
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			The Art of Love

			In the game of love, there can only be two winners.

			Architect Jolly Andolini has built her career on both award-winning structures and meaningful connections—but has no talent for it when it comes to her love life. Margot “Mimi” Mulle’s star is rising in the art world, and she’s finally getting her big break with her first major gallery show. Thrilled, she invites Jolly as her date.

			But when gallery owner Bianca Griffin sets her sights on Jolly, she’s determined to win her affection, even if it means upsetting Mimi. Sparks fly, loyalties are tested, and hearts collide as they navigate the unpredictable nature of their hearts.

			In the art of love, will destiny decide who belongs together?

			Content advisory: infidelity
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            Chapter One





			“Fanculo!”

			“No means no, Alexandro.” Jolly Andolini hated having these conversations with clients, especially when they repeated the word “fuck” in Italian on a loop as if that would make a difference. That was especially true of clients who built or wanted to renovate in areas with historical commissions who were intent on not changing anything they deemed, well, historic. Members of those types of entities would rather the buildings crumble and cave in than allow anyone to change one damn thing about them.

			“No means I am not trying hard enough.” He laughed.

			“You’re impossible, and remember, that applies to any women you’re seeing,” she joked. Alexandro seemed to have a revolving door on his bedroom, and she had to admire the guy’s stamina considering his age. Viagra had to be a godsend to guys like him.

			“All I want is a gym, Andolini.” Alexandro said her name with the perfect Italian accent even she had trouble achieving. “Did you see any while you were in Venice?” he asked, not waiting for her to answer. “No, because there are none. Do you want me to die from a bad heart because of all the pasta?”

			“It might be easier to buy a rowboat and paddle up and down the Grand Canal to get your cardio.” On her drafting table she had rolled out the blueprints for the palazzo Alexandro had purchased in the heart of Venice on the Grand Canal. She ran her fingers over it, knowing the place had sat empty for twelve years, so just making it livable would be a major project. “Or perhaps one of us could get sworn into the mafia so we can move things along.”

			“It’s the cosa nostra, amica, the mafia is an American thing, as you say. And I have faith in you to do this without selling your soul to the mob,” Alexandro said with a low chuckle that Jolly took as concession. She loved him, but he was a pain in the ass. “If this takes much longer, I might consider the life of a wiseguy. I’d have to be the one who joins, since your Italian needs work.”

			“Faith is relative, since you know what the commission is like. Had you not purchased right on the Grand Canal, we might’ve had some chance they’d bend. You, though, bought right next door to the Gritti Palace.”

			“Fanculo,” he said again with passion. “Those bastards are ridiculous, calling and calling about every little thing.” She heard something slam down. It was time to talk him out of the tantrum building.

			“Fuck is right, but we’re working on it. I also have Mario walking through the Gritti every day finding code violations. Once we hit fifty, we’ll call them in so they’ll be too busy dealing with their shit to worry about our project.” The Gritti Palace was a five-star resort hotel right next to Alexandro’s place, and the manager acted as if he owned the property and had to protect it at everyone else’s expense. The last thing the asshole wanted was a neighbor with Alexandro’s reputation for partying. “For now, I have all the information I need to come up with solutions and give you everything on your list. I’ll get back to you in a week.”

			“Fantastico,” he said, way too loud for how early it was her time.

			“Grazie, Alexandro, and remember to check your world clock before you get any other ideas. If I lose any more sleep, I might miss putting in foundation columns,” she said, loving his laugh.
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        * * *

      

			Elvis’s “Love Me Tender” was barely audible from the speakers above Jolly, and she sang along while pulling out another set of blueprints that needed finishing touches. Bianca Griffin lived in San Francisco but had fallen in love with New Orleans and the eclectic art scene. She wanted a house built to very specific characteristics, and Jolly had turned her down when she’d first explained what she wanted. She was moving to open a gallery featuring well-known, worldwide artists, as well as showcasing the new talent New Orleans was rich with.

			That had piqued Jolly’s interest. And while ultra-modern was something she could appreciate, like polka-dot dresses in store windows, she’d never be caught dead in one. Those types of places were somewhat easy to design, but she’d concentrated on historical renovations and had enough projects lined up to keep her busy for years to come in the States and in Europe. New builds were handled by her partner and cousin, Tim Andolini, but Ms. Griffin had been insistent on hiring Jolly for the design.

			They had yet to meet, but as with Alexandro, they’d had plenty of telephone conversations about what kind of house Bianca wanted. Jolly was an architect who worked for the challenge, not for the money. She was successful with the projects she’d chosen, even if they came with plenty of headaches. Bianca had asked her to drive by the lot that she’d had to fight to get. It was one of the last large lots in old Metairie, and it deserved a house that would do it justice.

			After a couple of weeks of asking, Jolly had given in. The land—more than Bianca’s begging and sad story about how she’d paid way too much—was what had gotten her to give in and design the house. An acre that overlooked Lake Pontchartrain with mature oak trees did indeed need the right house, and the Andolini and Andolini Architect Firm would deliver the perfect one while also saving the trees. Cutting down something that had survived for at least three hundred years was a sin to someone who’d been raised to respect wood. Wood was one of the reasons Jolly disliked modern architecture. All that metal, concrete, sleek lines, and glass had no character, and she’d been raised to save what made old houses treasures. She also knew how to recreate that in new places, and she was proud of the buildings she’d not only designed but overseen.

			The chair at her drafting table creaked when she stretched. Both the chair and the table showed their age in the scratches, dings, and cigar burns from when her grandfather Francois had owned it. The pieces were some of her prized possessions since she could almost feel the old man with her as she worked. His creations were some of the most beautiful buildings in the city, and they were her go-to spots when she needed inspiration.

			“Couldn’t sleep?” Tim asked from the doorway of her office at six thirty. They’d been born six days apart and had bonded almost from birth. They had a closer relationship than she had with her siblings, and Tim probably knew every secret she’d ever thought to have. She had brothers, but Tim was her rock as well as her best friend.

			“Alexandro called at four,” she said. “He can never quite get the time difference right, at least that’s what he says. I think he calls whenever the mood strikes him, my sleep schedule be damned.” She’d spent three weeks in Venice going through the palazzo Alexandro had purchased with an engineer and the ministry of antiquities to see what could be changed and how the rest could be restored. “Once he talked about tile for forty-five minutes straight, I was up and drove in.”

			“He does realize we can’t move forward until we get the permits? Retrofitting that first floor to make it usable is going to take an act of whatever the hell kind of congress they have.”

			“Oh, he understands it, but he also likes to complain about it.” She laughed. “Since we shared three espressos while we talked, I’m wired enough to draft a whole neighborhood. The one good thing about getting up this early is I’m finishing the last few things on the Griffin house. We’re good to go since the additions had more to do with the driveway design and minimizing the damage to the rooting system of all those trees.”

			“I’m sure she’ll be thrilled to hear that. With no rain and the perfect amount of heat, the foundation has cured enough to start construction. Marlin is overseeing Hank and Pepe’s crews, and they have most of the first-floor framing done. Pepe’s guys were available due to a snag with materials at their job.” Tim liked taking care of the scheduling, which was great because she sucked at it. “We have them there for the next week and a half, so they should make good progress.”

			The reason their firm was sought after was that they not only designed the projects but had a construction company with three crews who brought them to life. All had been trained by Jolly, and the older guys who were site managers had been brought into the family business by their grandfather. Marlin had been a seventeen-year-old immigrant from Honduras when he’d asked their grandfather for a job, and he was now her construction manager for all their projects in New Orleans.

			“Great.” She rolled up the changes she’d made and slipped them into a tube. “Can you get these to Rudy and let him know only sand on the brick parts?”

			“Where are you going?”

			“I want to oversee the joists for the second floor. It’s a new design for height and noise reduction, and it’s only the second place we put them in.” She grabbed her bag and keys, ready to head out. “See you soon, partner.”

			Tim saluted as she waved from the truck she’d had since high school, when she’d started working for her grandfather. The Andolini Construction logo on the door was faded, but it brought back so many memories. Her tool belt was on the front seat, the floor was covered in sawdust, and the seats were worn, but she wouldn’t trade it for anything.

			The drive to the lake made her think of Bianca Griffin and her upcoming move. She’d been an interesting client, one who understood the importance of character when it came to a home. Growing up in San Francisco had seemingly given Bianca an appreciation for grand homes and the architecture that made them memorable. Yet she had her own opinions and wasn’t afraid to voice them.

			Their phone conversations had been pleasant, and they seemed to agree on almost everything. There’d been something nice about getting to know someone over the phone and not in a tiny Zoom square. Jolly had enjoyed it as much as putting the plans together. This would be one of her better projects, and Bianca hadn’t complained about any add-ons, so the final product would be something to be proud of.

			They hadn’t met, but Jolly could pick Bianca out of a lineup. When discussing the kitchen layout, to show the gist of what she wanted, Bianca had emailed her a magazine, which also had an article about the art dealer with a talent for finding the next big thing. The photo layout that accompanied the article had made Jolly and Tim conclude that women like Bianca turned a person’s brain to mush. There was beautiful, and then there was Bianca Griffin; one flirty smile was enough to make a person forget their own name.

			Sometimes, though, a pretty smile came with the belief that someone could get their own way no matter what. Jolly hoped meeting her wouldn’t ruin the illusion.

			“You’re not dating her,” she said to herself as she turned down the street leading to the property. “Finish the project and move on.”

			Bianca had finally arrived and would be coming out to the site to review everything before they got too far along. That was usually code for “I want to change almost everything,” but maybe she’d surprise Jolly this time.

			Her phone rang with a call from Tim as she strapped her tool belt on. “Hey, did I forget something?” she asked. There was silence after that, and she was about to hang up when she caught the conversation from Tim’s end. When it was a client she needed to know about, he’d call and place the phone on speaker so she could listen in.

			“Ms. Griffin, the foundation is done, and the framing should be finished in a couple of days. If this weather holds, you should have a roof and a roughing out of all the spaces by next week.” Tim stuttered a little, and it was enough for her to tease him later. Pretty girls made him nervous, which made her wonder how he’d convinced Pam to date him, much less marry him. “If you have any questions or concerns, you can call either me or Jolly, and we’ll be happy to help.”

			“Thanks, Tim. Let’s hope that’s true. I’ve discovered I detest apartment living. My house sold sooner than I thought, so I didn’t have much of a choice but to move into what seems like a box with three small windows. I’m looking forward to the space this is going to give me. I’ve only been in the place for a couple of days, and I’ve already had enough.” Bianca laughed, and it sounded carefree and sexy to Jolly as she leaned against the side of the truck.

			Jolly glanced over the construction site. Building something in a space like this changed it forever, so the secret was to enhance the land, not make people cringe when they drove by. Finding this much land in this area was as much a miracle as someone parting the Mississippi River, but Bianca kept mentioning how much over asking she’d paid, saying she was counting on them.

			“The thing about New Orleans is, it rains a lot, so don’t be disappointed if the timeline changes a bit,” Tim said, and Jolly cringed. There was no reason to antagonize someone like this until it was necessary. Sexy could turn to bitchy fast when delays started piling up.

			“I understand not everything goes according to plan, but do your best to finish in a reasonable amount of time. It’s why I picked you and have trusted you to this point.” The serious tone marked a change in Bianca’s mood. She had initially listened and agreed to the additions Jolly had suggested, but now it sounded like emotion was setting in.

			“We appreciate every client, Ms. Griffin, but I wanted to be honest. Fall weather here usually adds up to warm, shower-filled days we need to work around. If the roof and outer walls can be finished before that happens, the guys can move inside.”

			“Good. If you could be done by Thanksgiving, that’d be great. My parents are coming in, and I’d like to host.”

			They’d had a few demanding people like Bianca, but they usually stuck to the city’s old neighborhoods, preferring the charm of New Orleans’s architectural masterpieces of wood, plaster walls, and slate roofs erected decades before. They were more desirable than the stodginess of the suburbs. Even a renovation, though, wouldn’t be done by Thanksgiving, and this was a large new build. “Speak up, Timothy.”

			“I doubt Thanksgiving will be possible this year, so you might want to rethink that,” Tim said, and it sounded like he’d found his footing. “Maybe invite them for Christmas or Mardi Gras. The spring, when the purple martins come back to town, would also be a good time.”

			The lakefront didn’t lack sprawling, beautiful homes, mostly owned by older people looking for a quiet lifestyle. For age and historical homes, the city was the only place, but the suburbs did have a certain charm. It was also a paradise for purple martins lovers. The birds migrated in the spring to roost under the twenty-four-mile-long Lake Pontchartrain bridge, leaving for warmer climates in the fall.

			Surprisingly, it was the martins that brought a renewed interest to the area. Bird lovers of every age sat on the lake’s levees every afternoon to watch the black clouds of birds return to their nests after consuming their weight in mosquitoes as if someone had rung a dinner bell at dusk. After the nightly show, people went back to exercising as if it was their job. The suburbs also had plenty of very tanned people who consumed a lot of kale and did hot yoga, whatever the hell that was.

			Jolly had designed a home that’d blend in with the large oaks and Lake Pontchartrain at the back. It would have large windows to not only infuse the rooms with light but allow the occupants to see the natural beauty around them.

			From the veranda of the main bedroom suite, Bianca would be able to sit and watch the flight of the punctual insect-eating machines and the ancient trees. She had mentioned plenty on the phone, but at no time had the Thanksgiving holidays come up, so this was Bianca reaching.

			“Will the infamous Jolly ever be around for me to thank for this great house you two are building me?” The happy Bianca was back.

			“Jolly isn’t much for being in the office on days like this, Ms. Griffin.” Tim laughed. He knew her so well. “Remember, it’s not too late if you want to make changes to the rooms. Once the frame is up, changes will cost money and create delays.”

			“Thanks, Tim, I’ll expect weekly updates.”

			“You got it,” he said, and Jolly waited for him to be alone.

			“Weekly updates? That’s giving her permission to show her fangs,” she said and sighed. “Did she say when she’d get out here? If we have to rip out anything, I’m going to let you and Marlin deal with her.”

			Tim laughed and seemed to fumble with the phone. “It might be soon.” He coughed. “She was here and has good taste in cars. She’s getting into a midnight blue BMW X7 that matches the skirt she has on. In that car she could be there in minutes,” he teased. “You should be here checking it out for yourself.”

			“Get away from the window, pervert, before she sees you and reports us to the Better Business Bureau. Now I’m not so keen on meeting her. She seems like a hoverer. I hate those. Is there anything else, or are you goofing off for the rest of the day?”

			Tim exhaled as if he’d lost patience with her. “I’m entertaining clients. You’ll never know what I’m up to if you’re never here.”

			“If you want to play Lincoln Logs with big pieces, come by. Was she happy with her final draft?” Jolly walked up the levee to look at the lake and get away from the noise of the trucks delivering the lumber they would need for the rest of the framing. The anticipation of creating something was starting to burn through her, but having to deal with demanding clients put a damper on that. From the short conversation she’d heard, Bianca wasn’t anything special.

			“She was. Her only disappointment was that the genius who did them wasn’t here to bask in her praise.”

			“That’s what I have you for, Timmy. You’re supposed to charm the clients into loving the plans and having confidence in the building process. I’m sure she’d rather I see to the construction of her house than spend time at the office staring out the window.”

			“Why in the hell did you waste all that time in architectural school if you really wanted to be a carpenter? You should’ve concentrated on project management. I believe one of the courses was how to spit, scream at people, and get your pants to hang low enough to see your butt crack. You would’ve aced it.” He tapped his finger on the receiver to be aggravating, she guessed.

			“I do not spit.”

			“No, but I’ve heard that mouth of yours. You’re like a sailor when you want to be. I miss you around here.”

			“I told you to take on as many projects as you want, but—”

			“I know, I know. When someone spends this kind of money and has envisioned this kind of space, they deserve your all. I worry about you overextending.”

			“I know, buddy, it’s why I love you so much.” Jolly made a loud kissing noise into the phone. “We should pride ourselves on the stuff we put our name on. Integrity means everything, and I know you feel the same.”

			“You aren’t your old man, Jolly. Cookie cutter isn’t your style, and that’s why I love you so much.”

			“Thanks, but think, if you’d stayed with the firm, you’d be rich by now,” she teased.

			“You’ve already made me rich, and the bonus is you attract all the beautiful, artsy kind of people who wouldn’t go near Uncle Phillip. Thanks to you, I can live vicariously in my own little twisted fantasies watching you date your way through New Orleans.”

			“I’ll make sure and mention that to Pam the next time I see her.” She waved to Marlin and started down the slope to get to work.

			“Pam knows what I’m capable of, and she married me anyway. Good thing there’s a large streak of eccentric running down the center of her family tree. Now get going, and I’ll call if there are any other surprises today.” Tim made his own kissing noises, making her laugh.

			She turned and gazed out over the water and the ten small sailboats clustered together. Tim had taken sailing lessons with her when they were twelve, even though he was terrified of the water. He’d proven himself loyal over and over, but not thinking twice about following her out the door of her father’s firm was the greatest gift he’d ever given her. Their partnership and collaborations kept her work clean and fresh. In their six short years together as business partners, they had made Architectural Digest ten times, so he was right, they were doing more than all right.

			Tim had married his high school girlfriend, and they were planning a family. Both he and Pam wanted the same for Jolly, but she’d spent a lifetime of watching her parents go at each other, so marriage was the last thing she wanted.

			Phillip Holland, her father, was so different from her, she doubted he was her biological parent. She’d made the break from him permanent by changing her name to her mother’s maiden name, Andolini, as a tribute to her grandfather. Papa Francois, as Tim and Jolly called him, was the real reason Jolly had studied architecture. Papa Francois had built beautiful things all his life, and she wanted to continue his legacy.

			Their grandfather had been a hero to both Tim and Jolly, but especially to her. His children had married two very different people, but his two firstborn grandchildren had formed a bond that time had only strengthened.

			“Let’s get this done,” she said, shaking hands with Marlin. It wasn’t often she wasted time thinking of her dad, but Alexandro’s call reminded her that he had never ventured out of the area. Courage to try new things had come from the Andolini side of her genetic pool. She was through reminiscing. “Then we can concentrate on the Atlanta project.”







