. I’m telling you. I’m here telling you the truth. That guilt you were talking about? I know it. I understand it. I’ve lived it,” she stopped and looked at Zilla, trying to make her realize. “I’ve known all this time that the only way out of this was a betrayal one way or other. Not just you. But the kids. I don’t want to give you up. I love your kids. I’m not running out of them either,” Bronwyn sighed giving it one last shot. “You can be mad for as long as it takes, but at the end of it, I’m still going to be here waiting. Me, Bronwyn Montgrand, and I will go wherever it is you tell me to go so that we can have a life together.”
 
She expected a sharp, stinging rebuttal to that, but Zilla bowed her head, “I can’t tell you right now. I need—I need more time than this to sort through everything.”
 
“I know.”
 
“Can you please leave?”
 
The seams holding Bronwyn together frayed even further. The emotions running through her battled and flexed under the warzone of her skin. “Yes. But once this phone gets turned off, you won’t have a way to contact me. Can I leave my number for you on the counter? My real address?” Her lungs compressed into nothing while she waited for a response.
 
The seconds were hours, but Zilla nodded without looking up.
 
There was nothing she could do but leave. She’d expected this exact reaction. Immediate forgiveness would have been almost disingenuous. The shame and pain nipped at her heels, the braying hounds from some horror tale, but she forced herself to walk to the kitchen and leave her real information on a note.
 
Would Zilla ever use it?
 
If she didn’t, Bronwyn would suck it up and she’d come back to her. She was going to give Zilla time, but she wasn’t about to let her go.
 
Bronwyn’s drive home was bleak, usually she’d put on some music, or maybe just drive on autopilot thinking about the day, about the fun times she’d had with Paddy and Lion. About the chats with Zilla when she returned home in the evening. That wasn’t going to happen anymore, was it? Not just because the assignment had ended and she was no longer a nanny, but because there was no place for Bronwyn in Zilla and the kids’ lives. She’d blown it.
 
Bronwyn slammed the heel of her hand on the steering wheel, “Fuck it!” The cry echoed around the empty car. Her heart was still hammering in her ears and tears blurred her vision. This was life from now on, empty… silent. There was no way that Zilla could ever forgive her for the betrayal of trust. For crying out loud, the woman had been cheated on and lied to by her husband! That man had destroyed her, and what had Bronwyn done? Wormed her way in under false pretenses to get a story. A fucking story! Not even the sort of story that would likely get her noticed by the big guns of the media, just a fucking story in a local magazine. Okay, she reminded herself, hearing Crystal’s voice in her mind—the best damn local magazine in Green Bay—but still… And she’d failed at that anyway, hadn’t she? Her first big assignment as an undercover journalist and she’d blown it in every way possible.
 
Her thoughts returned to Crystal, and the conversation that had started this whole damn mess. The email tip off. Crystal never had revealed her sources. Who had sent it? Why had they sent it? And then there was the missing money—okay the now non missing money—the returned money. But what had Dillon invested it in? Why did he need to take it? She let out a long slow breath, trying to calm down the rushing thoughts. So many unanswered questions.
 
Pulling into her driveway and switching off the engine, Bronwyn sat. Her fingers drumming a rhythm on the wheel. She had failed in her assignment, and she had betrayed the woman she had become so close to. The woman she—Bronwyn stopped herself, not wanting to admit the obvious, but it was too late—the woman she was falling in love with. Failure and betrayal. What sort of undercover reporter was she? Bronwyn gazed out of the windshield, her eyes unfocused. Blinking to clear her vision she reached over for her purse and took out her cellphone, “idiot!” it had become a habit, reach home and check for messages from Zilla, she’d kept the disposable phone switched on just in case. But nothing. And no missed calls or messages on her regular phone either. Just an email notification from work, probably Crystal checking she’d be in the office tomorrow. Life goes on, yada yada.
 
Her eyes skimmed over the email messages, scrolling down to see if any were worth opening when it suddenly hit. Her hands were shaking as she put the cellphone back in her purse and closed the car door. Her thoughts were clearing now, coalescing into something tangible. The email, of course! Why hadn’t she thought of that earlier? Some kind of investigative journalist she was. She might have failed in her assignment, and she might have failed with Zilla, but maybe in uncovering the truth about who had set Zilla up, who had sent the email that started all this, she would be able to free Zilla from the burden of discovery?
 
And maybe… just maybe show Zilla that she could be trusted and find her way back into her heart.
 




Chapter 21
Bronwyn


It was only a few weeks since Bronwyn had been in her office, but it seemed like a lifetime ago. How was it possible that her life could have changed so much in less than a month? Waking that morning—at half past eight rather than seven, because she didn’t need to head to Zilla’s—she had automatically reached in her closet for a crazy tunic. Spirals of color forming an abstract pattern like swirls left in the water jar after a paintbrush was washed.
 
That was when it first hit. She was no longer Colette, she was no longer that fun girl, living and loving a life she never knew possible. She ruined it all, and there was no way she could ever come back. The ultimate betrayal. Her fingers left the soft flouncy material and moved along her clothing rail before settling on a black shirt. This was what Bronwyn wore. At that point she’d felt a sadness so immense she could barely breathe. All the color had been sucked out of her life.
 
Her thoughts drifted to Zilla, because – who was she kidding? Her thoughts had been on nothing but Zilla since the argument. Zilla and the kids, they came as a package. A wonderful package. This last-ditch effort was probably the only way she could convince Zilla that she didn’t betray her. That she would never betray her.
 