			

    
            Chapter Two





			“How’d it go? All set with the house?” Lisa Whitney asked.

			Bianca combed her shoulder-length hair back before twitching her jacket back into place. She’d taken her heels off, wanting to walk the gallery while it was empty. It would never have this naked feeling again if she could help it. New Orleans was lucky to have her, and she’d do everything she had to in order to keep their eyes on her from the day the gallery opened.

			She’d lucked out finding an assistant like Lisa, and was fortunate she’d decided to make the move with her. Together with a small staff from San Francisco, they’d put together one of the best shows the local art scene had seen for their upcoming New Orleans debut. The space Lisa had found for the gallery was phenomenal. From the guest list and inquiries for more invites, they were off to a good start.

			“If it doesn’t start to rain every day, Tim said everything should go smoothly. Once the roof is done, it can rain every day for all I care. I need out of that apartment, I haven’t been able to find half my stuff in all the boxes. This outfit and the other three I’ve managed to put together are the only ones I have that actually match. I’m starting to think the movers tossed some of my stuff out so they wouldn’t have to carry it upstairs.”

			Lisa laughed. “I’m sure you won’t mind shopping. I’d have gotten something better, but both Tulane and Loyola are back in school next week. They leased all the good places in the area, so it was either the one I found you or one of those large complexes.”

			Bianca laughed at how well Lisa knew her. There was only one way she knew how to live, and that was with order and beautiful surroundings. She was known for her organizational skills, as well as her aggressive nature to go after new and exciting artists. Being exiled to a small space for six months was about to kill her.

			“It would’ve been great to find a house and renovate, but I think I’m going to be happier if I can get everything I want. Besides, new construction is better than renovations. I’ve seen those shows, and it’s one nightmare after another.”

			“I’ll say a prayer for drought conditions until you’re done.” Lisa had her planner out and pointed to it. “Are you ready to go over the opening?”

			“Definitely, it’s why we’re here. Have Mimi’s pieces started to arrive yet?” Bianca walked to her office past the empty walls that had been painted for their opening in a week.

			“The truck is at Mimi’s now, so they should be able to start hanging by tomorrow morning. Before you ask, we’re already at full capacity, and the caterers will send you the final list this afternoon.”

			Bianca smiled up from the ton of mail on her desk. “I love that you can read my mind. If we’re lucky, we’ll sell out opening night. Mimi’s going to be a hot commodity after this, and I want her experience with us to be memorable. It’ll make the next artist easier to work with.”

			“I don’t think that’s going to be a problem. Mimi’s work is already a hot commodity since it’s the best I’ve seen in forever. She’s just been picky about who displays her stuff, so we’re lucky. Anything else?” Lisa slammed the book closed and took out her phone.

			“Yes, make sure we have the gallery covered this week. We have our major buyers coming, and we want to impress. I want to spend some time out at the construction site to get a feel for the space before they get too far along.”

			“Boss,” the receptionist said.

			“Yes?” she yelled through her office door, wondering why they weren’t using the intercom.

			“Mimi Mulle’s on line one for you.”

			Bianca took a breath and picked up the receiver. “Mimi, hello. I was just talking about you. Did the guys get there all right?”

			“They’re packing up crates as we speak. I just wanted to call and let you know I’ll be out of town for a couple of days, so just leave a message if you need anything. I’ll have my cell, but the place I’m going has spotty service at times.”

			“Don’t worry about anything, and have fun. We’ll get together at the beginning of next week to make sure you’re happy with the display before the opening.”

			“Thanks, Bianca. I trust you with the display and with the work. I’m looking forward to working with you. I know you and Lisa will make the show a success. Call and leave a message if you have any problems.”

			“Anything else?” Bianca asked Lisa.

			“I’ll stay and wait for the delivery, so start your weekend early if you want. We’re not hanging anything until the walls have cured for a few more days.”
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        * * *

      

			She had dedicated the weekend to emptying as many boxes as she could so she’d have room to walk around her apartment. This morning, she’d driven out to the construction site and was pleased by how none of the trees had been sacrificed to make room for the foundation. The large slab of cement and framing looked like a blank canvas waiting for someone to create something wonderful that would be all hers.

			She smiled thinking of the first day she’d walked this little piece of the world that’d belonged to her father. He’d inherited the land from an aunt, and when he’d seen the light that filtered through the trees in the afternoon, he’d thought she’d be in heaven if she had a studio facing the lake.

			That dream was getting closer, and she couldn’t wait to get back to her true passion of painting. At first, Jolly and Tim had turned her down and offered to put her on the waiting list, but she’d told Jolly a white lie about paying over asking for the land. She’d done a good job of crying that after the trouble of getting the lot and paying so much, she wanted the best firm to design the house. Jolly had given in, and it’d been worth it. So far, they were ahead of schedule, and she loved the renderings Jolly had sent of the final product.

			Her phone buzzed, and she smiled. “Hey, Mom,” she said, closing her eyes and turning her face to the sun.

			“Hi, sweetheart. What’s got you up so early on a Sunday morning?” her mother asked.

			“Checking the construction and enjoying the trees,” This spot really was perfect.

			“How’s it looking? Have you met the architect?”

			“I stopped by, but she wasn’t in.”

			“I think you need to make meeting her a priority. She could be a nut for all you know,” her mom said with the same exasperation she saved for most everything in her life that bothered her. Hillary Griffin lived to bend the world to her will.

			“Hill,” Bianca’s dad said, “come on. Bianca knows what she’s doing. I’ve seen the plans, and they’re a winner, baby.” She could always count on her dad to back her up on anything she wanted to do. He often told her how proud he was of all she’d accomplished with his initial investment after school. He’d had to pump more money into her business than she’d imagined, but she was determined to pay it all back. Both her parents wanted her to succeed and were always encouraging when they made their joint calls. They had the type of relationship she wanted.

			“Thanks, Daddy, and he’s right, Mom. I love the design. Tim and Jolly were the firm that did Tish and Allen’s house, and you love their place.” She stepped inside the shell of framing and tried to imagine the finished product. “When are you two coming for a visit? I threw Thanksgiving out there, but Tim told me to forget it. A bit of gentle shoving might change his mind.”

			“Six weeks, but call if you need anything.” Her parents were on their annual summer vacation in Europe, so except for the daily postcards and phone calls, she never knew where they were.

			“Great, there should be significant progress by then if they keep up this pace.” She stepped back out to the cloudless sky and took a deep breath. “I can’t wait to see you both.” The wood around the entrance to her three-car garage was rough against her arm when she leaned against it, and she smiled as her parents said their goodbyes.

			She had to get back to work, and she drove back toward New Orleans with a newfound sense of the place. It was the perfect time to stop by the gallery and walk the floor without any distractions. The quiet helped her figure out the right place for every piece. The one thing she knew for certain was that she’d made the right move leaving San Francisco. Her new house and gallery would help her forget all the bad memories.

			This was the new start she deserved, and she couldn’t wait to build a new existence here.
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        * * *

      

			“God, I’m tired, and I haven’t done shit in days,” Margot “Mimi” Mulle said as she loaded two small canvases into the back of the new electric blue Land Rover. The vehicle had been a gift on her last birthday, and it still made her nervous to get behind the wheel. A weekend of sand, water, and margaritas was worth the drive and would hopefully knock her out of the creative slump she’d been in for the last month. Since her art took loads of creativity, it was a little disconcerting to have so little going on in her head.

			A blank white canvas was like the dreaded blinking cursor on a computer screen to a writer. Mimi was an artist, and she was in the studio almost every day because she loved it. Mixing paint and bringing out her vision was something she wanted to do until she couldn’t hold a brush any longer, but finishing her first big show had left her drained.

			“Honey, you have to give yourself some major slack,” Vanessa said.

			On their first day of kindergarten, Vanessa had tried to steal the pink crayon out of Mimi’s box, and Mimi had punched her on the side of the head. They’d been sent to the principal’s office together and been best friends ever since. That was also the year she’d gotten the nickname Mimi, as opposed to Margot, since she always raised her hand when the teacher asked something and screamed “me, me.” She’d done that until the day she graduated but had learned to control the screaming part after raising her hand.

			“That had to be hell coming up with all those fantastic pieces. And trust me, I’m not trying to flatter you. The show is going to be a sellout when people get a look at what you’ve done. Unless they’re blind, they’ll see your heart in each canvas.”

			“She’s right,” Iris said. She had completed the trio in high school, and they always had Mimi’s back. “It’s normal for your brain to be mush after all that work. Once you smell the salt water and feel the sand on your ass, you’ll be fine.”

			“Getting sand on my ass is the last thing I’m planning, but thanks for coming.” Mimi finished loading the bags and slapped her hands together. “Are we ready?”

			“An awesome beach house, loaded bar, and secluded beach was in no way a hard sell, girlfriend.” Vanessa and Iris both kissed her cheeks. “It’ll be a blessing to get away from the little people for the weekend.” Vanessa was an art teacher at the highly competitive school for the arts, and all her students were “the little people,” even though some topped her by a foot.

			“It also gives us a chance to catch up,” Iris said, throwing her phone in her purse. The damn thing was so big, it reminded Mimi of carry-on luggage a person really needed to check. Iris seemed to have her whole life packed away in the damn thing, and if Mimi had to guess, there were at least five legal files, along with three bags of chips and a first aid kit inside. “The margaritas are a definite plus, not going to lie.”

			“Shut up and get in.” Mimi put her sunglasses on and wiggled in the seat to get comfortable.

			“What are you working on now?” Iris took the back seat.

			Mimi bit her bottom lip and shook her head. “Nothing really. I brought the canvases in case I get a whim, but I want to have fun with you two. A couple of days of fun should get me going again.”

			“If you’re interested in major changes, think about going on a date,” Vanessa said, putting her hand on her chest like it was some shocking revelation. “You can’t just paint your life away. If you start having sex on a regular basis, it’ll clear your head and relax you more than a weekend at the beach. Trust me, I speak from experience.”

			“I’ll have to remember that, but let’s stick to the weekend getaway for now.” She put her blinker on way early to have something to distract Vanessa from saying anything else. “Getting ready for the show just about killed me, so I want to pretend I’m a dental hygienist until Monday. I’m not ungrateful for the opportunity of a show, but the last couple of pieces felt like I’d rather be cleaning teeth. Not to knock hygienists, but that would be a slow, agonizing death for me.”

			“You’ve already made your mark, honey,” Iris said. “The show will get you more business, but you already sell well. What’s the problem?”

			“I know, but Mom called, and I was an idiot and answered the phone without looking at the caller ID.” She was the youngest of three, and her mother treated her like the black sheep because she hadn’t followed her wishes when it came to her career choices. Being an artist was right up there with crack dealer if you asked her mother.

			“Girl,” Vanessa said, lengthening the word. “You need to stop listening to the dragon lady and block her number. How you two are related is a bigger mystery than who killed Kennedy.”

			“How many times do I have to say it was the mob?” Iris said with exasperation. She always took the bait when it came to JFK, never mind that they weren’t born anywhere near when Kennedy was president. She’d read a million books having to do with every conspiracy theory out there, and this month, she was convinced it was the mob. “And Van’s right. You need to start looking before answering. There’s no reason to invite that kind of negativity into your life.”

			“I’m trying, but you both know I suck at confrontation. That ability obviously went to my siblings, and they didn’t want to share.”

			“We don’t want you to change a damn thing about yourself, so forget the shit and concentrate on the work you’ve done,” Vanessa said. “Actually, right now, concentrate on Britney.”

			Vanessa turned up the stereo after connecting her phone to get to the playlist they’d started in high school and added to every year. It was nice to sing loudly and laugh for the three hours it took them to reach Orange Beach, Alabama. The beach house had three bedrooms on the second level, a main suite on the third, and two large, covered decks. The view of the Gulf from up there was spectacular, and Mimi had painted it dozens of times.

			She stared at the series of small canvases covering one wall and remembered working on every single one. The sunsets were her favorites and were clustered in the middle in a random pattern. Maybe a few more of this view would be what it would take to get going again, but that would have to wait. Vanessa yelled up, so Mimi dropped her bag and joined them on the downstairs deck.

			“Why the hell don’t we come here more often?” Iris asked. She was opening a bottle of wine from the outdoor cooler they’d unlocked.

			“Because you two lead busy, respectable lives.” She walked out to a lounge chair, glad the house service had put the cushions out. “Had you chosen a loser lifestyle, we could get away more often.”

			“My friend, I know a couple of losers, represented a few, and you’ll never fall into that category,” Iris said.

			“We’ll find out next week.”

			
        
          
            [image: ornamental scene break]
          

        

        * * *

      

			“On three,” Jolly yelled down as she blinked the sweat out of her eyes.

			“You got it,” Marlin answered for the row of workers waiting to secure the section of outer wall for the second floor. They’d started at six to crane all the framing they’d constructed on the ground into place. The second floor would be the main living space of the house, with the bottom floor being garage and storage. This height would give an excellent view of the lake over the trees and levee.

			Jolly straddled the top of a fifteen-foot ladder, waiting for the guys to muscle the wall into place so they could release the crane straps. She was ready to hammer the pieces at the corners so they could get the two walls up. With any luck they could finish this part by lunch.

			“Okay, one, two, hold.” She loved the smell of pine when she got this close to the raw wood. A quick hammer stabilized the wall, and then she slid down to get to the other corner to repeat the process.

			“Why fourteen feet, boss?” asked Hank, the crew manager assigned to the project.

			“It’s a fifteen-foot levee, so if Ms. Griffin hopes to get a look at the lake from upstairs, she’ll get it by going up another four feet on each floor. With the two-foot floor joists in between floors, she’ll get a great view from the second and third floor. The size of the house will make it look great, and we’ll be able to go bigger on the crown molding to bring the scale down a little.” Jolly wiped her brow despite the cooler temperatures. She’d worn shorts and a T-shirt like the guys. This was the grunt part of the job, which she usually skipped, but she was supervising the new building techniques, so she was framing. “Take an hour, everyone.”

			The guys pulled out their coolers and headed for the trees for lunch. Most of them had been with her from the beginning and enjoyed what they did as much as she did. At first, they’d had doubts, not because she was a woman but because she was an architect. They’d thought she’d bitch about every aspect of the process, but they’d come around when they saw she was as good with a hammer as she was with a pencil.

			Her grandfather had loved to say she had a way with wood that could make anyone envious of her skill. The inside of the homes they had built together had a mix of wood, brick, and accent pieces that gave them a uniquely old-world style but a comfortable appearance. It was what she’d build for herself once she found the person she wanted to build a home for.

			“Boss, the lumber company’s back with the rest of the joists for the second floor,” one of the guys said.

			“Put it at the back and tell the guys to tarp them after lunch. I don’t want them warping if they get wet with dew. I want to finish by this afternoon, but let’s not take any chances.”

			“You got it, Jolly.”

			Once they started again, it took three hours to drop chalk lines throughout the space and Marlin on the ground to send up the correct inner walls. He came up once they were all in place, and together, they double-checked the measurements and ensured everything was plumb.

			“Coco,” Marlin called out to his son. The kid was fearless when it came to heights and was crazy hyperactive, so the crew had nicknamed him Coco Loco for some of his crazier stunts. “Get the stencils out and start marking the plumbing. Badger and his guys will be here in the morning, and I want all those pipes run as soon as they can finish.”

			“Okay, Papi.” Coco got a copy of the blueprints from Jolly. “Do you want me to put up the electrical box when I’m done with this?”

			“Sure, and be here early to run lines when Joe starts in the morning. You need more hours for your certification.” They were still subcontracting plumbing and electrical work, but with guys like Coco, they’d have that covered in no time.

			The work continued until six, when they knocked off after getting up the framework for the second floor. Jolly thanked everyone and did a quick inventory to ensure they had everything ready to get started in the morning. then headed to the office for a couple more hours of work on Alexandro’s project. Work took up most of her days and helped her forget that she was alone. Although she was alone, she wasn’t lonely, and hadn’t been from the day Mimi had come into her life.

			She made a call when she was back in the truck and smiled when she heard screaming on the other end. “Hey, I’d ask if you’re having fun, but I hear proof.”

			“Iris just dumped a piña colada on Van to make her get in the water.” Mimi always sounded like happiness to her, but even perky people needed a break every so often. “Are you working today?”

			“Finishing the framing on the lakefront place, and I’m headed to the office. Mario needs some stuff for Alexandro’s project, and if I can finish tonight, I’m taking tomorrow off.”

			“Tomorrow’s Saturday, Babe,” Mimi said, lowering her voice. “At least go out to eat. Don’t make me worry.”

			“I’m fine. I have a surprise coming for you guys, so answer the door in an hour.” The office was dark, which meant there would be no interruptions and she’d get home faster.

			“What is it?”

			“It’s called a surprise, sweet pea. Doesn’t count if I tell you,” she said, going in and picking up her messages. “Did you like the wall?”

			“I loved it.” Mimi blew a kiss into the phone and made her feel less tired. “You have a way of hanging stuff that makes it look like planned chaos, and it’s exactly what I wanted.”

			“Go have fun and know I miss you.” Jolly dropped her bag on the floor and flicked on her desk lamp.

			“I miss you more, and don’t work too late. When I call you back, you’d better be at home.”

			She could picture Mimi shaking her finger along with that reprimand. “See you soon.” The work kept her there for another two hours before she headed home. She didn’t mind living alone, but lately, she was starting to feel lonely even with Mimi in her life. “No sense in dwelling on it.” Lonely was temporary. Long-term happy relationships were an illusion perpetuated by Lifetime. “Maybe I should get a dog.”





 

    
            Chapter Three





			On Tuesday, Bianca made it to the site before the crew left for the day and talked to the manager to get his rough timeline on the completion date. From experience, she knew the worker bees were more honest, and she hadn’t heard from Tim in days. Whenever she’d asked for Jolly, the message was always “She’s out of the office.” She didn’t want to listen to that nagging voice in her head that sounded like her mother about hiring someone so unavailable, but it was getting louder.

			She’d come the day before, but the last vehicle had turned out of the lot as she turned in. Today, there was a crane lifting sheets of wood to the two workers who were doing what looked like a high wire act on top of the skeletal walls of the second floor. Yesterday, she’d noticed a lot of crosspieces of wood in the framing that appeared to be a waste to her, so she was there for answers.

			She left her suit jacket in the car, stepped out, and leaned against it as she watched one of the workers swing a hammer. She shielded her eyes from the sun and stared as a few more guys headed up.

			The woman she was gazing at was balanced on the balls of her feet swinging a hammer. She drove in the long nails they were using to secure the pieces with three forceful strokes, and Bianca could see why that looked so easy when she studied the tan, muscled arm. “Good God.”

			“That will be the last one, guys,” the woman yelled. “Take a break and we’ll get this floor done. Hopefully by Friday we’ll be ready for the roof.”

			“You got it. Heads up, boss.” The crane operator lifted the piece and swung it into place, waiting for the nails to go in before releasing the cable. None of the workers seemed to notice Bianca when she walked up into what would eventually be her dining room.

			She headed up the stairs to see what they were doing and was surprised when the female carpenter turned, knocking her back. That caused her right heel to break, which really unbalanced her, and she flailed her arms to stay upright.

			It appeared to be pure reflex when the woman grabbed her as she started to fall, letting her go just as fast when she was okay. It was only after the save that she noticed how dirty the woman’s gloves were and that the handprints on her Irish linen shirt were very noticeable.

			“Sorry, I didn’t see you. If you send the cleaning bill to the office, Tim will take care of it, Ms. Griffin. I really didn’t mean to startle you.”

			Bianca looked at the big hands the woman was holding up and wanted to cringe. “You big goober. You’re too high up to move that fast without looking. If this is how your manager runs this place, one of you will be dead before the end of the month. I’m not going to be held responsible for any work-related injuries because of people like you.” She didn’t realize how loud she’d gotten until she snapped her mouth shut. And when in the hell had she ever used the word “goober” in her life?

			The guys around them started chuckling, and that made her angrier, so she turned and glared at them. The laughing dried up instantly.

			“We run a safe operation, ma’am, and no one is allowed on the site but our workers. I’m sorry for your shirt and for scaring you. Did you need something?” The woman wiped her hands on the back of her shorts, and Bianca wanted to yell it was too late, but she already appeared unhinged.

			“No, I just came to see what was going on before heading to a meeting. I’m going to have to cancel since I look like I got mugged.” She pointed to her sleeves.

			“I apologize, but Tim will be happy to cover the cleaning costs or a new blouse if the wood sap doesn’t come out.” When the woman smiled, she had the best dimples Bianca had ever seen on a person. That bought a lot of forgiveness.

			She wanted to stay mad, but glancing up at the straight, light brown hair in a short ponytail and deep blue eyes was melting her righteous indignation. She shook her head to get her emotions under control, and the workers stayed quiet. The thought of her parents or Lisa’s face if she showed up on a date somewhere with a construction worker was almost worth asking the woman out. “I’ll live.”

			“Is there any way that I can make this up to you?” The woman put her hands up, laughing when she took a step back.

			“You could put your hands in your pockets and keep them there until I drive away.”

			“Fair enough. How about I walk you to your car to save you from getting any dirtier? Sorry about the shoe.”

			They were silent as they walked to her car, neither of them making eye contact. The woman opened Bianca’s door, then returned her hand to her back pocket, probably as a joke. Bianca started the ignition and was about to drive away when it occurred to her to ask how this woman knew her name. Her run-in with the handsome worker had made her forget why she was there. If the woman was going to be working there daily, though, Bianca sure didn’t mind coming back.

			She loved art, but a handsome butch usually sparked a lot of things in her, starting with attraction. That usually led to nowhere good, but everyone had their weakness. Someone like this was better than drugs, so she brought out her flirty side.

			“Hey, goober, how’d you know I was Bianca Griffin?” she asked, her head out the car window.

			“Tim did a great job of describing you, and don’t take that the wrong way. I asked.”

			“Aren’t you going to introduce yourself?”

			“Goober. Ms. Big Goober to you. That’s the most interesting insult ever thrown at me, so congratulations. It was memorable. Now, don’t forget about your meeting. You don’t want to be late. Oh, and if anyone asks, tell them you fired me.” As she turned and walked back to the site, a tool belt never looked so sexy.

			“Come on, tell me your name.”

			“Jolly,” the woman shouted over her shoulder before disappearing into the structure.

			Bianca caught sight of her again as she made it to the third floor “Shit,” she muttered to herself. All she could do now was pray that the walls of her kitchen didn’t collapse after her insult.
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        * * *

      

			“She called you a goober?” Mimi asked as she put on mascara. “Who still uses that word? Is she a really old Victorian woman?”

			Jolly laughed and shook her head. “It was actually ‘big goober,’ and I wondered the same thing.”

			She sat on the bed and Mimi watched her glance around the room. A single large canvas hung on the wall in here, of an oak tree Audubon Park. It looked nice in the cypress frame Jolly had made for it.

			“You are big, Jolly, you can’t deny it.” Mimi came out of the bathroom and picked up her shoes out of the walk-in closet. “Goober seems to imply you’re goofy and clumsy, and that’s wrong. You’re the most graceful person I know.”

			“Thank you,” Jolly said, spreading her legs when Mimi backed toward her.

			“Zip me up, please. If I’m lucky, there’s a gallery full of people waiting to buy art.” She held her breath when Jolly slowly brought the zipper up on the shortest minidress she owned. “Do I look okay?” She didn’t really need a verbal answer when she saw the way Jolly stared at her.

			“You’re perfect, so stop worrying. It’s Ms. Griffin who should concern you.” They headed to the den, where Mimi had left her clutch and wrap. “Start praying no one spills anything on her. It might scare all the collectors away.”

			“Don’t jinx me,” she said, slapping Jolly’s stomach.

			“You’re going to do great, and I’m never wrong.” Jolly put her arms around Mimi and kissed the top of her head. “Congratulations, pretty lady. I wanted to say that before you get caught up tonight and forget all about me. I’m really proud of you.”

			“As if that’ll ever happen. I appreciate you coming with me tonight.” She smiled when Jolly placed the silk wrap around her shoulders.

			“There’s no way I’d miss this. Your hard work and talent make me think there aren’t any pieces left.”

			“Thank you for all you’ve done for me.” She looped her arm through Jolly’s. “I have a surprise for you, but wash your hands first,” she teased.

			“You started locking the front door?”

			“I’m working on that, but no.” Mimi took Jolly’s hand and smiled up at her. “And like you tell me all the time, it’s not a surprise if I tell you. Thank you for the private chef at the beach. That was a great surprise. The girls were impressed.”

			“I can stop doing that when you learn to cook something other than ramen noodles.”

			She loved the way Jolly ran her hand up and down her back. “Not a great motivation for me to learn,” she said, standing on her toes to kiss Jolly’s cheek.

			“You didn’t need to get me anything, honey. The best thing is you doing well, which means my investment is getting ready to pay big.”

			She slapped Jolly’s arm this time and glared at her. “You’re not hilarious. Please tell me you left the truck at home?”

			“I wouldn’t do that to you in this awesome dress.” Jolly lifted her hands and whistled. “You’re beautiful.”

			“I love your compliments.” She hung on to Jolly until she was settled in the Land Rover. “Does it make me sound dumb if I admit I’m nervous?”

			“You’re brilliant, and you’ve done this before, so relax.” Jolly drove them the short distance to the gallery and laughed at the jammed street. “See, all these people are here for you. Want me to leave you and I’ll meet you when I find a parking spot?”

			“Don’t make me go in there alone,” she said, gripping Jolly’s forearm. “Tonight’s different than the other times. Usually, I have one or two pieces in someone else’s collection.”

			“Mimi.” Jolly stopped and put her fingers under her chin. “Look at me, honey.”

			“What?” She didn’t want to cry, but her emotions were all over the place.

			“From the day you came into my life, I’ve been awed by you. Your talent is boundless, but you’re also kind and very giving. Tonight is different because a lot of other people are going to see what I did from that first day. Don’t hide who you are, and enjoy this.” Jolly wiped her tears until someone blew their horn to get them going. “And I’ll be there holding your hand the entire time, so relax.”

			Jolly parked two blocks away and offered Mimi her arm when she got out of the car.

			“I love these shoes, but these cracked sidewalks are an invitation to break my neck.”

			“You’ll have to come with me next time and pick what you want,” Jolly said. The shoes had been a gift from Jolly’s last trip to Venice. She’d explained the high-end shopping area close to Alexandro’s place as rivaling Rodeo Drive, only more scenic, with canals and gondolas.

			It was Mimi’s first pair of Louboutin heels, and it was love at first sight when she saw the red soles. The black platform sandals still didn’t bring her close to Jolly’s height, but she could rest her head against her shoulder instead of her chest. Jolly adjusted her stride so Mimi wouldn’t have to jog to keep up, and she almost wished they were going to dinner instead of the opening.

			“How about tomorrow, I take a walk with you down here?” Jolly offered.

			“I’d love to,” she said as they passed some of the smaller galleries and boutiques she loved. They would get lost here some afternoons when they both needed a break.

			“You ready?” Jolly asked as they reached the gallery. The place was packed, and the din of conversation spilled outside even though the doors were closed.

			“Yes,” she said after taking a deep breath. “Did that sound convincing?”

			Jolly laughed and opened the door for her. The crowd went silent, and Mimi came close to leaving, but Jolly pressed up against her back and put her hands on her hips. It was a surreal experience, but the noise kicked back up when she smiled and dragged Jolly’s hand to her middle.

			“Thank you so much for being here,” she said to a few people she recognized. “Wow, I didn’t expect this,” she said to Iris and Vanessa.

			“You’re the rock star of paint, honey bunny,” Iris said, hugging her first. “Hey, Jolly.”

			“Yeah, we would’ve bought something, but we can’t afford a single thing in here. You’re getting dinner for the next year,” Vanessa said, letting go of Jolly to hug her.

			“I give you permission to sell all the stuff I’ve given you,” she said, happy to share this with her three favorite people. “Come on, I have a surprise to deliver before I have to start schmoozing.”

			Bianca and Lisa were standing in front of the canvas she was headed to, and they both appeared confused. It was unique in the collection since Mimi rarely put people in her paintings.

			The person at the center of the painting was perched on top of strips of blueprints with a hammer in their hand mid-swing. All the viewer could see was a small sliver of their face since their back was the most prominent part showing. The short ponytail was wet with sweat, and the expensive Stiletto hammer glinted as if bright sunlight shined down on it.

			Jolly had loved that hammer from the moment she’d opened it at Christmas two years ago, and she’d used it ever since. In the right upper corner of the painting, Mimi had replicated the picture that sat on Jolly’s desk next to the one they’d taken at the beach. Jolly was three and sitting on her grandfather’s lap as he carved a wooden hammer for her. That gift was beat to hell, but Jolly still had it and used it as a paperweight.

			“Hey.” Bianca ruined the moment since Mimi had to take her eyes off Jolly to greet her. Bianca kissed both her cheeks, and Mimi almost rolled her eyes, thinking that greeting was so pretentious. “We’ve gotten so much feedback on this piece. Are you sure you won’t change your mind? Some of the offers have been substantial.”

			“Give me a minute, please,” Mimi said as Iris and Vanessa blocked Bianca from view. “Do you like it?” She couldn’t remember ever not painting, but she’d found her style when she’d started art school. Her professors had commented more than once how she was in constant motion, and it showed in her work. They’d loved her as a student, but her biggest supporter had always been Jolly.

			“I love it,” Jolly said, her eyes moving over every inch of canvas. “I was wondering what you found so fascinating at that job last summer. Thank you seems inadequate,” She hugged Mimi hard enough that her feet came off the ground. “And I love you.”

			“I love you too, and this one was fun.” She groaned softly when Bianca cleared her throat. Bianca and Lisa clearly wanted her attention, but they seemed to be staring at Jolly. She couldn’t blame them; Jolly was someone she could stare at all day.

			“Every piece is fantastic, but this one is so vastly different, it’s been one of the most talked about,” Bianca said. “Only two pieces and this one are still available. How fast can you mount another show?”

			“That’s great news,” Jolly said and kissed Mimi’s temple. The closeness and Jolly’s cologne made Mimi want to drag her out of there. “See, you’re the best, and I want to pay for it. I know how hard you work, so it’s only fair.”

			“It’s a gift,” Mimi said, flattening her hands on Jolly’s chest. “If it were up to my mother and her husband, the only painting I’d be doing would be the inside of houses. This is me doing something I love, capturing you doing something you love. I have the perfect spot for it in your office.”

			She got lost in the deep blue of Jolly’s eyes when she smiled down at her and had to snap out of it when Jolly cupped her cheek. “You give away pieces of your heart in all this beauty you create, and I treasure all the ones you’ve given me. This one is special, though.”

			“You deserve it and so much more.”

			“Are you sure you don’t want to sell?” Bianca asked like a determined little terrier biting Mimi’s pant leg and refusing to let go.

			“Check with the owner, but you might be out of luck.” She pointed to Jolly and winked at her.

			“It’s coming with me, so no sale,” Jolly said, holding out her hand.

			Bianca stared at it for an eternity. “Have we met? You look familiar.”

			“This is the big goober cleaned up,” Mimi said and laughed. Bianca’s expression was humorous enough to make her want to try portrait painting. Jolly held her hand out for another few seconds before letting it drop to her side. Mimi reached back and slid their palms together to make it less awkward. “Jolly told me you’ve already met.”

			“God,” Bianca said softly. “How embarrassing. You disappeared before I could apologize.”

			“No need, and the dry-cleaning offer is still good.” Jolly’s attention went back to the painting, and Mimi loved the way her lips curved up in a hint of a smile. It made her impossibly handsome.

			“I’m not usually so quick to temper, but you scared the hell out of me, and falling off the second floor would’ve been no fun.”

			The way Bianca was staring at Jolly made Mimi’s mood dim a little.

			“Everything turned out okay, so let’s all forget about it,” Jolly said, her eyebrows going up after glancing at Bianca. “How’s it going in here? This is a good crowd.”

			“Like I said”—Bianca focused on Mimi again—“almost everything is sold. Art World Magazine is here, and they’d like an interview. I’ve never seen them take this many pictures, so that’s a good sign.”

			“Let me mingle a bit, then I’ll be happy to talk to them.” Mimi patted Jolly’s chest and smiled. “Will you be okay for a little while? I know small talk isn’t your thing.”

			“It can be if you need backup,” Jolly offered.

			“I won’t be long.” She saw Bianca went back to staring at Jolly, and she wanted to smack her. “Come on, Lisa, introduce me around.”

			“I’ll come with you,” Vanessa said, leaving Iris with Jolly after sharing a look with Mimi. The last thing she wanted was to leave Jolly alone with Bianca.

			Small talk wasn’t really Mimi’s thing, either, but she tried on nights like this. Her studio was her favorite place, and creating art was her passion, but never seeing her pieces again still made her sad.

			“It’s been a long time since we’ve seen this kind of reaction to a show,” Lisa said. “You’ve done amazing.”

			“Of course she’s amazing. Mimi’s a certified rock star who’s been drawing since the crib,” Vanessa said.

			“Thanks, but I wasn’t that much of a prodigy.” She one-arm hugged her friend and followed Lisa. “With some practice, I won’t feel like crying when they walk out the door.” She wanted to sob when she realized that one day, that would include Jolly. It’d been a long time since Jolly had put herself out there, but Bianca seemed to be trying to change her mind.

			“Think of the big payday,” Vanessa said.

			“There’s more to life than money,” she said and sighed. It was no time for being morose, so she plastered a smile on her face and went to work. There was plenty of time to let her brain spiral later, especially when it came to thinking about Jolly.
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			“How long have you and Mimi been together?” Bianca’s question should’ve been accompanied by a rod and reel for the fishing expedition she was on.

			“Since she started college, but it’s not what you’re thinking. My father’s second wife came with kids, and Mimi was the youngest.”

			“You’re sisters?” Bianca sounded as if she’d been handed a winning lottery ticket.

			“We’re more friends than relatives, but Mimi is my family. I admired her for not bending to my father when he agreed to adopt all of them. Her siblings were all in, even though they were adults. Never made any sense to me, but I guess it doesn’t have to.”

			“That explains why you don’t have the same last name.”

			“I was proud of her for bucking my father, even if it came with a steep penalty. She was the only one who flat out said no, so he refused to pay for school when she didn’t agree to design school.”

			“Design school as in decorating real estate?”

			Mimi waved to Iris to join them and Jolly wanted to go with her, but it would’ve been rude.

			“Yeah, but there was no way I was letting that happen, and I paid her way.” She needed to stop talking and giving away all their family drama. Mimi had to have a relationship with Bianca, as did she, but up close she really was as attractive as in that magazine spread.

			“She’s lucky to have you.”

			“It’s me who’s lucky. I love her, and she’s so great, she deserves only the best.” She stared at Mimi talking to Vanessa and Iris in front of one of the large canvases. Mimi was her usual happy self, and it made Jolly chuckle when Vanessa had to move or get smacked. If Mimi couldn’t talk with her hands, she’d never have anything to say.

			“She’s truly one of the greatest talents I’ve come across. A friend in San Francisco had a small canvas in her office, and I fell in love with her work. Mimi was my first call when I decided to move here.”

			“Thanks for putting all this together.” Vanessa waved Jolly over with a stern face when one of the buyers acted like Mimi came with the painting he’d purchased. “Excuse me.”

			“Sure, and hopefully, I’ll see you soon.”

			“Yeah…maybe.” Jolly picked up two champagne flutes and handed one to Mimi, then put her hand on her hip. “You enjoying yourself?” The man took a step back when Jolly stared at him, hoping her expression gave off those “I’ll beat you to a pulp if you touch her again” vibes. That convinced her to stay closer to Mimi until the night was over. “I’m proud of you, squirt.”

			The magazine rep walked up and started talking, gushing over Mimi’s work. She seemed like one of those people who liked to touch a lot when talking, and it made Jolly think of the day Mimi would find someone. The way Mimi committed to everything she loved, it would hurt to let go, but she’d do it if Mimi was happy. For Mimi’s happiness, she’d fade away and let her have a great life.