###
 
Bronwyn was lost in her work. Obviously, her big story had fallen through, so she was back to the day-to-day meat of Green Bay. Some good had come of her secret life, Crystal had been wanting ideas for the What’s On section. So Bronwyn was now working on an article about Noella’s gallery. Her eyes glanced towards the little glass hummingbird that she’d hung on the back of her cubicle divider. It had been a present to Colette from Zilla, the bird’s name was Hope, but at this moment there was little to hope for...
 
She had racked her brains thinking about how she could find out who had set Zilla up. The previous evening when she’d arrived home she had formulated a plan. Crystal had said that the tip had come by email. All emails to the magazine’s generic account automatically went to Crystal, and then Crystal would read them and allocate. If Bronwyn could find that email and see who had sent it, then that may give a clue. Obviously knowing her luck it might just have been sent from some disposable email address and then she was back to where she started. But it was worth a shot. What did she have to lose? Well, only her job if Crystal caught her. The chance of never working in the media again, of having her name blacklisted throughout Wisconsin and probably the entire Midwest. But other than that, nothing to lose.
 
Now she just had to figure out how to check Crystals email, but so far nothing short of working late and trying to break in was coming to mind. Yep, a one-way ticket to fired without notice, no references, and no chance of working in the city again. Fuck.
 
“Bronwyn, did you hear me?” Crystal’s strident tones cut through her self pity.
 
“Sorry, I was thinking about the story. What did you want?” Bronwyn tried to furiously pedal her way out. She looked up, Crystal had her jacket draped over an arm and was looking at her watch.
 
“I said I have to head out for a bit, no longer than an hour. I’ve got a delivery coming, there’s this up-and-coming artist we featured the other week. I bought one of her paintings so it’s being dropped off this afternoon,” Crystal was fidgeting from foot to foot, obviously she needed to go stat. “If they come while I’m out could you put it in my office?” she dropped a set of keys on Bronwyn’s desk.
 
Bronwyn’s heart hammered, her eyes met the glass bird. Hope... she now had some hope, “of course Crystal, no problem. I can do that.”
 
“Thanks,” Crystal was already heading to the door.
 
Bronwyn reached for the keyring. It was now or never. Glancing around she realized that she was the only one in the open plan room. Her colleagues had all gone for lunch, Bronwyn had decided not to join them as she had a few weeks of work to catch up on. It was now or never.
 
Feeling like a thief, Bronwyn turned the key in the door to Crystal’s office. She was half expecting some sort of alarm to go off, flashing lights. Beware! Intruder alert! Don’t be stupid, she told herself sternly, you’ve got permission. Okay, but that permission did not involve snooping on private property, basically breaking into someone’s personal email. Doing something that if not illegal was extremely immoral. Could she even do it? Crystal took her damn laptop everywhere with her, if the laptop was gone then so were all of her chances. The IT Department would be able to access emails sent to the generic address but that was way beyond Bronwyn’s authority, plus Crystal would find out.
 
Her eyes drifted to the desk and Bronwyn breathed a sigh of relief. First hurdle jumped, Crystal’s laptop was sitting there. Whatever her lunchtime meeting was, it didn’t involve work. Bronwyn exhaled the breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding, and seeing the standby light flashing on the front of the machine, she relaxed a little further. If the laptop had been powered down then god knows how she’d have got in. Crystal was such a private person she couldn’t even begin to guess what her password could be. As the laptop powered back up Bronwyn waited, holding her breath until the screen loaded. Authorization fucking PIN code, fuck fuck fuck! Calm down, Bronwyn told herself. Think. Think what you know about Crystal. What did she know? Very little, that woman was shut down tight. But she wasn’t the most tech minded, and her hunt and pick typing reminded Bronwyn of her grandmother—despite Crystal being a good couple of decades younger. Simple, so what did her grandmother do? It couldn’t be that easy, could it? She tried, and with trembling fingers entered 1,2,3,4… there was a moment’s silence and the laptop whirred into life. Bronwyn had to suppress the whoop of joy. Crystal I love you and your technophobic ways!
 
Tapping on the email icon Bronwyn waited for the page to load, her heart was racing so fast she was having visions of being found slumped over her boss’s laptop. Sparked out. Caught in the act. No backtracking out of that one, as your unconscious body gets carried away by the EMTs.
 
The noise of a door slamming shut almost made her jump out of her skin, and her heart raced to new Olympic record beating levels.
 
“Delivery for Miss Haverford,” a man’s voice rang out. Bronwyn sprang up and raced to the door, looking out she saw a thirty-something guy wearing a hi viz jacket holding a large well wrapped package.
 
Bronwyn stuck her head out the door, “thanks, here,” she waved her hand. Taking the package and signing for it her eyes glanced at the clock hanging on the far side of the room. Time was running out. Thanking the delivery guy again, Bronwyn took the package into Crystal’s office and propped it against the wall, then went back to the laptop. She didn’t like stereotyping people, but Crystal was typical of a person of a certain age. She never cleaned out her emails. There must be messages dating back to the dawn of the internet, Bronwyn thought. On the upside, while Crystal’s email was sluggishly slow to respond, there was a good chance the tip off email would be there, either in the inbox or in the overflowing deleted folder.
 
Bronwyn wanted to search for any messages concerning Zilla Parks, but the last email search was logged and she didn’t want to leave any traces. What she was doing already was instant dismissal. Narrowing it to dates, she scrolled past the recent messages until she got to late June. Her eyes skimming for any with the characteristic forwarding that came from the generic office email address. Opening the first one, she closed it immediately, some spammer wanting cash. The second got similar results. Really, someone needed to tell Crystal to get her mail in order, Bronwyn thought to herself. She looked through the next batch, slowly losing hope. From what Crystal said, it sounded like the tip off was recent. She hoped to god it wasn’t from months ago. Glancing again at the time, Bronwyn could feel her palms sweating, Crystal said she’d be about an hour. It was already twenty to one, so time was ticking. Eyes back on the prize.
 
Wait! What did this message say? Zilla Parks, CFO of Kids Park Care Inc has been siphoning off company funds. The next shareholders’ meeting will show a deficit of 1.4 million dollars. There it was! She looked at the sender details, no... it couldn’t be that simple, could it? It was a company email but the sender’s name was in their address, they hadn’t tried to anonymize anything. Katherine Martin. Katherine... Katie... Hadn’t Zilla said that Dillon’s admin assistant stroke mistress was called Katie? Could she be behind it all? Heart hammering in her throat, Bronwyn quickly printed off a copy. She knew it was risky but who checked printer logs? And what was her other option, forward it to her own address? Hello Sacksville. Taking out her phone Bronwyn also quickly snapped a pic of the screen. Grabbing the print off she closed Crystal’s laptop praying it would have cooled down by the time she returned. New artwork propped up against the wall, Bronwyn locked up and went back to her cubicle.
 
The rest of the afternoon had gone by uneventfully, Crystal had returned half an hour late, and thanked Bronwyn for sorting out the delivery. Bronwyn had the article on Noella’s gallery ready to submit, and in the remaining hour before she finished she did a little research on Ms. Katherine Masters. While she may have some talents⁠—stealing husbands being one⁠—hiding her online presence wasn’t another. A glance at her assorted social media profiles showed a definite improvement in her personal circumstances from the previous December. There were also photos of her from around that time with a man. Zilla had obviously put away all the photos of Dillon, but genetics are a wonderful thing. Staring back at her was Lion, maybe twenty or thirty years in the future. The resemblance was unmistakable.
 
She put the print off of the email into an envelope along with a letter documenting what else she’d found. Stock exchange transactions weren’t as untraceable as people thought. She wrote Zilla’s address on the envelope, she had thought of delivering it herself, but wasn’t sure how that would go. Mailing the envelope on her way home she felt a glimmer of hope. Now it was up to Zilla, she could decide how to proceed, both with Dillon and Katie, and also with Bronwyn.




Chapter 22
Zilla


A few years ago, Zilla attended a conference for work. It was about mindfulness and how to be present, how to live fully in the here and now without it being tainted by fear of what was to come, or pain from what had already been. Of all the things she’d heard that weekend, that stuck with her.
 
She’d found herself using it as a benchmark for her decisions. Not all of them could be weighed up like that, but she wished they could. It was a goal that she had to work towards. No one was a finished product.
 
The package that had arrived two days previously had been a surprise. She’d recognized Colette’s⁠—no she told herself⁠—Bronwyn’s handwriting immediately. She’d thought about throwing it in the trash, in fact she got very close on a couple of occasions. Staring at the envelope with anger and hurt burning her soul. Finally, she had opened it and read the letter inside. At first there had been disbelief, denial. All of those emotions that people talk about when discussing grief flooded over her and through her. And what she had experienced over the past six months was akin to grief. After the disbelief and denial subsided, then came the anger and the journey to resolution. Bronwyn had given her some pointers, and after that it didn’t take too much work.
 
Zilla was still CFO, even though she was working her notice period. And being CFO and co-founder allowed her some power. On the premise of needing to check a specific transaction, IT had granted her access to Dillon’s email account. While it was not an active account, for legal purposes everything had to be archived. It was all there, and what wasn’t explicitly documented in the email trail Zilla found while checking though transactions. Katie had taken the money, whether it was before she and Dillon started their affair or after, well… that was unclear. But what was clear, was that Dillon, blinded by love or lust or whatever, had started the cover up. Who knows what makes men do these foolish things? Maybe this was his midlife crisis? Katie had wanted a new life in London, and the money that she made with the investment more than covered her expenses. Maybe she loved Dillon, or maybe she was just using him, flattering his fragile ego?
 
It was clear from the emails that Dillon, while being a liar and a cheat had not been behind it, and was not a party to the attempt to frame Zilla. Oh no… that was purely down to Katie. Why did she do this? Zilla had gone over this in her mind a thousand times, maybe she was jealous and wanted to ensure that Zilla was out of the picture, and if she ended up in jail on charges of embezzlement then that was about as far out of the picture as she could get.
 
She had more than enough evidence to take to the police, or seek legal advice. She could get them sent down, they still hadn’t left the country. But ultimately, what good would that do? Zilla still knew about Dillon’s involvement and had helped him cover up. By taking things further she still risked being implicated, even if she would likely be found innocent of all charges. Mud sticks. What this evidence proved was that the whole shitty business stopped with Dillon, Katie and her. No one else knew, and providing they all kept to the original story then that was it. Case closed. Get on with life.
 
The past four days were filled with questions, searching, and endless thinking, but she kept circling back around to that moment at the conference when the man who was speaking etched those words onto her soul. She’d thought a lot about forgiveness, a lot about regret, some about hope and far more about what she truly wanted for the future. Zilla could never forgive Dillon for what he did— at least not yet. But she could accept it and move on, to live in the present. She wasn’t an idiot though, she’d printed off all the evidence, saved whatever she could on a thumb drive and put it in her safe deposit box. There was another copy at her solicitors. This was her protection, she hoped to god she wouldn’t need it, but so help her, if Katie crawled out of the woodwork in the future she was ready.
 