			“You’re a superstar,” she said softly. She pushed aside all the depressing thoughts of loss and celebrated her small part in getting Mimi here.

			“Did you say something?” Iris asked.

			Jolly shook her head and smiled. “Nothing important.” Eventually that’d be her role. Nothing important at all.
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        * * *

      

			“Good God.” Mimi fell back into the leather seat of the car. “That was exhausting.”

			“If I haven’t mentioned it, you’re awesome,” Jolly said after placing her painting in the back. “You were a hit, not that I had any doubts.”

			“You’re biased, but I love you for it.” She slipped off her heels and wiggled her toes. “It’s difficult to be on that long.”

			“They’re dying for more, so I’d say that’s a success. You should get into the studio and start painting.” Jolly smiled when Mimi reached for her hand and threaded their fingers together. “You really are something.”

			“I’m here because of you, Babe.” From early on, Mimi had called her that, not so much as an endearment but after Paul Bunyan’s ox. “What did you think of Bianca?”

			“She was motivated to sell out your show,” she said, simply to answer the question. Overly aggressive people weren’t her thing.

			“She seemed interested.” Mimi squeezed Jolly’s fingers, turning as if to study her reaction. “Are you going to call her?”

			Jolly smiled as she turned onto Mimi’s street. “We’re building her house, so I’m sure I’ll talk to her plenty.”

			“You’re impossible, Babe. That woman was checking you out every chance she got. Trust me, she wants you to call, and it has nothing to do with crown molding.”

			“Does it ever cross your mind that I don’t want to be called a big blue ox?” She parked in Mimi’s drive and went around to get her. The heels had come off, and Jolly knew they weren’t going back on, not even for the short walk to the door of the house.

			She picked Mimi up bridal style and headed for the front of the house.

			“You love that nickname, Jolly Andolini, so don’t deny it. You’re only saying that to change the subject. Tomorrow afternoon, call her and you’ll see I’m right.”

			“Is there some reason you’re trying to get rid of me?” She bent so Mimi could unlock the door.

			“My goal in life is to see you happy, Jolly, that’s it. You and Bianca have a lot in common, so promise me you’ll call. I want you to be happy.”

			“I have plenty to be happy about.” She put Mimi down in the foyer and hugged her. “Get some sleep so you can get busy tomorrow on some new stuff. Your fans want plenty more. There were some sad faces tonight when everything sold.”

			“It’s not like paint-by-numbers, Jolly,” Mimi said, making her laugh.

			“No, they’re not, and I’m going to treasure the one you gave me tonight.”

			“I loved doing that one. Thank you for going with me. Dinner on Monday?”

			“That’s a date.” Jolly kissed Mimi’s forehead before letting her go. “Lock up and call if you need anything.”

			She waited until she heard the deadbolt engage before she walked away. Mimi was the best thing in her life aside from Tim and Pam, but time wasn’t on her side. The day was soon coming when someone would realize how wonderful Mimi was, and the next part of her life would begin. Jolly would be poorer for it when it did happen, but there was no way Mimi would stay single.

			“You deserve only good things, and I’ll be happy for you,” she said once she was back in the car. It was doubtful she’d recover completely from that, but her consolation would be that Mimi was happy.





 

    
            Chapter Four





			Bianca glanced around the quiet construction site, glad to see pallets of brick waiting to be put up. There was only one truck left, and both men seemed nervous. “You just missed her, Ms. Griffin. Jolly was here early to inspect the framing and left for another site. That was hours ago, so she’s probably off for the day.”

			“If I buy you guys a beer, could I get her home address? I tried the office before this, and that’s the only place left for me to search.”

			The two workers at Bianca’s job site stared at each other before the older guy nodded. “Sure, but if she’s not happy with us telling you, say you got it from Mimi.”

			She put the information into the GPS, and it made her curious. For someone who designed beautiful spaces, it was interesting that Jolly lived in the warehouse district of the city. The old factories and tailor shops supposedly made for some beautiful apartments, but it was hard to imagine Jolly in one.

			The five-story structure appeared old from the outside with the dark brick and a faded company name painted across the top. When she studied it for a few minutes, it was easy to see how well-maintained it was from the new windows to the clean sidewalks that appeared freshly poured.

			She entered the lobby and saw names next to the elevator with Andolini next to the number 5. Three presses to the intercom got her no response, but she wanted to see Jolly. After the gallery opening, she couldn’t stop thinking of how different Jolly’s reaction to her was from the norm. Jolly had been cordial, but she wasn’t tripping over herself to get her attention or get her into bed. It was time to find out why, and there was no reason to wait, so she called the one person who could help.

			“Mimi,” she said, trying for cheerful. There was music in the background and no immediate answer. “It’s Bianca.”

			“Hey, sorry.” The music stopped, and Mimi cleared her throat. “How are you?”

			“Great, and I hate to bother you, but would you happen to know where Jolly is? I wanted to talk over some house stuff, but she’s not home.”

			“She should be home, but she had some calls to Italy lined up, so the intercom is probably off. Hang out for a minute and I’ll check. If she’s not there, I’ll let you know.”

			“Thank you.” A couple walked in with grocery bags and tapped something into the keypad in the old industrial elevator and smiled through the wooden slats of the door. Her phone dinged with a message from Mimi to wait for the lift and punch in a temporary visitor code once she was in.

			The elevator might’ve appeared old, but the smooth ride to the top floor was a sign the mechanics were new. When she opened the solid back door, she was in Jolly’s place, and she couldn’t take her eyes off the largest canvas she’d ever seen. It hung on the exposed brick wall, and it was a masterpiece of an underwater scene alive with color and sunbeams shining through.

			“It’s beautiful,” she whispered as she walked to the center and back a few paces to really appreciate the work. It was hard to concentrate on one thing, it was so full of life.

			“It’s Mimi,” Jolly said from behind her. She had her hands in her pockets and a neutral expression when Bianca turned around.

			“I figured,” she said, the painting forgotten as she stared at Jolly. For once in her life, it might be her having to do the chasing, but she didn’t mind if it got her Jolly. “Hi.”

			“Mimi texted you had some questions about the house.” It was straight to the point, as if Bianca wasn’t welcome. “What can I do for you?”

			“I went by the jobsite this morning, so I don’t really have any questions.” She smiled, hoping Jolly would warm a little bit. “This is more of a visit to say thank you for taking on my project. Can I interest you in a drink to show my undying appreciation?”

			“It’s early, but it’s been a long day,” Jolly said. It was then Bianca noticed the dusty jeans, work boots, and paint-splattered long-sleeved T-shirt. “How about some other time? Going out wasn’t in my plans.”

			“We could have drinks here, and I’ll call for takeout.” She wasn’t giving up so easily. “I promise not to keep you up too long.”

			“Sure,” Jolly said after what seemed like an hour, and her face finally relaxed. “Give me a few minutes to shower and change.” She took the stairs at the other end of the room, leaving Bianca to her curiosity.

			The room she was in was sparsely furnished, she guessed so it wouldn’t take away from the art. The only thing that popped and was just as beautiful was the floor. She could see the wood was probably the original, despite the pristine finish that coated it. There was nothing to take away from it, except for the Persian rug under the couch.

			A quick scan led her to a complete gym just off the living room, and the huge kitchen with all stainless steel appliances and white tile. Not being able to resist the urge, she opened the refrigerator. She was convinced she could tell a lot about a person by what they stored in their fridge.

			The first shelf was filled with fruit juice bottles, the second with soda, the third with four types of beer, and the last with a variety of bread. She shook her head at Jolly’s apparent lack of culinary skills. Bianca moved on and found the last room on this floor.

			She instantly fell in love with it.

			The big open area was a studio much like the one she hoped Jolly would build for her when the house was done. The only difference was the woodworking tools that lined the walls. There were so many, and she wasn’t knowledgeable enough to know what most of them were.

			Jolly found her a little while later, running her hand over the piece of wood clamped to the angled worktable. There were carvings all along the edge, and she was amazed at the craftsmanship. She could tell that Jolly had put in plenty of time on this, and from the tools scattered around, she wasn’t finished.

			“It’s gorgeous,” Bianca said as she looked at the fish chasing each other along the edges of the wood.

			“It’s a lap desk for Mimi. Not as good as the original out there, but I figured she might like it when she’s sketching in bed.”

			“You’re so wrong, Jolly, this is incredible. I can see there’s more than one artist in your family.” She rested her hip against the table and crossed her arms. “If you’re really tired, we can do this some other time.”

			“Sorry for coming off rude, but it really has been a long day. Your house is the only project that didn’t get a case of the gremlins today, so feel free to stay.” Jolly headed for the kitchen and got a bottle of wine out of the cooler under the counter. “White okay?”

			“Perfect.” She held her phone up and watched Jolly pull the cork. “What are you in the mood for?”

			“I’m not picky. Whatever you decide is good.”

			Bianca put in an order for Chinese and followed Jolly to the sofa.

			They sat facing Mimi’s piece and talked about her house and timelines. The conversation was easy, and Jolly was good at explaining the process. Forty-five minutes went by before the food arrived. Bianca watched Jolly get into the elevator to get it before turning her attention back to the canvas and the studio behind her.

			The one thing in her life she prided herself on was being in control, not giving away pieces of herself and never giving in to feelings that would make her vulnerable. With Jolly, though, giving in might lead her somewhere she’d never been. Being the center of someone’s world might bring a sense of peace she’d never known. All she had to do now was make Jolly realize that so she’d start carving things she’d enjoy having.

			“It’s nice outside. How about we eat on the patio?” Jolly offered. The stairs led up to a landing that overlooked the open space where they’d been sitting. To the right of where they were standing were closed doors, and to the left was a large bank of windows with a view of the Mississippi River. The barn door at the center opened to a large space with a pergola, nice outdoor furniture, and a kitchen with a huge grill.

			The brick walls of the building came up two sides for some privacy, but the view of the river from the open spot in front of them was spectacular. Jolly placed the bags on the table, got plates and utensils from one of the cabinets, and pointed to a chair.

			“It’s beautiful up here,” Bianca said, taking a deep breath. “I can’t wait for my view of the lake.”

			“It’ll be just as nice with the trees and water,” Jolly said, exhaling for a long bit.

			“Is it possible to get brick walls like this at my place? And I’d kill for the floors in there as well.”

			“Unfortunately for you, my floors are staying put, but I can check on what’s available. The walls are a definite possibility.” Jolly filled her plate and poured them more wine.

			“My assistant read that your father is also an architect.” It was time to start stroking Jolly’s ego to get her interested in more than wood.

			“He is.” Jolly’s voice was flat.

			“Is that what led you to become one yourself?” She reached across the table and placed her hand over Jolly’s.

			“My father is an architect, but my grandfather had more of an influence on me.” The flat delivery was still there, and Bianca realized too late she’d hit a nerve. “Phillip Holland believes the bigger and higher you can build, the more successful you become. Big means rectangular boxes stacked high enough to be seen for miles, but all I ever think when I see one is conformity.”

			“Tall buildings not your thing?”

			“They’re necessary and inevitable in overcrowded urban areas, so they’re not wrong in an architectural sense. It’s not something I aspire to design.”

			“So your grandfather was an architect more like you?”

			“Papa was a carpenter and draftsman, the best I’ve ever seen. From the time I could think for myself, all I ever wanted was to learn whatever he wanted to teach me. He had such a way of putting pieces together that made me want to emulate him.” The memories seemed to strike something in her that made her want to reminisce, and she sounded so joyful. “I became an architect to know what would last and what was possible, but hours of standing next to Papa in his workshop taught me to love it.”

			Bianca studied Jolly’s face as she spoke about her mentor. It wasn’t hard to guess how much she loved him. “He sounds like a wonderful man.”

			“He was. He died last year from a heart attack. After all those lessons, I never learned how much I could miss him.” Jolly shook her head as if shaking off the gloom.

			“He left a wonderful legacy with you. That workshop downstairs is a sure sign he’ll live on in every piece you create and every project you design.” She squeezed Jolly’s hand and smiled. “When you teach your children, it’ll continue the memory of who he was to you, so in a way, he’ll never die away. Not really.”

			“That’s a good way to put it.” Jolly pushed her plate away and sat back in her chair, pulling her hand out of reach. “What made you pick art?”

			“I was an art history major who didn’t mind six years of college to finish with my master’s degree. Once I finished, it was either teach what already existed to other people who wanted to appreciate it or find a job where I could find what was still undiscovered.” She leaned back as well and folded her feet under her. “The gallery was a dream, but Mimi’s show got us off to a fantastic start in making my dream a reality.”

			“It’s a nice space,” Jolly said, resting her glass on the arm of her chair. “You’ve been lucky with real estate since it’s hard to find empty lots where the house is going, and Magazine Street is the new ‘it’ spot.”

			“Having the gallery and the house will give me time to get back to my hobby. I dabble a little in art, but I’m never going to be someone like Mimi.”

			“You’ll have a nice view and light for that,” Jolly said, glancing at her watch as if she wasn’t aware that she was doing it.

			“Do you have any other hidden talents?” She wasn’t ready to go, but she was also running out of time. Jolly seemed more the no-nonsense type than a romantic, and Bianca wanted to change that about her. It’d been so long since she sat and talked to someone who actually listened to her that she wanted more. That Jolly was also the perfect specimen was a bonus. She had a craving to be held, and Jolly wasn’t getting the hint.

			“Just construction, but I don’t get out as much as I’d like to. The office is getting busier, and I need to be there to keep up.” Jolly answered seriously and not in the teasing, flirting way that Bianca was hoping for. “We’re expanding our restoration projects,” she continued like she was on some job interview.

			“Let me help you with these,” she said when Jolly started stacking dishes. It was only nine, but Jolly did appear exhausted. The thought of going back to that tiny apartment made Bianca’s head hurt, though. She wasn’t in a hurry to head home.

			Jolly wasn’t getting that memo, so Bianca had to pick up her pace to follow her downstairs. “Thank you for this,” Bianca said after everything was in the dishwasher. “Would you be interested in repeating it? I could treat you to dinner.”

			The way Jolly stared at Bianca didn’t clue her into what she was thinking, but she did smile. “Sure, give me a call.”

			Again, not what she was after. She enjoyed being pursued, not running after someone, even if they were as sexy as Jolly. There had to be a way to regroup after this, but she didn’t want to push. “I’ll do that. Thanks again, and we’ll talk soon.”

			Jolly lowered the elevator door for her, and Bianca had to think interest in anything other than a professional relationship was very one sided. Their impromptu dinner had been nice, and Jolly was a nice person, but it didn’t escape Bianca that Jolly managed to bring up Mimi no matter what they’d been talking about. It could’ve been that she was talking her up because of the show, but it was the only time she seemed to soften.

			“Let’s see how long you can hold out,” Bianca said softly as she walked out to her car. She was going to do her best to concentrate Jolly’s attention on her.
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        * * *

      

			Mimi tied her robe closed on the way to the door, stumbling as she went. Someone was leaning on the doorbell, and it was starting to get aggravating. The show’s success had wired her to the point of keeping her awake for the last couple of nights, so she hadn’t had enough coffee or sleep to be halfway coherent.

			“All right already.” She opened the door to Vanessa’s and Iris’s big smiles as they did their version of a happy dance. They had champagne and orange juice as well as a big box from La Boulangerie on Magazine Street. The French bakery made the best croissants in the city, as well as other masterpieces Mimi couldn’t get enough of.

			“We’re here to celebrate with you before you forget the little people,” Iris said.

			She laughed and moved to let them in. “As if I’d forget you two ever, especially if there are almond croissants in that box.” They headed for the breakfast area that overlooked the backyard. It was a view she never tired of no matter the season.

			The house was one of the lucky few that backed onto Audubon Park, and there was no fence across the back. That allowed her to see the mature oaks, walking track, and flowers the park was known for. She had a formal dining room, but it had only been used three times since she’d moved in.

			“Did you get a big check yet?” Vanessa asked as she worked on the champagne cork.

			“In a few days. I’m just happy it went so well.” She wasn’t wired to be the center of attention, even with her good friends. Jolly had always told her she deserved to have a healthy ego because of her talent, but that wasn’t her. “It always surprises me that anyone would pay for something I’ve done.”

			“Come on, Mimi,” Iris said with plenty of heat. “You’re crazy talented, so stop with the self-sabotage. Get used to success because there’s going to be plenty of it in your future.”

			“That’s fact, girl,” Vanessa said as she poured. “Tell us about Bianca, the gallery chick.”

			“She’s nice and did a lot of work to make sure I did well. There were plenty of buyers there last night from out of town because of her.” She tore a piece of croissant with more force than necessary and thought about Bianca Griffin. “She’s really put together.”

			“Uh-huh.” Vanessa glanced at Iris. “What she seems is interested in Jolly.”

			“She called yesterday to ask how to get into the bat lair.” The call had surprised her, but not completely. Bianca had stared at Jolly all night like she was undressing her slowly in her mind. “I haven’t heard from Jolly, so I don’t know how that went.”

			“How did she get Jolly’s address?” Iris asked.

			“I didn’t think to ask.” Shit, she wondered if Jolly had given it to her, which meant she was more interested than she’d let on. “She was in the lobby and couldn’t get upstairs, so she called for advice.”

			“That’s interesting since Jolly didn’t give her a clue as to where she lives. I know since I was next to her the whole time while you were doing your thing.” Iris shook her head, and the way she explained it made it seem like Mimi should have been more concerned she’d done the wrong thing by pushing her on Jolly.

			“I should’ve asked, I guess. You know how Jolly loves to be harassed.” She picked up her phone and smiled when she saw a text from Jolly that she was almost there. “I guess we can ask her when she gets here.”

			“Maybe Bianca struck out,” Vanessa said.

			“Jolly needs someone, so don’t write her off yet,” Mimi said and got up. She waited at the door for Jolly and smiled when she watched her get out in a nice pair of slacks and dress shirt with a bouquet of flowers. “Hot date?”