There was someone who she could forgive though, someone who had shown her hope.
 
Zilla grabbed that piece of paper that she’d worn down into near pulp with handling, and used it to guide her across the city. She’d memorized the number and the address and didn’t really need the scrap of paper, but it felt safe in her pocket, a lighthouse in the storm.
 
Green Bay had some nice apartment buildings, and while this one wasn’t new, it did have tons of character. Red brick, white sills, curved little balconies with metal railings higher up, and a stone etching above the big wood and stained glass door that declared the building was over a hundred years old.
 
She was going to ring the buzzer, but Bronwyn stepped out.
 
Bronwyn. Not Colette.
 
She was fully herself, dark hair pulled to the side and fishtail braided, little sparkle ball studs in her ears, and black. All black. Black leather jacket, black tank, black ripped up jeans. Canvas shoes. She was so devoid of color and craziness that Zilla did a double take, but the warmth in her eyes was the same as it ever had been. They were sparkling when Zilla met them.
 
“I wanted to watch for you instead of buzzing you in,” her gaze dropped down to the cracked concrete doorstep, but then jerked back up, like she was determined to be brave, no matter what was coming.
 
Zilla admired her for that. She wouldn’t have had the courage, especially not when she was so young. Then again, when she was young, didn’t she believe that anything was possible? That she could achieve anything at all? She still wanted to believe that. She wanted a life that was love, peace, happiness, and kindness, not one of regret and anger, worry and the bitterness of missed chances and hard decisions.
 
“Do you want to come up?”
 
“Yes!” Zilla’s cheeks heated. She didn’t feel like her eagerness was a bad thing, especially not when Bronwyn smiled so readily.
 
“I’m on the fifth floor. There’s no elevator, but the stairs are super pretty. The railings are antique, like the rest of this place.”
 
“It’s nice.”
 
“Yeah. My apartment is basically a broom closet, but I’m not complaining. The apartments here hardly ever come up for rent. My mom did a class about crystals with a lady who lives here and she let her know there was going to be a vacancy.”
 
“That’s handy,” Zilla followed behind Bronwyn. The staircase was narrow, the steps made from an ancient, gorgeous wood, well polished from years of foot traffic. The railing was beautiful, the metal twisting and turning into curls and spirals, more polished wood at the top. It looked like someone truly loved the building.
 
“It’s a heritage building, so that’s why it’s so well preserved,” Bronwyn explained. “It’s not in the most desirable part of the city. I think it’s kind of blah around here, so that’s why the rent isn’t super out of control. I have a bachelor. It’s only four hundred square feet, but I guess that if I was in somewhere like New York, that would be like a mansion.”
 
Zilla was nervous stepping into Bronwyn’s place. She still expected bright colors everywhere, but the walls were grey, the flooring a light honey. As soon as she walked in, she was in the living room and bedroom. It was all in one, as some bachelors were, the kitchen on the far end. Bronwyn had done wonders with the small space. It might not have been bright, but there was an antique radiator on the far wall by the bed. The mismatched furniture, the small TV mounted on the wall, the lace bedspread, and the gallery wall of different sized artwork made it homey.
 
“It’s not crazy and eclectic like you’d expect,” Bronwyn said, eyes glancing over her small apartment. “And all those clothes I wore were my mom’s, and what wasn’t was thrifted. By the way, she hates the name Henrietta. Hates it. She also hated Colette.”
 
“I didn’t hate them. I liked them,” Zilla shut the door, her pulse racing to match the sudden anxiety she had about being there.
 
“If you want to sit down, I can make us matcha latte’s. I have a milk frother. My mom got me started on them and now I’m hooked.”
 
“Okay.”
 
“You like matcha? You only ever had herbal tea in your cupboard.”
 
“Not really. I think it tastes like the swamp, but I’ve never had a latte before.”
 
“Oh. It’s extra strong matcha. In that case, I have iced tea in the fridge. Unsweetened, but I did squeeze fresh lemons into it. Or water.”
 
“Maybe just water,” she probably didn’t need caffeine. She was jittery enough.
 
The big pleather loveseat took up a sizable chunk of the living room, but it was so comfortable it was worth sacrificing space for. A live edge coffee table with hairpin legs wasn’t the kind of thing that Zilla would have seen her nanny liking. Bronwyn had a unique, unexpected style. Somehow everything worked in there, even the obvious thrift and flea market finds. The vintage and antiques mashed up well with the new. She said it wasn’t eclectic, but it was, in a different sort of way.
 
There were two upholstered antique chairs, one red and the other a black brocade. That was more like what she could have seen Colette liking.
 
“Mom picked those out,” Bronwyn said, putting two glasses of water on the coffee table. She sat down in the red one. The springs creaked. “They’re uncomfortable as hell but they look nice. She got them for twenty dollars at that flea market we went to.”
 
“The kids still talk about the things they got that day. Those are their favorite treasures. And they love their snail so much,” a sudden fear twisted around Zilla’s heart, but she dispelled it with a breath. She didn’t want fear having any place in her life. She was raising two kids without their father now. She’d been lied to and betrayed. She’d lied and she’d covered up theft. She was going to quit her job, leaving the company she loved behind. She’d felt betrayed by the woman she let close at the worst time in her life.. She was very likely going to leave a city that had always been home to her. But all that was the past and she hoped that the worst was over.
 
“I know,” Bronwyn said softly. “I know they do.”
 
“All the things you brought into their life were good. Those treasures. Joy. Laughter. The stupid snail I never would have agreed to, but I have to say, it’s pretty cool.”
 
Bronwyn’s eyes flickered down, “yeah. Herman is awesome. We tried to pick a unisex name, but that was the one Lion wanted.”
 
Zilla laughed, “you never told me it was supposed to be unisex.”
 
Bronwyn lifted a shoulder in a shrug, “is your mom watching the kids?”
 
“She is. I told her. About me.”
 
“What?”
 
“I told her that I’m a lesbian. She thought I was kidding and then she asked me if I’d just decided that because of Dillon, but at least she didn’t use the mid-life crisis card on me again, so that was nice of her,” Zilla laughed “I told her two days ago and then I asked her if she could come over and watch the kids for tonight. She wanted to know if I had a girlfriend or if I was going on a date, and I said that maybe I was working on something like that,” Zilla shifted in the seat, Bronwyn wasn’t wrong. They might look great but they weren’t the height of comfort Continuing with a smile she said, “she asked if I’d be getting up to all sorts of debauchery now that I was a free woman who knew my mind and had a new lover, and I told her that yes, that might very well happen. She considered that and she didn’t turn me down. When she came over tonight to watch the kids, she told me that she loved me.”
 
It was scary to hope, but seeing Bronwyn’s face light up was like watching new greenery emerging from the ground after a long winter, “I’m so happy for you, Zilla. And proud. Coming out is a huge deal.”
 
“Is that what I did? Coming out? Jesus, I don’t even know.”
 
“You’ll get used to it. I know there’s still a lot of hate in the world, but there’s a great community out there too.”
 
“Here?”
 
“I’m sure wherever we go.”
 
Gathering her courage, Zilla pressed on at that, “wherever we go. We.”
 
“Yes,” Bronwyn wasn’t embarrassed. She hadn’t slipped up. She’d stated that with conviction. “Wherever we go.” Bronwyn paused, “so I take it you got my envelope?” Zilla could see the anxiety behind the words. Maybe she should have called? Maybe the silence had been a mistake? But she’d had a lot to work through, and now the Zilla who had arrived on her doorstep was a different person from four days ago. Even from four weeks ago when they first met.
 
Zilla smiled, and her face lit up. Though there was still that hint of sadness in her voice. She could move on, but she couldn’t entirely wipe away six months of fear. “Yes, I admit it took me a day to open it. You were right, it was all Katie,” Zilla paused and looked over to Bronwyn, before continuing, “then Dillon helped her cover up, it was all there. Clear as anything in an email trail. I think their affair was real and I’m sure Dillon didn’t know that she tried to frame me.”
 
Bronwyn’s head shook in disbelief, “you can’t let her get away with this! You’ve got the evidence now, right?”
 
“I thought about it,” Zilla said. “But what good would come of it? There’s still a chance that my cover up would be discovered. Actually scrap that, not a chance, it’s there in the shareholder loan agreement in black and white,” she paused. She could see that Bronwyn was incredulous, she understood. She had been too when she first discovered the truth. Though she was two days ahead of Bronwyn in acceptance.
 
“So Katie and Dillon get away with it and start their new life in London?”
 
“I guess so,” Zilla responded. She’d tried to rehearse this speech in her head on the journey over. It sounded crazy even to her, deciding just to forget what they had both done. Like some hippy dippy self help book. Though to be fair, that conference on mindfulness really had changed her way of thinking. She felt lighter, more carefree, like a weight had been lifted and she could finally breathe. She smiled and looked at Bronwyn, “don’t get me wrong, I haven’t forgiven them and I don’t think I could, at least not yet. But move on? Yes, it’s time to move on with my life,” she paused for a beat. “I’m not stupid, I’ve got all the evidence I need safely tucked away. I hope I won’t need it, but just in case… Dillon and Katie can enjoy their new life, though now he has served his purpose his days with her may be numbered. But I wish them well.”
 
“So what now? What about us?” Bronwyn asked.
 
“I’ve always wanted to see St. Louis. I don’t know why. I know it’s seven hours away and in another state, but if I was going to go anywhere, I’d go—”
 
“Yes!” Bronwyn didn’t wait for Zilla to finish, “If you’re going to ask me if I want to go, then yes. Even if we have to find new jobs and two new places and start fresh away from our families, I’ll go.”
 
“I- I know that it’s not really starting over,” Zilla clasped her sweating hands together. “We’re never going to forget what happened, but we both need to find a way forward. We might have made mistakes and even done things we didn’t know we were capable of, but we’re here right now and this is what we have to work with.”
 
“The imperfect pieces are the best ones. My mom would be the first one to tell us that. The imperfect stuff is her favorite. She calls it unique. She never says the word character because she thinks that’s cliché. We might be people and not things, but we’re two people who want each other.”
 
An impossible knot formed in Zilla’s throat. She had to swallow it down. It was everything—stress and grief, worry and joy, excitement and trepidation.
 
Bronwyn leapt out of the chair and took Zilla’s hands. She guided her up and right into her arms. She had perfect hands. Perfect arms. Smooth palms, a strong grasp. She lifted one of Zilla’s hands and opened it, pressing her lips to the palm, where all the sensation lingered. Zilla couldn’t stand it. She couldn’t wait. She curled into Bronwyn, penetrated to the core by her want for this woman. She slid a hand around the back of her neck, holding her and drawing her in. Her hair was sweet, like wildflowers bathed in sunshine. She claimed her mouth hard, kissing her like she’d never be able to stop herself, like she’d never get enough.
 