			“If you and the action duo agree, then, yes, I do. I made a reservation at Blanchard’s for brunch, so get dressed.” Jolly hugged her and kissed her forehead before handing her the flowers.

			“They’re beautiful,” she said, hugging Jolly again. Iris and Vanessa admired the bouquet when she went in to put it in water.

			She could hear Jolly laughing with her friends from the bedroom as she got ready, and it made her happy. Her life would have been so different if Jolly hadn’t decided to help her, even if it stretched her thin at first financially. Jolly hadn’t been out of school that long when she started, but that hadn’t stopped her. Six years later, Jolly was still there, and just as committed. That Jolly included her oldest friends made it that much more special.

			They rode with Jolly, and Vanessa and Iris gave her crap the whole way. That wasn’t unusual, and Jolly took it in stride. “Thanks for this,” Mimi said when Jolly helped her out of the vehicle like she had everyone else.

			“You didn’t think I’d skip celebrating you today, right?” Jolly said, not letting her hands go. “As if.”

			The staff made over them when they entered because they were with Jolly. She’d headed up the renovation of the iconic restaurant, so she’d get a reservation for the rest of her life no matter what was going on in town.

			They followed one of the hostesses to the second floor, and she stopped when they reached the top. One of the larger pieces Mimi had sold the night before was hanging to the left of the stairs. “How?”

			“A Blanchard always recognizes talent,” Della Blanchard said from behind them. “It’s perfect there. Thanks for the invitation to the opening, Jolly. I got there early, so no one snapped up what I wanted.”

			Mimi knew Keegan Blanchard was head chef, but Della owned the place, along with a few others. If there was food royalty in the city, this family was it, and they’d put Mimi’s work in a place of prominence.

			“Thank you.” Mimi had to cover her mouth, she was so emotional. Her tears started when Jolly put her arms around her from behind.

			“I wanted you to see how much people enjoy them when you release them into the world,” Jolly said. “And I thought you’d appreciate that you could come visit it whenever you want. Just let me know, and I’ll make a reservation.”

			The garden room was the main dining room upstairs, a bright space because of the number of windows. In between the windows facing the street was another one of Mimi’s paintings. Aside from the one she’d given Jolly, this was her favorite, and she’d come close to keeping it.

			“Wow,” she said, leaning against Jolly. The riot of color popped against the aqua walls, and she thought this was the perfect spot for it.

			“Congratulations, Mimi,” Della said. “And these two pieces were perfect for us, so keep up the great work. We have a few more places that could use some color.”

			“Thank you, ma’am, and I can’t believe how fast you got them up.”

			“Please, it’s Della, and we have an architect who makes house calls.” Della winked before hugging her tightly.

			“You’re something else,” Mimi said to Jolly. “Thank you for being you.”

			“You’re welcome,” Jolly said, accepting a menu once they sat.

			Their lunch was unrushed and fun, making the worry of the morning fly from her mind. Jolly drove them back to the house, staying for a short time before heading into the office to finish a few things for the morning. They didn’t get to talk about Jolly’s night, but at least she didn’t appear upset.

			“Hey,” Mimi said when Jolly called later that night.

			“Sorry I had to run off. I love my job, but the paperwork is a killer.” Mimi could tell Jolly was in the car, and she almost asked her to come and spend the night. Jolly deserved to be looked after since she did that for so many other people. “You okay?”

			“You’re the one still working, Babe.”

			“I’m going to bed, and I’m taking the morning off. I just wanted to remind you to lock the door before you fall asleep.”

			“Did it. Be careful going home. Thank you for this morning.” She turned her lamp off and listened to Jolly breathe.

			“I was glad to be there when you saw where they ended up. Now go to sleep and dream of new things to paint.”

			She laughed as she ended the call. “Be happy, Babe. No matter where you find it—just find it.” Sometimes her chest hurt from how much she loved Jolly. That one-sided crush had started the day they met and had only deepened with time. It wasn’t that Jolly didn’t love her, but she’d never see Mimi as a partner in life. That was what made her ache.
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        * * *

      

			Bianca could hear the shower from the place next door, and it made her want to scream. It was an improvement, though, over the song “Ocean Eyes” being played on a loop for the last three days. This apartment was starting to feel like Lisa was getting back at her for something.

			“Hey, did you turn your phone off last night?” Lisa asked.

			“For a little while so I could enjoy my company.” Bianca placed a bottle of wine she’d found in one of her boxes in her purse. She driven by Jolly’s on the way to the market, but there had been no answer when she’d called up.

			“Company?” Lisa sounded surprised. “With the mess in that tiny space you’re renting, I’m shocked you let anyone in.”

			“As if. I had dinner with Jolly at her place.” She checked her lipstick in the mirror before grabbing her keys. The long, dark hallway of her apartment building made her think she was in a cheap hotel whenever she went out at night.

			“That was fast.” Lisa laughed. “This is like a record for you.”

			“I’m not that slutty. We had dinner, talked, and she waved me goodbye. Trust me, I wouldn’t have turned her down, but Jolly seems like an old-fashioned guy. It might take some effort, but if she’s interested, we can have plenty of fun together.” Keeping her hands and hormones in check last night had been hard, but there hadn’t been a woman yet who’d been able to hold out on her.

			She’d had plenty of willing partners, which was something she wanted to change about herself, especially if she eventually wanted to share her life with someone. That had been her thinking when she’d been with her first serious girlfriend for three years. Her fantasies about weddings, playing house, and a lifetime commitment had died when she’d found out how many women her partner had slept with while they were together.

			“I have faith in your seducing talents, boss,” Lisa said. “Did your parents get in touch?”

			“Did something happen?” She stopped in the lobby and nodded when one of her neighbors came in.

			“Nothing’s wrong,” Lisa said in a rush. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you. They were flying to their next destination and wanted to check on you. I’m sure it wasn’t more than that. They’ll call when they’re settled. Want to have dinner?”

			“Maybe this week, but I’m headed out.” She started the car and wished Lisa a good night. Jolly had to be home by now, and if she was, the getting-to-know-you dance could continue. If Jolly had shown any interest, Bianca’s interest would’ve cooled, but now it was a challenge. She wanted Jolly to fall for her so she could regain control. Hell, what else did she have to do until she could move into her house?

			Two guys exiting held the door of Jolly’s building for her, and she headed for the house phone in the corner. “Can I help you?” Jolly asked after two rings.

			“If you’re not busy, I’d like to repay you for the wine.” She hoped the old adage about Southern hospitality was true, and Jolly wouldn’t turn her away.

			“Not necessary, but come on up.”

			Jolly was waiting by the lift to raise the door for her, and she appeared relaxed in jeans, a white golf shirt, and bare feet. Classic but effectively sexy. She took the bottle Bianca held out and thanked her in a way that was neither rude nor exactly welcoming.

			“I’m not keeping you from something, am I?” Bianca put her hand on Jolly’s forearm and maintained eye contact.

			“I have a couple of visits to make before Monday.” Jolly stuck her left hand in her pocket and seemed to be studying her. “Did you need something?”

			“Nothing but to talk to you.” She squeezed Jolly’s arm before letting her go. “If you have to go out, would you like some company?”

			From her expression, it wasn’t what Jolly was expecting. “Ah, sure, let me grab my shoes.”

			The large canvas captured her attention again as Jolly went upstairs. It was brilliant, and it made her jealous. Mimi Mulle had talent, that was plain in every brushstroke, and it was so innate. Even after years of study and dedication, Bianca would never get to her level. Very few ever would.

			“Ready?” Jolly asked. She had a large leather tube and a messenger bag.

			“You’re not dressed to drive in nails today.” Jolly had put on a long-sleeved shirt and boots, but neither looked like work attire.

			“It’s more about lining the crews up than carpentry. I took some time to work on your place since we’re putting in some new designs, the kind you can’t see but that are well worth it. It’ll make your construction that much stronger, considering the storms we get around here.” The truck Jolly led Bianca to almost made her laugh. It was a good thing she’d only have to brush sawdust off her clothes.

			“So it’s just you and Tim?” There had to be a deeper story about Jolly’s father that she hadn’t gotten yet.

			“For now,” Jolly said, heading uptown. “We’ll probably have to add a couple of people if this workload keeps up. It’s either that or give up the construction side completely.”

			“You should never do that.” Jolly glanced at her when Bianca turned her body to face her. “I could be wrong, but you seem to love it.”

			“I do. It’s important to me to put those special touches in each place we do.” They stopped in front of one of the big houses right off the famous St. Charles Avenue, and Bianca was anxious to see inside.

			She watched Jolly with her crew and how detail oriented she was when she reviewed the blueprints. The house had been stripped to the original bones, and Jolly explained the termites and rot that had made it all necessary. “We’ll leave a bit of the original footprint, but some of the walls will be rearranged for a more open concept look.”

			“Won’t the floors be messed up from where the walls were?” Bianca asked as Jolly gave her a tour.

			“Sanding and patching go a long way.” Jolly pointed to a couple of spots in the room they were in. It was hard to tell where the fixes had gone in. “And it’s the imperfections that give these grand dames their charm and character. They’re not meant to look perfect.”

			“Is that your way of telling me I should’ve gone the renovation route?” She laughed as she poked Jolly in the chest.

			“I think you went the way that’s going to make you the happiest.” Jolly actually laughed, and Bianca took it as a major step forward. “These places, though, deserve a second life. The secret is to redo everything but make it look like it’s been here from the very beginning.”

			“That answer explains the apartment a little bit.” It did, but she still pictured Jolly in a place like this with kids playing in the yard.

			“My place, you mean?” Jolly asked, and she nodded. “That’s more of an investment, but I’ve come to like it. For now, at least.”

			“You seem like the big house, big yard, and big family type.” Bianca stepped closer to Jolly and held her index finger.

			“Maybe with the right incentive, but I’m okay with where I am. Let’s get going.” They drove to Bianca’s place next. The guys were still working with big spotlights. Bianca was shocked at how much progress they’d made in a few days. It was easy to see how it would look when they finished. The shape was almost there.

			“This is incredible.” She got out and stared. “Does this mean you’re ahead of schedule?”

			“I’d never say that out loud.” Jolly laughed and retrieved her bag from the back seat. “That’ll curse us for sure.”

			She followed Jolly upstairs and watched her walk through the space with two of the crew. The guy closest to her was nailing the section of wall that she guessed separated her bedroom from the hall. He took a nail out and held it out to her.

			“You want to put one in?” he asked, the hammer in his other hand.

			“You should,” Jolly said. “It’ll make this place yours more than me handing you a key. You should put a little piece of the puzzle in yourself.”

			Jolly and the guys chuckled at how many hammer strikes it took her to get the job done. “For all that free labor, you owe me dinner, if you’re done, that is.”

			“Give me ten minutes and we’ll head out.”

			Bianca stood at the back of the house where the large bay window was going to be and tried to picture sharing this house with Jolly. She wasn’t the kind of woman who spun pretty fantasies in her head about weddings and grand romances, but she did have a weakness. A stunning butch like Jolly got her attention every time, and when she added successful to the mix, she couldn’t look away.

			“How about that dinner?” Jolly asked, and Bianca noticed the crew was picking up.

			“Sure.”

			The drive along the lake was quiet, and she paid attention to the area since this would soon be her neighborhood. Jolly pulled into a place on high pilings with a packed parking lot. Landry’s Seafood wasn’t four stars, but it certainly was popular.

			“What’s good here?” she asked when they reached their table.

			“If you like fish, this place has a wide variety of local fare, but their salmon is pretty good too.”

			They talked about the house and when they’d be ready for the decorator she had in mind. This was going to be her home and a place to entertain clients. Little tastes of the artists she discovered during a catered party at her place would lure them into the gallery.

			“Are you seeing anyone?” she asked as they waited for dessert.

			“No,” Jolly said, finishing her wine. “I’ve been so busy lately here and in a few other spots, I haven’t really thought about it.”

			“I understand busy, and I’d like to get to know you better.” She reached for Jolly’s hand and turned it so she could run her fingertips along Jolly’s palm.

			“You’re focused, I give you that,” Jolly said as she paid the bill.

			“True, and I’m unapologetic about it.” She pressed her hand into Jolly’s and winked.

			Jolly smiled and waved her out to the steps with her hand on her lower back as they descended. At the bottom, Jolly took her hand and seemed to shorten her stride to accommodate her. Bianca turned when they reached Jolly’s truck and flattened her hands on Jolly’s chest. It didn’t take much effort to get Jolly to lower her head and kiss her.

			“It’s good to be unapologetic, I guess.” Jolly smiled.
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        * * *

      

			Two weeks flew by as Jolly worked and got to know Bianca. They’d gone on eight dates in that time, and she was starting to see what Mimi had been telling her about putting herself out there. It was strange that Bianca had gone from aggressive to insisting they take it slow—“so we get it right” was how she put it. It was slow to a point.

			The way Bianca kissed her and worked her up made her want to push the timeline on really getting to know each other, but she respected Bianca’s wishes. She did find it funny that she’d sent so many messages to respond to the numerous texts Bianca sent on a daily basis. It beat long, drawn-out conversations she had no time for.

			“So I was right?” Mimi stole a piece of carrot from the pile Jolly was cutting up.

			“Don’t be smug,” she said and laughed. It was Monday and her standing dinner with Mimi. They’d been doing this for years.

			“Not smug, Jolly. Right. I was right, and you should listen to me more often.”

			Jolly stopped chopping to take care of the pots on the stove while wearing the apron Mimi had given her for Christmas. “You’re a wise woman, Margot.”

			“And don’t you forget it.” Mimi laughed. “You make a hot couple, so I hope you’re happy.”

			“We’re people who have dinner, and that’s about it,” she said, not believing she was admitting that. “We’re taking it slow. Saying we’re a couple is a stretch, but maybe.”

			“Seriously?” Mimi smiled for some reason before taking another piece of carrot. “Bianca doesn’t seem like the type.”

			“Truthfully, neither am I.” She was glad to have Mimi to talk to. This was a new conversation, granted, but an expert in women she was not. She’d dated plenty when she’d had time for it, and the past couple of years it’d been more about avoiding Pam’s attempts to find women for her.

			Mimi hesitated before asking, “Are you upset you aren’t farther along?”

			“No!” She said it louder than she meant, but she did mean it. “I had to consider your professional relationship with her and what that would be if things didn’t work out.”

			They both looked toward the main room when the elevator door opened. Jolly wasn’t expecting anyone but Mimi, but the delivery guys from the market up the street had the code, as did the maintenance guy. The door was followed by silence, and Mimi hiked her brows at her.

			“It’s probably a delivery,” she said, glancing at her pots, and Mimi started to get up. “Keep your seat, Margot.” She wiped her hands before going to see who was creeping up on them without a word.

			Mimi stood as Bianca came into the kitchen with two bags. “Who the hell is Margot?” Bianca’s voice was way too loud, and Mimi mouthed, “What the fuck,” when she sat back down. “All you butches are all the same. Son of a bitch. I trusted you, and you’re doing this shit behind my back?”

			“I think you’ve already met Mimi.” Jolly pointed at Mimi before flattening her hands on the counter. “Did you really not know her first name is Margot?”

			“Oh God,” Bianca said, putting down everything she’d brought. “I’m so sorry. I thought you’d be alone, and I’d cook for you.”

			“Jolly does this every Monday,” Mimi said as if trying to bring the temperature in the room down.

			“I promise, I’ll call from now on.”

			Jolly stared at Bianca. Questioning her honor wasn’t a complete dealbreaker, but she didn’t appreciate it. The best move was to ask her to leave, but a glance at Mimi and her slight head shake kept her quiet.

			“You cook?” Bianca asked, smiling like that would defuse the situation.

			“No great architect would design a kitchen without knowing how to cook,” Mimi said. “She learned that from her professors. Wine?”

			“Sure,” Bianca said, coming closer. “I really am sorry, Jolly.”

			“I heard you,” she said, taking a deep breath. “Would you like to join us?”

			Mimi came back with another glass and handed it over. “Give her a minute,” she said, taking her seat. “The other thing is to remember my Babe is as honest a person as I’ve ever met.”

			“It’s a habit I’m trying to break, but sometimes, I open my mouth way before I start thinking.” Bianca and Mimi chatted until everything was ready, but Jolly had no desire to join in.

			The outburst had angered her, but she kept a lid on it for Mimi’s sake. Jolly had cooked for Mimi from the time they’d met, and now every Monday, she made enough to last Mimi at least three days. Mimi was talented with a brush, but she couldn’t boil water. Any chance of catching up with Mimi was gone now that Bianca was there.

			“You’re going to love this,” Mimi said as she piled her bowl with beef stew and rice. “This and apple pie are some of Jolly’s specialties.”

			They sat at the dining table inside, and Jolly listened as Mimi and Bianca discussed art trends and the shows Bianca had lined up. It was a good thing Mimi was there as a buffer, or she’d have been tempted to tell Bianca to get the hell out of her house. Mimi suggested dessert in the kitchen, and Jolly loaded the dishwasher while they ate pie. Her last task was to pack the leftovers for Mimi.

			“So you guys do this every Monday?” Bianca asked.

			“We’ve done it for years,” Jolly said as she bagged the containers. “I get to practice cooking different things, and Mimi gets something to eat besides cheese and crackers. When she’s working, she forgets meals.”

			“Thanks for making one of my favorites,” Mimi said, appearing ready to go.

			“Give me a minute,” Jolly said to Bianca. Any chance that Bianca would follow Mimi out wasn’t materializing.

			“You need to relax,” Mimi said when the elevator started its descent. “She does seem high strung, but she wouldn’t act like that unless she didn’t care about you.”

			“Sorry, that was like a punch to the gut.” Jolly carried the bag to Mimi’s car and opened the door for her. “It’s not the end of the world, but I’m not an asshole.”

			“That’s the last thing you are,” Mimi said and kissed her cheek. “Call me if you need anything.”

			Bianca was sitting on the sofa, shoes off, when Jolly went back up. “Do you want me to go?”

			“No, but an explanation might be in order.” When a woman screamed at her like Bianca had, there was some history buried in there. What that history was would be the deciding factor on if they continued to see each other.