She was all softness, all hot whimpers and mad yearning. There was no resistance. She wasn’t holding back. Zilla kissed Bronwyn’s neck, suckled her earlobe, ground her hips against hers, and tugged her further down into the couch.
 
“My bed is right over there,” Bronwyn panted, laughing, “I have some things that you might enjoy as well.”
 
“I just want you.”
 
She licked Bronwyn’s lower lip and her mouth parted in response. She kissed her while their hands tore furiously at clothing, stroking her tongue, devouring the sweetness of her. She tugged at Bronwyn’s jacket, then at her tank top. She started in on those dark, ripped up jeans, in such a hurry to get to her skin. Her lips tasted her everywhere. Her mouth, her chin, the hard jogging pulse at her neck. She kissed her collar bone and lower, finding her pert breasts with the hard nipples peaked under the thin lace bra.
 
Zilla wanted to tear it away. She didn’t care how fancy or pretty it was. She wanted what was underneath. She wrenched at Bronwyn’s jeans, tugging at the button and zipper, then at the fabric itself. They came off inside out and Bronwyn was half tugged down the loveseat with them.
 
Zilla parted her legs, positioning Bronwyn where she needed her, how she wanted her. She stared at the creamy insides of her thighs and wanted to sink her teeth into them. She dialed herself way back and instead kissed the line of them, parting them until she reached her lace panties. Black lace. Everything black. It was so different, but so nice too. Black looked good on her. Color or not, Colette or Bronwyn, whatever name she went by she’d always be beautiful.
 
And yes, there were the roots of the same person there. Zilla had fallen for that person. The one who took the time to understand her, to see past the surface and the mistakes, the mud and the grime, to the truest part of her.
 
“Oh,” Bronwyn gasped as Zilla ran her hand over the soaked lace. She pushed it aside and brought her face closer.
 
Maybe if Bronwyn was a good girl, she’d bite her there instead.
 
Gently.
 
Zilla didn’t have time to wrench those panties down. She was too eager. She pushed them aside instead. Bronwyn gasped as Zilla parted her folds, running her fingers over the wetness, then down to her entrance.
 
She was going to taste her there. She was going to do it and it made her head spin and swim and her heart leap wildly.
 
She tasted her, skimming lightly over her clit, then running her tongue through those folds she’d just parted with her fingers. She was so soft, wet, heaven. Zilla loved the explosion of breath that came out of Bronwyn’s mouth, the eager pump of her hips up into her face, trying to get closer.
 
She plied her clit with her tongue again, feeling an explosion of sparks in her own core. She wanted something to grind on, something filling her. She wanted to touch herself, but she still had her clothes on.
 
“Oh my god,” Bronwyn hissed. “Zilla. The bed. I have—I have toys. Something for both of us. Let me take you there.”
 
She needed it. She couldn’t refuse. She had to ease back and let Bronwyn up. She was all dark eyes and messy hair, labored breaths and flushed cheeks already. While she crossed the room to her dresser, Zilla followed.
 
She wrenched her shirt off and practically tore her pants trying to get out of them. It only took Bronwyn a minute to find what she wanted, but Zilla was already naked by the time she turned around.
 
“Holy Jesus,” she yelped. She threw the toy onto the middle of the bed, deftly slipped out of her bra and panties, and stood naked there as well.
 
Zilla’s eyes tracked to the toy. This time, her cheeks might have got hot, but she was less mortified. This was how they would satisfy each other and there was nothing wrong with that. It was beautiful, even if they weren’t always just using their mouths or their fingers or their own bodies to do it.
 
“If you think it looks aggressive, trust me, it’s not. I’ll go slowly and explain everything.”
 
“Okay.”
 
Bronwyn wrapped her arms around Zilla and eased her back onto the bed. Her nipples were so hard and sensitive she nearly cried out as they bumped against Bronwyn’s chest. She claimed her mouth, running her hand down her body, thumbing her finger over one hard nipple. Zilla whimpered against her lips, her belly trembling. She was slick and wet between her thighs. She felt like she’d been drugged, the sensations sweeping and churning over her.
 
She was soaked and ready and she didn’t need any other foreplay. She’d spent days apart from this woman, needing her and wanting her, holding herself back so that she could try and think clearly. She’d known the answer all along. It was always going to be Bronwyn. Even if things were hard, even if took a heaping amount of forgiveness and understanding, even if there had been hurt there too.
 
“I’m going to put this on,” Bronwyn whispered huskily. She reached for the strap on. The fact that it was a bright purple made Zilla smile so wide that her cheeks hurt.
 
She watched Bronwyn quickly slip the straps onto herself. There was a smaller end of the toy and watching her fit it to her entrance and slip it inside, watching her eyes shutter closed as she filled herself with it, made Zilla lightheaded.
 
“Want you right beside me,” Bronwyn panted.
 
She lay beside Zilla and grasped her shoulders. Her lips were soft and welcoming, but her kiss was like steel. She thrust her tongue into Zilla’s mouth as she positioned her hips, slotting the end of the toy against Zilla’s entrance.
 
Zilla’s eyes were already closed, but her fingers curled into Bronwyn’s shoulders and she hung on tight as she was filled slowly.
 