			“My first serious partner didn’t believe in monogamy, and that’s what I wanted from her. I was faithful, and she was anything but.” Bianca reached for her hand, and she didn’t pull away. “That was a terrible time, and I made some bad decisions after that, so I was hoping this would be different.”

			“Different how?” She moved, and Bianca pressed against her.

			“That you’d only see me. That we’re headed somewhere special.” Bianca lifted her head and kissed her.

			Jolly softened and kissed her back. “If I was with someone else, you wouldn’t be in my life. I’m no player.”

			“I know that, which makes what I did that much worse.” Bianca kissed her again, her hand pressed to Jolly’s cheek. “All I had planned was to cook you dinner.”

			“Maybe don’t come out swinging next time.”

			Bianca turned so she could lean against Jolly’s chest. They kissed again, and Bianca felt good in her arms. “How about tomorrow?” Bianca said, pressing closer to her. “I can come back and cook for you?”

			“I’d like that.” Maybe she really did need to learn how to relax and accept that Bianca did care about her. That opening herself up to a relationship didn’t need to turn into the ugly war her parents had waged against each other for as long as she could remember.

			They spent the rest of their night kissing and making plans for a week away together. Jolly guessed that meant Bianca was ready to move forward in their relationship when it came to intimacy. They’d taken their time, it was true, but Jolly realized it had been the right choice. When they finally took that step, it would be because they could see a future in each other.

			“Can I stay?” Bianca asked, sitting in her lap. “I’d like to sleep in your arms tonight.”

			Her instinct was to say no. It was better to start fresh tomorrow, but she didn’t want to come off as someone who held a grudge. “Sure.” She lent Bianca something to sleep in and held her until her breathing evened out and she slumped against Jolly’s side. There was one nagging thing running through her head that kept her awake.

			She cared for Bianca, and she certainly wouldn’t turn down touching her, but she wasn’t in love. In a sense, they were perfect for each other, but something held her back from even considering giving her heart away. Whatever her hangup was, she had to figure it out.

			She studied Bianca’s face and smiled. This was a seriously beautiful woman, but her reaction that night gave Jolly concerns. “We’ll figure it out together,” she said softly. She kissed Bianca’s forehead and closed her eyes. There was no sense in losing sleep over it any longer.





 

    
            Chapter Five





			The next morning, Bianca had coffee with Jolly before she left to get ready for work. Their next artist show was in less than a month, and they had plenty to do. She wanted to be done early so she could go back to Jolly’s and cook.

			Jolly had given her a key to the elevator so she could come up if she got there first. The key was going on her key ring, and if their weekend went well, she was hoping to talk Jolly into letting her stay until the house was done. It wasn’t packing the proverbial U-Haul if there was a deadline to their living arrangements. After last night, she’d definitely wait on that until a weekend of sex. She’d overreacted the night before, and it wasn’t hard to see Jolly had retreated a bit. It was a mistake she couldn’t repeat again, but the time Jolly spent with Mimi was getting under her skin.

			“Is everything set?” she asked Lisa after lunch.

			“There are a few things I’m waiting on, but we’ve got time. We had an uptick in our foot traffic after the article in New Orleans Magazine. The next show should cement our status in the area.”

			“Good.” She packed her bag. “I have a few errands, and then I’ll be on my cell if you need anything.”

			“Do you have plans?” Lisa wiggled her eyebrows.

			“I’m cooking for Jolly at her place, but I have an appointment with a new artist first. Call if you hit a snag.” She kissed Lisa’s cheek and headed out.

			She arrived at Jolly’s before five and changed into yoga pants and a too-big shirt that came off the shoulder. When Jolly came through the door, Bianca wanted her to consider her an appetizer. All this effort made her want to laugh since she rarely cooked, but she’d act out the housewife routine if it got her Jolly in the end. Jolly didn’t seem like an asshole who needed that kind of coddling, but she had to make up some ground. She wanted Jolly nice and hooked when she admitted the best thing she liked whipping up was reservations.

			She heard the elevator in time to shove the casserole into the oven and wait by the door. The carpenter persona she’d first met wasn’t who came out of the elevator. Jolly had on a pinstriped navy suit with a white shirt that made her tan pop. Brown cowboy boots rounded out the look with a leather briefcase that appeared well worn and expensive. All together, it was even hotter than the tool belt.

			“Hi, honey, I’m home.” Jolly laughed as she put everything down.

			That gave Bianca the chance to wrap her arms around her neck and her legs around her waist when Jolly straightened. She pulled the hair at the back of Jolly’s head when she kissed her and came close to forgetting why they were going slow.

			“I missed you today,” she said when she was back on her feet. “Who got to see you in this?”

			Jolly smiled when Bianca pulled the lapels of her jacket. “Tim and I had a meeting with the historical society of Atlanta. We bid on a renovation of a house on the registry, so no tool belt today.” Jolly followed her into the kitchen and opened the bottle of wine on the counter.

			“How’d that go?”

			“They seemed impressed with our experience in what they’re after, but they have one more interview before they decide.” Jolly took her jacket off and draped it over a barstool. “Did your meeting with the new artist go well?”

			She’d never met anyone who was as interested in her life as she was in theirs. It was amazing Jolly was still single. “She should be ready in about four months, so she’d be a good way to kick off the early summer shows. That’s usually our slow time, but it’ll give our out-of-town clients an excuse to visit the city before it’s stifling hot.”

			“We both had a productive day, then.”

			“True.” She rose up on her toes to kiss Jolly’s cheek. “Should we go to dinner tomorrow night to celebrate?”

			“That sounds great, but we’re flying to Atlanta in the morning. They want to give us a walk-through before their final decision. It’s pretty standard and shouldn’t take more than three or four days.”

			“I’m happy for you but sad you’ll be gone.” She kissed Jolly again and pushed her onto a barstool. “You’re not going to forget me, are you?”

			“Not a chance.” Jolly watched her start on the salad. “How about the weekend after next, we take a drive to the beach? I have a house I rarely use, and it’s the only time of year the fireplace can be turned on.”

			“You have a beach house and haven’t told me?” She threw a chickpea at Jolly and laughed. “That sounds like something to look forward to.”

			Dinner was ready by the time Jolly changed and came down to help carry everything to the patio where they’d shared their first meal. They squeezed onto one chaise when they were finished and watched the boat traffic on the river.

			“I’ve been curious about something,” Bianca said, liking the way Jolly’s hand moved up and down her back, keeping her warm. “Why don’t you work with your father? I researched a few firms before deciding on you and Tim, and I think you’d get more projects with a firm that size.”

			Jolly sighed and didn’t say anything for a stretch, making Bianca want to take the question back. “When I was fresh out of school, I did work for him. After a year of harassment, he gave me no choice but to leave.”

			“Why?”

			“My father is successful because he’s consistent. He’s about big projects that will cement his legacy one I-beam at a time. That consistency is good since he oversees every aspect of the project with iron control. He believes that’s how families should be run as well. He was so regimented about everything that he drove my mother away. He’s a ‘my way or the highway’ type of guy.”

			Jolly didn’t have to say it was a sore subject; Bianca could hear it in every word. “I’m sorry I asked.”

			“Don’t be, it’s a dead subject. I left and took Tim with me, and my father’s never forgiven me for it.”

			Bianca pressed her lips to Jolly’s neck. “I’m happy you accepted me as a client. I wouldn’t be in your arms now if you hadn’t, and I’m grateful about that.”

			“Me too.” Jolly kissed her before rising to take care of the dishes.

			Bianca helped and thought about staying, but she had an early meeting. “Don’t forget to call. I know I’ll miss you.”

			Jolly carried her bag to the car and kissed her before closing her door and waving. All Bianca had to do now was to practice patience for another week. “Then you’re all mine.”
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        * * *

      

			Jolly had gotten a ride to the airport from Mimi, and that was the last peaceful moment. The walk-through of the old house that would be turned into a multifunctional venue operated by the city had not gone as planned. It was in worse shape than the committee had alluded to.

			“At this point, I think it’s better to demolish the damn thing and start over,” Tim said as they stood in the basement. The space had a dirt floor. “Is this even feasible, even if they have a bucket of cash?”

			“Anything’s feasible if the bucket is big enough, buddy. The question is if they’re willing to pay it.” She stuck a screwdriver into the support beam running along the ceiling and sneezed when pieces of it crumbled on her head. “The problem is location. This is the only place on this section of Peachtree that’s for sale. Do you want to give it a pass?”

			“Let’s see how much they’re willing to shell out. This place comes with a few features in Southern Living, so I hate to pass up the free publicity.”

			“They mentioned HGTV as well. Let’s go see if there’s any place in here where I’m not afraid of falling through the floor.” She tested a few more locations and made notes. “Think there’s anybody buried down here?”

			“Don’t even say that,” Tim said dramatically. “The good news is, there’s enough clearance to cement the floor and still be considered a basement. If it’s going to be a venue, it’ll be good for storage.”

			“That’s what I love about you, Timmy. Always thinking positive.”

			It took them another three hours to inspect the rest in more detail than whoever the committee had hired. If she had to guess, that inspector was someone’s close relative, and he’d done the work from his couch. Once they were done, the head of the group was outside waiting for them to offer them the job. It was good news, but she’d rather have gotten it on merit and not because everyone else had run scared.

			Then negotiations took another couple of hours, but she got what they needed, along with a twenty-five percent buffer for whatever skeletons were hiding and waiting to bite them. All that time made them miss the last flight to New Orleans, so Tim made dinner reservations at a burger place close to the hotel.

			“Hey,” Mimi said when Jolly answered the phone after her shower. After crawling around that house, Jolly felt like there was stuff taking up residence in her hair. “Are you ever coming home?”

			“Tomorrow, and you should plan to come with me when I come back in two weeks. I found a place with excellent lobster and mac and cheese.” She put on a sweater, jeans, and some bucks. “Did you get the takeout I ordered for you?”

			“Yes, and I love you for it, but I’m ready for you to get back and cook.” Mimi was pouting, she could tell. “That Thai you sent was pretty good, though. The girls appreciated the break in the middle of the week. They also loved the wine and dessert you had delivered from Martin’s Wine Cellar.”

			“Invite them for dinner on Monday. I’ll even make meatloaf.” That got Mimi clapping. The plain meal with mashed potatoes was her absolute favorite. “And I read the museum just got two new pieces on loan from the Met.”

			“Two Pollocks,” Mimi said, excited. “I can’t wait.”

			“I’ll be back in the morning, but don’t make plans for Sunday. I got us a pass so you can get a sneak peek.”

			“You’re not seeing Bianca?”

			Jolly had called Bianca numerous times, but they kept missing each other, so they’d kept in touch by text. The time away had made her realize she’d missed Bianca more than she’d expected. It was nice to matter to someone aside from Mimi. She hadn’t experienced that in forever. If she could talk Bianca into it, they’d leave early for the beach to make up for the time away.

			“I’ll surprise her tomorrow with dinner, but we haven’t been able to connect this week.” She grabbed her wallet and headed for the elevator.

			“Text me your flight info, and I’ll pick you up,” Mimi said, sounding more subdued.

			“You stay home and work. I don’t want to be blamed if your next show is delayed.” She wished she was closer to give Mimi a hug. It sounded like she could use one. “I miss you, pretty lady.”

			“I miss you too, Babe. See you tomorrow.”

			She hung up and tapped her phone against her palm before trying Bianca again. The call went straight to voice mail, and for the first time, she wondered if she should be concerned. There was only one more night to find out.

			“Man, I’m ready to get back,” Tim said as they headed out. “Pam called and told me the weather has been nuts, so we have some repairs on the house when we get home.”

			“I’m buying you a tool belt for Christmas.” Jolly zipped up her jacket and pointed to the left. “Let’s walk.”

			It was three blocks to the restaurant, and they talked as they went. “You haven’t mentioned how your dating life is going.”

			“You can tell Pam she can stand down. Things are going pretty good with Bianca, and we’ve been getting to know each other. I’m not getting ahead of myself, but there might be a future there.”

			He didn’t say anything as he crossed the street, and she waited him out. The place he’d picked looked popular, and the high-top table they got faced a wall of televisions, each playing a different sport from around the world. They both ordered a beer and the special burger of the day.

			“Is something up?” she asked when the waiter left.

			“No,” he said, convincing her not at all.

			“Don’t hold back on me now, cousin.”

			He nodded when she tapped on the back of his hand. “I hate to say it, but Bianca doesn’t seem like a good fit for you.”

			She had to laugh at that. “You and Pam have put in a lot of effort trying to get me to date. I do and you think she’s wrong for me?”

			“I didn’t say wrong,” he said with his hands up. “You know we love you, and I’m thrilled you found someone you were willing to see more than twice.”

			“Calm down, goofball. At first, I kind of thought the same thing, but she insisted on plenty of talks before we made any kind of commitment. Hell, I even told her about my father.”

			He appeared surprised about that. “Sorry I haven’t said anything before now, Jolly. This is the first time in a few weeks that we’ve spent more than ten minutes together. I care about you, and it’s my job to look after you.”

			“I know that, but you can also report back to the boss that I’m not jumping into anything. There were a couple of incidents that worried me, but I tried not to give up too quick.” She explained the Monday night dinner and what Bianca had done.

			“That’s, um, interesting,” he said, as if not knowing how to respond. “What comes next?”

			“I invited her for a long weekend at the beach. If it’s just the two of us, we can work out the rough patches.”

			“This isn’t a piece of timber, Jolly, so just be sure. It won’t matter what the rest of us think if you’re happy.”

			“I’m not sure yet, but I’m getting there.” It wasn’t lost on her that she should be somewhat sure by now. Taking the plunge with Bianca, though, was like standing on a cliff and jumping off into murky water. It could be exhilarating, or you could hit rock. When you didn’t know, it was hard to take a chance.
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        * * *

      

			“The pouty face is still with us,” Lisa said when Bianca got in.

			After two glasses of wine alone the night before, she’d missed Jolly’s call again. She tried that morning, but it’d gone to voice mail. Texts were better than nothing, but she was anxious to hear Jolly’s voice. They’d made some plans the last time they were together, but this radio silence seemed like a backslide.

			“I have one more day to go.” She dropped her bag on her desk and accepted the mug Lisa handed her. “She called last night, but I slept through the ringing.”

			“How about we get through what’s left to be done for the next week, and we leave early? We can grab an early dinner so you’ll be ready for tomorrow night.”

			“You’re a good friend.”

			They got to work and ordered lunch in so they could finalize the pieces they’d use for the next show. There were a few people who’d wandered in who asked about some of the available art, and one couple from New York bought a large canvas. Lisa took care of the shipping, then flipped the antique Open/Closed sign she’d found in San Francisco when the gallery was just an idea.

			The door chime made her want to groan. Her plan was to shop for the meal she was planning for Jolly, then give her a preview of how they’d be spending their time at the beach. She still had the key to the elevator, and she wanted to show Jolly why she should let her use it every day. Her outburst that Monday was hopefully a distant memory, and Jolly was ready to move on.

			“We demand to see the owner,” she heard from the front. The deep male voice was gruff, and Lisa shrugged in her direction as if she didn’t recognize who it was.

			Bianca felt pure joy and frustration in an instant. Her parents were standing there with their arms spread, waiting to embrace her, but for some bizarre reason, her ex was with them. Jan Shaffer was the eldest daughter of one of the wealthiest families in Los Angeles, and Bianca’s first love. Her father was an entertainment lawyer, and like him, Jan was good at making arguments to get her way.

			For three years, Bianca had convinced herself she’d be Jan’s wife, and their life would be perfect. Bianca would run a gallery, and Jan would follow her father into his firm and eventually take over. With Jan’s family connections, Bianca would have an in with famous, beautiful people interested in buying art. The six other women Jan had slept with had killed those fantasies dead. Once they’d separated, Bianca had found out there’d been plenty more, and no amount of bullshit excuses was going to convince her to go back.

			Despite all Jan’s mistakes, it’d taken Bianca three years to leave because Jan was everything she had a weakness for. She was tall, athletic, and one of the most attractive people Bianca had ever met. Hell, Jan was the first woman she’d slept with on their first date. In truth, she would’ve given in an hour after Jan had picked her up because she was like a drug there was no rehab for. Cold turkey was the only way to get Jan out of her head.

			Lisa stepped beside her and squeezed her bicep. “Think about this.” Bianca had shared their history with Lisa, so she appreciated the buffer. She tried to remember all she’d learned in therapy to not fall for whatever Jan was there for.

			“Remember, Jolly gets home tomorrow,” Lisa whispered before Bianca stepped forward to greet her parents.

			Jan stood back and waited until Bianca’s father pushed her forward. While Bianca had shared the complete truth with Lisa, she’d spared her parents because of how much they loved Jan. Her parents had always thought they were perfect for each other, and admitting what an idiot she’d been would’ve disappointed them. Their breakup hadn’t been a welcome development, so she’d lied about the reason why.

			“We ran into Jan at the airport in Rome, of all places,” her mom said, pressing her hands together. “She was there to work on a case, and this was her next stop, and she couldn’t wait to see you.”

			“I’ve missed you, sweetheart,” Jan said, pulling her in and kissing her.

			It took Bianca by surprise, and the feel of Jan against her flooded her brain with only good memories, for some reason. She’d been strong enough to leave, and there was no way she was going back, but damn, Jan felt good.

			“If you can get away, let’s go for drinks and catch up. Jan told us she’s looking to open an office here, so it’s fate.” Her mom appeared so hopeful, Bianca didn’t respond.

			“Bianca, we have one more thing before you go,” Lisa said and dragged her to the office.

			Bianca leaned against the closed door and bent at the waist. “Christ, can you believe this?”

			“You need to come clean and tell Jan to get lost,” Lisa said. “She was before my time, but if she did half the stuff you told me, I don’t understand why you never told your parents.”

			“I tried, but you don’t know how convincing Jan can be. My parents bought her story about how we took a break so she could concentrate on law school.” She covered her face with her hands, trying to get the tingle out of her lips. “In their eyes, she’s perfect. If pressed, they’d probably be on her side.”

			“You aren’t in college any longer. Give them the true picture of the women she cheated with while you were together.”

			“We’ll go for drinks, and I’ll tell them. I don’t want to ruin their mood right off.” She grabbed her purse and went to open the door.

			“Don’t do this,” Lisa said. “I’m not trying to be a bitch, but I care about you. You’re gambling with your future.”

			“It’s drinks, Lisa, that’s all. I promise. There’s no need to be so dramatic.”

			“All set?” Jan asked. “I thought we could start at the Hot Tin Roof Bar on St. Charles. It’s supposed to be a great view.”

			“That sounds like a great idea,” her father said.

			Bianca glanced at Lisa as Jan placed her hand on the small of her back. It wasn’t hard to miss the disappointment in the shake of Lisa’s head. “Thanks for closing up, and I’ll see you tomorrow.” By then her parents would know the truth, and they could start to fall in love with Jolly. “Call if you need anything.”

			All she had to do was stay strong until she could make her plan a reality.
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        * * *

      

			The doors of the plane opened at 8:05 p.m., and Jolly and Tim were ready to start pushing people out of the way to get off. They’d been scheduled to arrive at ten that morning, but two idiots with handguns had shut the airport down for hours. She was sure that’d happened more than once, but the overreaction came when they ran through security and disappeared into the terminal.

			“This has to be the longest fucking day of my life,” Tim said, pointing to the escalator that went to baggage claim.

			“Those assholes should get life,” she agreed. The gridlock the stunt had caused had given them no other choice but to sit on the curb for hours with a few thousand other people. It’d been murder on her back.

			Their luggage came out in a few minutes, which was a minor miracle, and she laughed when a solid weight landed on her back. It was classic Mimi. “Welcome home, Babe. Did you miss me?”

			“I did, but I spent most of my time thinking up a nickname for you.”

			“Is it princess or goddess?”

			“I was thinking shrimpy?” She reached around for Mimi and hugged her, and Mimi squeezed her when she kissed the top of her head. “I did miss you,” she said before letting her go.

			“Then pick something that’s not ‘shrimpy,’ ” Mimi said, kissing Tim’s cheek.

			“Give us a ride home, goddess, it’s been a hell of a day.”

			Mimi took the architectural tubes she’d been carrying so Jolly could grab her bags. “Wait by the curb, and I’ll go get the car,” she said after seeing all the stuff they’d had to bring for their meetings. “I brought your vehicle, so they’ll all fit.”

			Jolly took her stuff back and gave Mimi her credit card. “Be careful.” She stepped to the side and tried Bianca again, happy when it connected after two rings. “Hey, finally.”

			“Hi, Jolly,” said someone who wasn’t Bianca. “It’s Lisa.”

			“Hey, are you screening calls?” she joked.

			“No.” Lisa laughed. “Her parents came to town and surprised her, and she walked out without her phone. I’m not sure where they headed, but I’m sure she’ll be in touch.”

			“Thanks, Lisa, and if you hear from her, let her know I’m back. We were able to finish early.” She pocketed her phone and smiled when she saw Mimi headed toward them.

			Mimi took the passenger seat when they loaded up, and they dropped Tim off first and talked him and Pam into going out to dinner. She’d been upset about missing Bianca, but it’d been a long time since they’d done this. All those dates with Bianca had cut into her family time, and she could tell Mimi had really missed it.

			It was after ten when she brought Mimi home and walked her inside. “How about I come by in the morning, and we can go for a walk?”

			“You have a woman who’s been waiting for you, so I won’t hold you to that.” Mimi rested her head on Jolly’s chest and put her index fingers in her belt loops at the back of her pants. “Just don’t forget about me altogether.”

			“That’s not possible. You’re my best girl, Mimi, and you’re always going to be my family. Never worry about that.” She kissed the top of Mimi’s head and waited until she heard the deadbolt engage.

			She’d spent most of the day sitting, but she was exhausted enough to crave her bed. The smart move was to go home. For once, though, she wanted to be spontaneous, so she made a last-second decision to head four blocks out of her way to Bianca’s place. It wouldn’t be a long visit, but she wanted to let her know she was thinking about her.

			The BMW was parked on the street, and she checked the mailboxes to make sure she had the right address. “Jesus, this place really is depressing,” she said, not believing Bianca couldn’t have found something better than this.

			She knocked with just enough force to not bother the neighbors. It took a few minutes to hear the lock turn, and panicked shock on Bianca’s face was not what she had been expecting. Bianca had a robe on and clutched it closed so tightly, her fingers were pale. Her expression was one of being caught cutting up a body into small pieces in her bathtub. It didn’t make any sense.

			“Jolly,” Bianca said. Her voice was two octaves too high.

			“Hey,” Jolly said, taking a step forward and lowering her head to kiss Bianca hello. Her eyes popped when their lips met. She pulled back so fast, she came close to tripping over her feet. Fuck, did Bianca seriously come to the door without wiping away the evidence of her…whatever the hell this was? It couldn’t be infidelity if they weren’t a committed couple.

			“I can explain,” Bianca said, reaching for her hand.

			Jolly moved away, not wanting to be touched. “Let me guess, you moonlight as a contortionist?” She scrubbed her mouth with the back of her hand, totally disgusted. “Or is there a tall, naked blonde in your bed who isn’t your sister?” Bianca appeared shocked, and Jolly laughed. This had to be the most disturbing way to find out Bianca had just had her head between this woman’s legs. “She’s standing in the hall, and you only own one robe, obviously.”

			“Jolly, please let me explain. This isn’t what it looks like.” That Bianca had actually said that was worse than the gross kiss.

			“Come on,” Jolly said, pointing at Bianca. “Give me some credit. I’m not a complete idiot. Get back to your bed buddy and forget about me. There’s no reason to make a scene, that’s not my style.”

			The hall seemed three times as long when she turned to leave, but she didn’t run. All she wanted was to get the hell out of there and ignore Bianca calling her name. Fuck, she was such an idiot. “And people fucking wonder why I don’t date.”





 

    
            Chapter Six





			The light streamed through the glass walls of Mimi’s studio and onto the canvas she was working on. She stepped back and tried to gauge if what she’d just added was somewhat even. It didn’t have to be perfect, but it couldn’t be too far off. The damn phone started ringing again, and she wanted to ignore it since it had been a pitch for car insurance the last time, but this was the third time it had rung.

			“Hello,” she said, wiping her fingers on the paint-smeared coveralls she wore to work in. “Hello,” she repeated when there was silence from the other end.

			“Mimi, it’s Bianca.” Mimi couldn’t be sure, but Bianca sounded like she’d been crying. “Have you heard from Jolly? I really need to talk to her, and she’s not at home or the office, or answering her phone.”

			“I haven’t heard from her since I picked her up from the airport yesterday.” Something was off; she’d figured Jolly and Bianca would be in bed for the rest of the weekend. “Did something happen?”

			“We had a misunderstanding, and I need to fix it. Do you have any idea where I can find her?”

			Mimi scraped her palette clean and wiped her hands. Something was way wrong. “I’ll be honest, if she doesn’t want to be found, she won’t be. You’re going to have to wait her out, but I doubt you have anything to worry about.”

			“If you talk to her, will you ask her to call me?” The sniffles made her hard to understand.

			“Sure,” Mimi agreed, but she was still confused. “Can you tell me what happened?”

			“I’d rather talk to Jolly. You have to help me,” Bianca said with heat.

			“Okay, I’ll let you know.”

			She changed into a clean shirt and yoga pants before grabbing her keys. Jolly never ran far when she wanted to be alone or needed to think—or she hadn’t up to now. Whatever the hell had happened between the time Mimi had dropped her off and now couldn’t have been as catastrophic as Bianca was making it.

			Jolly owned real estate in town, but there were only a few locations she spent the most time in, the office, the building the penthouse was in, and Mimi’s house being the top three. If she wasn’t at any of those locations, there was only one place left to look.

			The small shotgun house wasn’t far from her place, and it had been built by Jolly’s grandfather. When her grandparents had both passed away, Jolly had purchased it, not wanting to lose the workshop out back.

			Mimi heard the saw when she was halfway up the drive and then the hammer. It was too early in the morning considering Jolly’s long day of travel yesterday. She glanced in and frowned when she saw Jolly was wearing the same clothes from last night. She waited until Jolly paused, not wanting to scare her into losing a finger.

			“Why haven’t I heard from you this morning?” She dropped her purse on one of the worktables and combed her hair back.

			“I wanted to build you a new supply box,” Jolly mumbled because of the nails in her mouth. “I didn’t realize it was so late.”

			The large piece was big enough to hold all the paint in New Orleans, but she loved it. “It’s huge, Babe.”

			“That’s the box.” Jolly pointed to the right. The wood she had used was gorgeous, and the clamps meant the glue wasn’t dry. “This is the dresser you asked me for. The old oak we pulled out of our last job should match your bed.”

			“Uh-huh. What’s wrong?”

			“Nothing,” Jolly answered, not making eye contact. “Maybe I had an overwhelming desire to do something nice for you.” She slid in a drawer and stepped back as if inspecting her work.

			Mimi shook her head and put her hands on her hips. “Please don’t lie.” That got Jolly’s attention. “You’re in here sweating through your suit instead of with your ‘girlfriend.’ ” Okay, her air quotes on the word “girlfriend” were probably too aggressive to seem sincere, but she needed Jolly to start talking.

			“I could be doing that, but group sex has never been my thing.” Jolly reached for another piece of wood and wiped her eyes as if fatigued.

			“What?” This current conversation was like a twisted version of Twenty Questions. “Bianca’s upset because you don’t want an orgy?”

			“How do you know she’s upset?” Jolly finally glanced up at her.

			“She called me looking for you. I’m supposed to get you to call her back.” They were out of the norm and off a cliff because she still didn’t understand what the hell was going on. “She really sounded upset.”

			“That’s surprising. She should be relaxed from all the sex.” Jolly laughed, and it only emphasized how pissed she was.

			“Wait.” She put her hands up. “You had sex, she asked to call some friends, and you left? That’s bizarre.”

			“I love your imagination, but no. After I dropped you off, I stopped by to surprise her. She was surprised when I figured out she was entertaining. I waved goodbye since shaking hands wasn’t going to do.”

			If it wasn’t for the late-night woodworking frenzy, Mimi never would have guessed Jolly was upset at all. She went back to taking measurements as if whatever had happened was behind her.

			“Are you sure that’s what they were doing?” She was an idiot for asking, so she clamped her mouth shut. There was no reason to pile on.

			“It’s the only thing that comes to mind when I saw the naked blonde in the hallway.” Jolly laughed again, but it sounded more relaxed. “The clincher was Bianca’s lips when I kissed her.”

			Mimi did a whole body shiver and screwed up her face. “Eww, gross.”

			“You said it, honey. I washed my face and brushed my teeth a dozen times, and I’m still thinking about it.”

			“She didn’t mention any of that when she called begging me to find you. Are you mad?” She picked up a small hammer and smiled at the initials burned in the handle. This had belonged to Jolly’s grandfather.

			“Not really,” Jolly said, pointing to a spot that needed a finishing nail. Mimi hammered it in like Jolly had taught her. “She didn’t promise anything, and I in no way have a claim over her.”

			She put in the next nail while Jolly cut another piece of wood. Jolly had made her the bed this would match when she’d gotten her first place, and she’d requested a dresser when she’d moved into the house on the park. It was beautiful, but she was sorry it took Jolly getting her heart broken to get it done.

			“But she did make a few promises,” Mimi said, walking to Jolly and hugging her until Jolly put her arms around her.

			“True, but I’m trying to forget all that. In a moment of total stupidity, I also gave her a key to the elevator. While all this sets, want to change the lock with me?”

			“As long as I get the first new key.” She pulled Jolly down and kissed her cheek.

			“You’re on, shrimpy.” Jolly winced when Mimi pinched her for the nickname. “I mean, goddess.”

			They left in the truck and headed for the hardware store. When they pulled into their favorite deli, Mimi thought of how much she’d missed Jolly in the last few weeks. Bianca had sucked up most of Jolly’s free time and had crashed their Monday night dinners. That was the day she could talk to Jolly about anything, and she didn’t want an audience.

			They headed to Jolly’s once their sandwiches were done, and she got to work on the lock. The lower floors were broken into apartments, so that mechanism was fine; it was the top floor that needed to be swapped if Jolly wanted to avoid surprise visits. “Open,” Mimi said, holding up a piece of Jolly’s sandwich. “After all these cold cuts, we need to have a salad tomorrow, so no complaints.”

			It took them a few trips up and down in the elevator with the tenants to get the job done. Mimi fed Jolly as she talked to everyone who came in, getting Jolly to smile, which was what she was after. They were on the ground floor, ready to head to her place, when Mimi noticed her.

			Bianca.

			“Jolly,” she said, placing her hand on Jolly’s back. Bianca was right outside the door, staring at them.

			Jolly was locking her mailbox after having gone through it. “Did you forget something?”

			Mimi shook her head and pointed.

			“Jolly, please, can I talk to you?” Bianca asked when they went out. The way she stared at their linked hands made Mimi want to laugh. Bianca no doubt wanted to sound contrite, but she appeared pissed, and from the glare, all that anger was aimed at Mimi.

			Who was this bitch kidding? “What the hell could you possibly have to say?” Mimi asked, indignant on Jolly’s behalf.

			“I’m talking to Jolly,” Bianca snapped.

			“I’m with Mimi on this one. There’s not anything you could say that my reply would be ‘oh, now I understand,’ ” Jolly said. “I told you last night that I don’t make scenes over women because we’re all adults. That would include you, and you made some decisions that negate having any further talks with me.”

			“Just give me a chance to explain.” The step forward Bianca took with her hands pressed together made Mimi want to puke that she’d encouraged Jolly to see her.

			“Are you delusional and we both missed it? Jolly isn’t a simpleton, Bianca.” Mimi calmed down when Jolly put her arm around her and kissed her temple.

			“Thanks, beautiful, but I got this one,” Jolly said.

			“Please, Jolly, let me explain.” Bianca tried again.

			“What exactly? That you had sex while I was out of town? That you thought I’d never find out? Save it.”

			“It didn’t mean—”

			“Don’t!” Jolly used the loudest voice Mimi had ever heard. “Don’t insult me by finishing that lame excuse. You want to fuck someone else, go for it, but don’t come back here and think it won’t matter. What we have going forward is a business arrangement, nothing more.”

			“You might not believe me, but it didn’t matter. Jan was my ex who arrived in town with my parents. We got carried away, but I don’t want a future with her. I want that with you.” Bianca put her hands up as if she was going to put them on Jolly’s chest, and Jolly took a step back.

			“As your architect, let me explain what a bad idea building on a shitty foundation is. That holds meaning for me in life as well. If you have any questions about your house, go through Tim.”

			“It was a mistake, Jolly. We can move past it and start over. I swear, it’ll never happen again.”

			“Your idea of a mistake is the definition of a dealbreaker for me. Before you say anything else, let me remind you that I found you right after you’d had your face between your ex’s legs. Trust me in saying you can’t deny it, and I’m having a hell of a time forgetting it.” Jolly took Mimi’s hand and walked her to the car. Mimi was ready, not wanting to listen to any more bullshit.

			“I’ll call you once you cool off,” Bianca said with a pitiful expression.

			Jolly opened the door for Mimi and didn’t answer. When Jolly got in, she slammed the door so hard she rocked the vehicle.

			“Are you okay?” Mimi asked.

			“I’m fine, just aggravated. Bianca acted like being with me had to be something she needed to build up to, and then she does this shit.” She started the ignition and pulled out.

			“You mean, you never had sex at all?” She wanted to celebrate when Jolly shook her head. “I know it hurts, but it’s a good thing you found out now before you were really invested.”

			“I don’t think it’ll take much to get over her. I’ve had to talk myself through this whole process, and I don’t think that’s how it’s supposed to work.”

			“It’s not,” Mimi agreed. “At least, that’s not how the romance books portray it. Now, you want to come home with me and watch me paint?”

			“Best offer I’ve gotten all day.”

			It would take her some time, but she’d get Jolly through this. Once they were on the other side, all she could do was pray for an epiphany.





 

    
            Chapter Seven





			For the next month, Bianca respected Jolly’s wishes and spoke to Tim when having to make decisions about the house. Her new routine was to go by the construction site, hoping to run into Jolly but also terrified to talk to her. The few times she’d seen Jolly, Bianca had stayed on the levee, not wanting to push Jolly into cutting her off completely.

			She’d taken some time off from work to get over what had happened and because she couldn’t face Lisa, who had almost gleefully pointed out how she’d been right about Jan, and how Jan had left before Bianca had woken up the morning after their train wreck of a night. Lisa had reminded her about her warnings to not go and how that had cost her Jolly. That Bianca had gotten angry at Lisa and not herself had ruined their friendship.

			The blame lay with fate, though, not her. That logic had escaped Lisa as well as Jolly, but eventually, they’d both come to their senses. Had her parents been on any other flight from Rome, she would’ve never seen Jan again. She certainly wouldn’t have ever sought her out. But fate had put Jan on that flight, giving her the opportunity to charm Bianca’s parents and lay her trap. When Jan had walked through the door, Bianca had forgotten all the hard-learned lessons on how Jan was all about the hunt. It was something she’d proven over and over again.

			She knew all that and didn’t need a smug reminder from a subordinate because that was all Lisa was at this point. Hell, Bianca had tried to drown out that little voice that screamed what a fool she’d been. After Jan’s betrayal, Bianca had gone through a sea of women to prove to herself she was desirable. Jolly was supposed to be the cure to all that, but she wasn’t coming back.

			“Did you want to go over all the stuff I finalized?” Lisa asked but had nothing in her hand. “Jules has been trying to get in touch with you.”

			The new artist was established in the New Orleans area, and their job was to introduce him to a wider audience. “I don’t have time today. I texted Jules and let him know you’d be taking care of everything. Are you telling me you can’t?”

			“I’m not your enemy, Bianca. You’ve disappeared, and all the people who signed up to be a part of the gallery want to work with you.” Lisa seemed confused, and Bianca didn’t have time to babysit her.

			“I’m just going to be a few more days.” She flipped through the messages and paperwork on her desk, not interested in looking at Lisa. “I have to go to the house to review some flooring choices, and they’re starting on the bricking today. It’s time to concentrate on the interiors.”