There was no thought in her head, nothing but pleasure. Nothing but the slow stretch of being filled, the way it banished the ache that never seemed to stop. She pulsed around it, her walls clenched tight.
 
“When I move, we’ll both feel it.”
 
She did move, her hips thrusting back and pulsing forward and Zilla did feel everything. She felt every single movement, the toy plunging deep, the slow burn and the delicious grind. She hung on tight while Bronwyn pleased them both, teaching her, ushering her into a place where she wouldn’t have dared to go even in her wildest fantasies.
 
They were both close, Zilla could tell by the way their breaths changed and came out in hard pants and spurts. She grasped hard to Bronwyn and held on while she took them over the edge together.
 
Zilla leaned forward and sunk her teeth into Bronwyn’s shoulder to stifle the sound as her world exploded. The whole thing broke wide open as she came on the toy. She knew that no matter what was coming for them, whatever road they had to walk down, this was what she wanted. Bronwyn came too, shuddering and clasping tightly to Zilla, holding onto her like the entire world depended on the hold they had on each other.
 
Bronwyn’s cry of pleasure wasn’t stifled and for a brief second, Zilla forgot that they didn’t have to be quiet. That it was just the two of them in the small apartment, lost to each other in the most beautiful, elemental way.
 
After, they breathed together, neither of them moving, still clinging to each other.
 
Zilla’s eyes fluttered open and the first things she saw was Bronwyn’s dark pupils, the flush of her cheeks, her swollen lips arching into a smile.
 
Perfect. Wondrous. Beautiful. Hers.
 
She kissed her hard, unwilling to let her go.
 
Bronwyn eventually repositioned them, removing the toy and setting it aside before pulling Zilla back to her. Neither of them were willing to move, to break that contact.
 
“I want to belong to you,” Bronwyn said in hushed, silky tones. “I want to belong to you and only you. Will you date me? Will you move for me? Can we go somewhere and make a world that is ours?”
 
Zilla knew how much change was coming. It felt like an avalanche, but it also felt cleansing and healing after all the things of the past. Would it be perfect? No, of course not. There would still be the things that had happened already, the paths they’d walked to get to each other, the hardships and the challenges that they’d face. They’d still have to make their peace every single day with that, and not just with the past, but with the people in it, because they were also a part of their future. Their families. Their friends. Dillon.
 
Bronwyn grasped her hand. “I know it won’t be easy. Maybe it will always feel hard. I know that things might not be as settled as we want with- with your work. With Dillon, with my job too. Whatever happens, it wasn’t perfect and it’s not going to be, but I’m still in it with you. As long as I’m yours, I can make it through. I’ll follow you to St. Louis if that’s where you want to go. Or anywhere. You and Lion and Paddy. You’re all a part of me now. Family. Part of my heart and soul. When I met you, I had no idea how important you were going to be. I had no idea that miracles were even possible.”
 
‘Miracles?”
 
“Yes. All of you. All three of you.”
 
“Do you really think we can make a good life together after everything?”
 
We. Not I. We.
 
Bronwyn nodded, her eyes misty. “Yes. Yes, I absolutely believe we can.”




Epilogue
Bronwyn


“Bronwyn! Bronwyn! Look!”
 
It felt so good to have the kids use her real name. They might have been using it for months, but it was probably never going to get old. It would always have that special feel to it. Maybe because it was them too. She loved how Paddy said it so insistently all the time, so boldly. It was adorable how Lion stumbled over the syllables, and most of the time called her Bomwin.
 
She didn’t mind being a Bomwin. Just as long as she didn’t ever have to be a Colette again.
 
“Oh my goodness!” Bronwyn knelt down on the floor so she could peer into the snail’s bowl, “it finally happened! Little snails!”
 
“So many!” Lion jumped up and down, clapping his hands together.
 
“We’re going to have a snail factory soon,” Paddy announced. “We’ll have to get more tanks and then they’ll have babies and we’ll have to get more tanks for them and then more and more and more until the whole house is tanks and snails.”
 
Bronwyn laughed. She could very well see it happening. There must have been twenty tiny little specs in the bowl, newly hatched baby snails just starting out their lives. “We’ll have to get a few bowls for sure, but maybe we can find good homes for them. Give them away to families that want a pet as well and will give them lots of love just like you guys give Herman so much love?”
 
She expected the kids to hate that idea. That there might even be tears, but they surprised her, as they often did.
 
“Okay,” Paddy agreed, “but only if they love them lots.”
 
“Yeah, we’ll have more,” Lion was all smiles.
 
“You should go pounce on your mom and wake her up. She has to be at work in an hour. Tell her all about the new snails while I start our breakfast.”
 
The kids ran off, screaming wildly. Bronwyn was an earlier riser than Zilla was. She worked at their house, watching the kids. Paddy would be going into kindergarten in six months, and it wouldn’t be long until Lion was also in school. It would be weird having the house so quiet, having so much time to focus and concentrate on her writing.
 
The biggest change about going from working in an office with deadlines to working for yourself was self-imposing a schedule and sticking to it. Sometimes, in order for her to get her articles finished, she had to wait until Zilla was home to distract the kids, but it wasn’t a big deal. Zilla worked part time. She’d got a job at a construction company, working as a junior accountant. It wasn’t anything like her last job and the position wasn’t a senior one, but that’s what she wanted. It would take a long time for the wounds of the past to heal, Bronwyn knew. Zilla didn’t fully even trust herself anymore, but they were working on that. Bronwyn would tell the most wonderful woman she knew that she was the best woman in the entire world, past be damned, and one day, she would believe it when she heard it.
 
To Bronwyn, Zilla was still a hero. She’d saved a man who hurt her. She’d saved her children and their father. She’d had to make the hardest decision and she was still paying for it. It might always bother her, even for the rest of her life, but she’d made that sacrifice. She would have made a thousand more if she’d had to. She would have paid every cent of that money back if Dillon hadn’t stepped up and done it.
 
She didn’t blame him. She didn’t even hate him.
 
Which was truly remarkable.
 
Even when he didn’t call. Even when he seemed to have disappeared out of his children’s lives. Zilla was still hopeful. She still left messages. Sent emails. Even wrote Christmas cards and sent a package. She never said one bad thing about Dillon to the kids. She answered all their questions the best way she knew how.
 
Zilla signed the divorce papers months ago, right after Dillon moved to London. She put the house up for sale after her last day at her company, and it sold within a week. It left them scrambling a little, and they had to rent an apartment in St. Louis for a few months before they’d found a house. It wasn’t perfect, but it was theirs, and since they were sharing it together, there was tons of love, happiness, and laughter.
 
It might not have been their forever home, but that was okay too. Bronwyn liked that they were leaving their options open. Since everyone thought they were crazy anyway, it didn’t hurt to consider moving again, to even consider travelling and maybe living in other countries. Homeschooling the kids if they had to.
 
And one day, having one of their own.
 
Yes, they’d talked about it. Bronwyn was open to the idea, a few years down the road. She wouldn’t mind giving Lion and Paddy another brother or sister. She thought she despised kids, but she’d been wrong. She just didn’t have any experience with them. Having the experience of getting pregnant, carrying a baby, giving birth—that was sacred. She now realized just how much, and one day, she knew that she’d want it and want to do it with Zilla.
 
“I hear that we’re raising a big snail army,” Zilla said, walking into the kitchen with Paddy and Lion.
 
Bronwyn had the blender out. She hadn’t even started taking things out of the fridge, but the kids could help. They loved that.
 
She leaned over and kissed Zilla. Lion and Paddy both pretend gagged.
 
“Alright then, you two. I need yogurt, milk, strawberries, and carrot juice. I’ve already got the bananas. Should we have a fridge treasure hunt?”
 
“Yeah!” Paddy flung open the fridge door a little too hard.
 
Lion dived in, shoving his sister out of the way to grab the yogurt before she could get it.
 
“I don’t want stinky carrots,” Paddy said, grabbing the jug of juice anyway.
 
“Too bad. You won’t even know they’re there,” Zilla said. She’d had to convince Bronwyn of the same thing, but she’d been right.
 
Smoothies were on the breakfast menu every single morning. Zilla took hers to work. She worked kind of odd hours, from ten in the morning until three in the afternoon. Sometimes weekends. Sometimes evenings if they were busy and needed it.
 
“Smoothies and toast?” Bronwyn asked, already reaching for the toaster. The kids never turned down a piece of bread with honey or butter.
 
“Yeah! When’s it ready?” Lion bounced up and down on his toes frantically, grasping the edge of the counter.
 
Before they could start swinging off it, Zilla put her hands on the kids’ shoulders and guided them to the table. She got them sitting down and soon Bronwyn had two small smoothies ready to distract them with. The toast wasn’t long in coming.
 
While the kids ate at the table, Zilla leaned over the counter.              
 
The company was casual and let their staff wear jeans to work in the office. Zilla still often opted for a blouse, even though she’d given up her slacks on the first day at her new job and hadn’t gone back. She took something out of her back pocket and set it on the counter.
 
“What’s that?” Bronwyn picked up the brochure. She unfolded it, smoothing out the two creases.
 
“Someone at work booked this trip to Thailand. I know you write travel articles for a living now, but I thought that maybe… Maybe you would want to look at it? I was checking prices over there, and they’re insanely good. We could—if you ever wanted to—we could try it first. See how the kids do. I know it’s a long way, but it’s gorgeous. I think it would be a neat adventure,” she paused meeting Bronwyn’s eye. “You could even work online, and I could—I don’t know. I would find something,” she smiled. “Teaching English even? But we have money saved from the house sale and it’s not so expensive to live. Maybe I could just home school the kids for a few years.”
 
“Oh wow!” They’d talked about this, talking was one thing, but thinking about doing it for real was just so- so real.
 
“You don’t want to?” Zilla tried not to look disappointed, but she could never hide how she felt. Not from Bronwyn.
 
“I do want to. I write tons of articles, all different kinds, and I’ve written a few on Thailand. You’re right. It’s amazing. There are so many other countries to see and travel is cheap, even to places like Europe. We can for sure go. I think it’s a lot of paperwork to get started on, but if you’re willing, then I’m certainly willing.”
 
Zilla threw her arms around her neck and hugged her close. The sheer joy and love Bronwyn felt nearly overwhelmed her. She had to say it, those words that she often couldn’t keep inside, no matter how many times a day she’d said them already, “I love you.”
 
“I love adventures with you,” Zilla responded. “I love life with you. I love having a family with you. Doing the little things, the crappy things, the fun things, the boring and exciting things. I love all of it. I’m never going to stop loving it.”
 
“What are we going to tell our families?” It was starting to become an inside joke for them. “Oh right. That we’re going on another crazy adventure because we’ve lost our minds entirely.”
 
“Yup,” Zilla’s laugh was magical in her ear. “That’s exactly what I was going to suggest.”
 
THE END
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