			“Is Jolly going to be there?” Lisa sounded incredulous.

			“I don’t know, do you want me to pass her a note if she is?” She laid on the sarcasm, tired of Lisa’s judgment. “If it makes you feel superior, I’ve been dealing with Tim.”

			The days Jolly had shown up, Bianca had seen Mimi with her. Their interactions made her suspicious that there was more than sisterly affection happening between them. Mimi was constantly in Jolly’s personal space, and she was never rebuffed. Bianca was starting to think the reason Jolly dropped her was Mimi.

			“You know,” Lisa said, throwing her hands up and pointing at her. “You asked for my opinion on all this. You. If you want me to lie, you should’ve kept your business to yourself.”

			“You’re supposed to be on my side,” she shot back.

			“I am.” Lisa sounded exasperated. “You told me about Jan and asked for my help. I tried my best, but you did what you wanted, got caught, and somehow want to blame it on me.”

			“That’s not what happened, and it was one mistake.” It was her mistake, but would it kill Lisa, who was supposed to be her friend, to agree with her?

			“If you want Jolly to talk to you, much less forgive you, listen to yourself. You didn’t trip and accidentally fall into bed with Jan. That was a conscious choice.”

			“Stop trying to make me feel like shit,” she yelled, totally out of control.

			“Listen, I received an offer from the McMillan galleries, and I didn’t want to abandon you until Amy was up to speed, but I think it’s for the best.”

			“McMillan’s in San Francisco? You’re leaving?”

			“You don’t really need me any longer, and you certainly don’t trust me, so good luck. I hope you figure things out.” Lisa walked out, and Bianca didn’t call her back. When she saw her on the sidewalk with a box of her stuff a moment later, there was no point. That she was already packed meant there was no changing her mind.

			“Fuck,” Bianca yelled into her hands. She’d hit bottom, but there was no reason to give up. “Jolly will see I’m sorry. I’ll make her see.”
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        * * *

      

			“Paco, take the double doors off, and he can stack all the stuff inside,” Jolly yelled to her guy on the second floor. Now that the plumbing and electrical was roughed in, it was time to drywall. Of course, that meant half of Miguel’s crew were out with a stomach virus. She believed him since he was one of her most reliable subcontractors.

			She’d talked to Pepe, and he’d rearranged some guys on their crew since she wanted done with this project. The sooner they handed the keys over, the sooner Bianca was really in her rearview. The fact that Jolly hadn’t answered the few hundred times she’d called should’ve given Bianca a clue, but the woman was persistent. So now Jolly was ready for a day of doing the suckiest job in construction.

			The forklift delivered the first pallet as she made it upstairs, and she waited for the rest leaning against the doorjamb. “Heard you’re looking to hire talent.” She recognized the deep voice from right behind her, and it made her smile.

			She crossed her arms and stretched her full height to look him up and down. He still sported the thick ponytail that reached the middle of his back and the bushy mustache he liked to wiggle when he was being funny. His familiar green eyes squinted at her, but she didn’t move. “A sorry son of a bitch like you has talent?”

			“Bite me, asshole.”

			“You better not let Mimi hear you talk like that. She’d kick your ass. She might anyway. It’s been five months, Ricky.” He wrapped his arms around her when she did the same. “That’s way too long to go without calling.”

			“She shouldn’t notice I’m gone if you’re taking care of her. How’s my baby?”

			Ricky Mulle was a different animal. When he was married, he’d gone from construction job to whatever he could to make money. It was never enough for his ex-wife, and that was what had driven her to go to work for Jolly’s father and divorce Ricky. After the divorce, he’d jumped on his Harley and started riding across the country. He worked mostly construction to keep his tank and stomach full and to have a cheap place to sleep. The only people who truly missed him were Jolly and his daughter, Mimi.

			“Mimi’s pretty much Mimi. She’s the brightest thing in every room, and she’s been missing you.”

			“I know,” he said, sitting on the first pallet with her. “I was working in Tulsa for the last four months, but I missed my kid and called Tim. He sent me over here for a job. I don’t want to show up at Mimi’s empty-handed.”

			“You’ve got a hard head, Richard,” she said as she unbuckled her tool belt. “Did you lose the card we gave you?”

			“No, but I hate using it.” When Ricky took off, Mimi had worried about him, so Jolly had given him a debit card for an account that always had five thousand in it. She’d told him he could work it off whenever he was in town since she knew he wouldn’t take charity.

			“You should’ve used it for a flight home to catch her show. She sold everything that night.” She led him downstairs, grabbed his tool bag and duffel, and threw them in the back of the truck. “Start the bike up and drive it into the kitchen. The guys will lock it up tonight.”

			“I thought I was here to put up some Sheetrock,” he said but went to do what she’d asked.

			“We have seven thousand square feet of that shit to put up, so tomorrow is good enough. I have a surprise to deliver.”

			They talked about what jobs she had lined up since he wanted to stick around for a bit. When she pulled into the drive at Mimi’s, he stared at the front. “You’ve been busy, huh?” He pointed to the two new rockers on the porch.

			“Mimi always has a wish list. My job is to try to keep up.”

			She was glad the front door was locked—Mimi was at times too trusting—so she used her key to get in. Ricky stayed out of sight when she stepped into the studio and waved. “Jolly,” Mimi yelled before skipping to her. “Are you sick?” She felt her forehead.

			“I’m fine.” She grabbed Mimi’s hands and held them. “I thought you’d enjoy a surprise.”

			“Is it a table to go with the rockers?” Mimi asked, blinking up at her.

			“Better than even a firepit.” Jolly turned her toward the door.

			“Oh my God, Daddy.” Mimi ran and jumped into his arms and held on to him as if he might disappear. “I can’t believe you’re finally here. You’re staying, right?”

			“For a long visit, if you’ll have me,” he said, putting her down.

			“Jolly, get his stuff and put it in his room, please. Do you have anything for him to do?” Jolly nodded and turned to get his stuff, but Mimi took her hand. “See, Jolly’s got work for you, and we have plenty to catch up on.”

			Ricky laughed and tugged on Mimi’s finger. “Girl, you were a fast-talker from birth. Don’t worry, I’m here to stay, probably longer than you want me around. I’ve had enough of the road for now, and Jolly’s got enough work to keep me busy.”

			“His job starts tomorrow, so enjoy the time catching up.”

			“I know I got the day off with pay today, so let’s have some coffee,” Ricky said and winked at her.

			“Don’t you want to stay?” Mimi tugged on Jolly’s belt loops with a pout.

			“I’ll be back before you can miss me, and I promise to knock off early. We have celebrating to do.”

			“You promise?”

			“I pinkie swear,” she said, locking their little fingers together.

			“You’re the best for not making him start right away. Thank you.”

			She kissed Mimi’s cheek and waved to Ricky. “Have fun.” The smile Mimi gave her as always made her stop to enjoy it. It was something she never tired of.
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        * * *

      

			“You haven’t told her, have you?” Ricky followed Mimi into the kitchen and sat at the cypress table constructed out of two large planks. It was Jolly’s handiwork, and it was gorgeous. “I know I haven’t been around, but I’m never worried because Jolly’s here. Think how much better it would be if you told her and you got that happily-ever-after.”

			“No. We’ve talked about this, and I haven’t changed my mind. Besides, Jolly just got out of a short relationship,” she said, telling him the story. He grimaced when she told him about that last kiss and how Jolly was around more now. “Want to see the dresser I got out of it?”

			“Of course there’s more furniture,” he said, accepting a beer from her. “You have to face the truth that Jolly loves doing stuff for you because Jolly loves you. All she needs is a kick in the ass to figure that out.”

			“She’s my sister, Daddy, and that’s how she sees me.” They’d had this talk before, and she was still convinced she’d drive Jolly away if she admitted her feelings.

			“Honey, I hate to break it to you, but you and Jolly are in no way related. Your mother was Phillip’s secretary, and they ended up married after their affair blew up their marriages.” He laughed as he ripped the label off the bottle. “That’s not how your mother tells it, but it’s the truth. Hell, Jolly even changed her last name.”

			“Phillip, like Mom, hasn’t changed much,” she said and sighed. “And you can’t really blame Jolly for changing her name.”

			“There you go. If you’re fond of Andolini, talk Jolly into marrying you. Trust me, I’ll be happy to give her my blessing.”

			“I can’t, so promise me you won’t say anything. If Jolly cuts me out of her life, I’ll be miserable. I can’t take that chance.”

			“I promise, baby girl, just like I did when you were seventeen. She’s pretty smart. I’m shocked she hasn’t figured it out herself.”

			“I’m hopeful she will, but it has to come from her. She needs to be sure.”

			“She was proud of your show, so tell me about that.”

			They spent the next hour talking about her life and how Jolly had ended up with Bianca. He asked plenty of questions like he always did as he flipped through the pictures on her phone. The painting she’d done for Jolly was his favorite, and he complimented her on her art.

			She gave him a tour of the house next, and he lingered over the dresser. “Damn, this must’ve taken hours.”

			“Isn’t it beautiful?”

			He opened one of the drawers and ran his fingers along the part that connected it to the front. “Do you have any idea how much time and talent it takes to dovetail drawers? There’s a reason very little furniture today has that. And this wood is phenomenal. Sweet pea, no one does something like this unless they’re in love, because this is the definition of a labor of love.”

			She sat on the bed and thought about that. She’d never looked at all the things Jolly had made for her like that. Her dad left her alone to take a shower. Her phone rang thirty minutes later.

			“Are you two ready?” Jolly asked. It sounded like she was in the truck.

			“You promised you’d be here early.”

			“It’s only four thirty, and I don’t usually get home until after six, so I’m not late. Tell me where I’m taking you guys so I know what to wear.”

			Mimi was now standing in her closet, wondering the same thing. “You’re coming here, right?”

			“It was drywall day, so I’m covered in white dust. You don’t want that all over your floors. I’ll go take a shower, put on some jeans and a clean shirt, and I’ll pick you guys up.”

			“Okay, but don’t take long.” She tapped her nail against her teeth as she looked for something to put on. “You think you’ll be more adventurous than Mexican?”

			“I’m sorry, have you met your father? You take an L out of your last name, and you get mule-headed. Work up to craving nachos supreme and a margarita.”

			“Babe, be nice, he’s my father,” she said but laughed.

			“I know, but you have to admit, he’s the original creature of habit. Put something on, and I’ll be there soon.”

			Mimi stared at the phone before sticking her tongue at it. She dialed another number to start her planning. “Hey,” she said, thinking of the talk she’d had with her father about Jolly. It was time to ask for help.

			“What can I do for you?” Vanessa asked.

			“I could be calling to say hi.”

			“You could, but you’re beating your teeth with your fingernail. That screams SOS.”

			“Jolly will be here in probably thirty minutes after she showers and dresses. You’d swear it’s like a rodeo competition with her.” She went through the right rack again, and nothing came to her.

			“Focus, lotus flower.” Vanessa snapped her fingers to get her attention.

			“She brought Daddy over today, and we’re going out,” she said when the left rack gave no clue. “I was talking to him this afternoon.”

			“It’s good news Ricky’s here and even better that he’s trying to talk you into fessing up to Jolly. You need to stop pining, honey.” Vanessa sounded muffled after that, but Mimi could tell she was screaming at someone. “Sorry, what can I do for you?”

			“If I wanted to drop a hint, what should I wear?” She spoke fast so she wouldn’t chicken out.

			“Finally,” Vanessa said, and Mimi heard clapping. “Sorry, I got carried away. Remember the outfit you bought from the boutique in the Quarter? Tonight’s the night to take it out of the garment bag.”

			“You don’t think that’s a little much for Taquería Corona? You know my dad.” She had to go in the other walk-in for what Vanessa had recommended.

			“No, tonight’s about good tacos and hints. All you have to do is order something with steak and a few beers, and feed Jolly. If you do it right, you’ll have her on a sturdy leash by tonight.”

			“I don’t know.” The zipper on the back sounded loud, and the outfit was even better than she remembered.

			“I do,” Vanessa yelled. “Get dressed, and go with the smoky eye. Don’t make me have to cut my rehearsal short to go over there and shove you into that outfit.”

			“Okay,” she said and hung up. “Let’s pray Jolly doesn’t have a stroke.”





 

    
            Chapter Eight





			“Hey,” Jolly said when Ricky opened the door. They were similarly dressed, which she was sure Mimi would tease them about. The only difference was the biker boots Ricky was so fond of. “You two ready?”

			“Mimi’s still getting dressed.” Ricky shrugged, got two beers from the fridge, and headed outside. They stood on the patio, and Jolly pointed to the corner of the yard where they’d had to remove a large elm because of rot.

			The house had been an investment she’d made right out of school. She really couldn’t afford it, but it’d been too good a deal to pass on. Her plan had been to work on the total wreck and flip it. It was small compared to the others in the neighborhood but sat on the largest lot. That was what had attracted her into placing a bid, and with a renovation, she’d have made at least four times what she’d paid for it.

			Her mistake had been bringing Mimi to see it. It was love at first sight. Like in most things, she’d given in to what Mimi wanted. She’d done the repairs with Tim to make it livable and added a studio at the back, attaching it to the house via an enclosed dogtrot.

			It was a simple design with a series of narrow stucco walls that connected large windows to let in light. The floors were thin strips of longleaf pine with a heavy gloss to make it easy for the crew that came once a week to buff paint drips off the floor.

			“If you put a nice-size gazebo right there, you won’t have to have the stump ground out,” Ricky said.

			She nodded as she pictured it. “That’s a good idea, and a great place for Mimi to sketch.”

			“You know me so well,” Mimi said from behind them.

			Jolly’s near-full beer bottle slipped from her hand when she turned around. The splatter soaked the bottom of her jeans, and the wetness knocked her out of her stupor. Her blink reflex had slowed, and she stared at the black leather pants and matching vest Mimi had on. Had a woman ever looked as sexy in clothes?

			“You okay, Jolly?” Ricky asked, slapping her on the back so hard it made her cough.

			“I’m sorry,” she said, glancing at her hand as if there would be an explanation written on her palm as to how this had happened. “Damn.” Even Ricky’s jeans were wet.

			“It’s okay, Jolly.” Mimi glared at her father for some reason as she reassured her.

			“Let me clean this up.” Jolly got the broom and dustpan from the outside closet. “You two wait inside. I don’t want to get you wet from the hose.”

			What in the hell? She’d lost total focus when she’d seen Mimi, and it felt so wrong. But fuck, she was human, and no human in their right mind would’ve reacted any other way in the face of all that leather.

			“All finished?” Mimi asked when Jolly stepped back in.

			“I smell like beer. I can go change if it’s going to bother you.” She noticed the matching leather jacket draped on a kitchen chair and picked it up.

			“A little wet never hurt anything,” Mimi said, glancing over her shoulder as Jolly held the jacket up for her. “I called and put our name on the waiting list. Let’s go.”

			The restaurant was crowded, so they headed to the bar, giving Mimi the only barstool left. She ordered for them while Ricky complimented Jolly on the dresser.

			“Can we change the subject from woodworking? I have no idea what you’re talking about. All I can add is my underwear looks good in the drawers,” Mimi said.

			“What would you like to talk about?” Jolly accepted another nacho and tried not to stare at Mimi’s cleavage in that vest. If she had to snap her eyes up any more, she was going to end up with vertigo.

			“The gazebo in the backyard that you and Daddy are building,” Mimi said as she rubbed circles on Jolly’s stomach. It was a good way to keep Jolly focused on her, even if the behavior was new.

			It was the way Mimi’s eyebrows came together in a grimace that made Jolly glance at the door. Of all the freaking places for Bianca to show up, and the way her face lit up after spotting Jolly wasn’t helping her mood. Bianca turned and said something to the couple behind her before heading in their direction.

			“Jolly, hi,” Bianca said in that soft voice Jolly remembered. “It’s been a while. How are you?”

			She wanted to scream there was a good reason it’d been a while, but it was a waste of time. Bianca had a talent for glossing over the glaring reality of bad situations. Ricky’s voice got her out of her head.

			“Hello, I’m Ricky, Mimi’s dad,” he said, putting his hand out and getting Bianca’s attention.

			“Nice to meet you. Mimi, I hope you’ve been busy. The demand for your work will make the next show even more successful.” Bianca’s tone was sugar sweet, but none of them seemed to be buying her act.

			Mimi just nodded, and Jolly wanted to laugh at the audacity of this woman. She wasn’t a religious person, but she thanked God that the truth of who Bianca was had come before commitment. Finding out months later that she had a soft spot for tall women with blond hair, or just any woman that told her a good story, would’ve been tough.

			“Jolly, I’d like you to meet my parents, Del and Hillary,” Bianca said. “They love the house and would love to talk to you about it. We did a walk-through an hour ago and have so many questions.”

			“Yes, my aunt would be thrilled to see how good the house looks on the property she left me,” Del said, making Bianca’s shoulders hitch. “I’m glad I hung on to it. The spot and the house are perfect for Bianca’s needs.”

			Jolly had fit Bianca in as a client because of her battle to buy the lot. Bianca said she’d fought so hard because it was perfect, and it needed the right architect and contractor to do it justice. One more lie added to the pile she’d already told wasn’t important to the project going forward, but it did show that Bianca was an opportunist. Falling for her bullshit was a mistake Jolly would have to learn from.

			The hostess came over, telling them their table was ready, saving Jolly from responding to anything Bianca or her father had said.

			“I’m suddenly craving a burger. How about you guys?” Jolly picked up Mimi’s jacket and paid the bar tab.

			“A good burger’s good for the soul,” Ricky said, pointing to the Griffin family. “Give our table to these guys. We insist.”

			“We’ll leave if you want, Jolly.” Bianca grabbed her hand and let go when she shook her head. “I don’t want to make you or anyone uncomfortable.”

			Jolly helped Mimi off the barstool and didn’t let go of her when she got her jacket on. “It might seem otherwise from past experiences,” she said low enough for only Bianca to hear, “but the world doesn’t revolve around you. I told you going forward, we’ll only have a professional relationship and nothing more. Nothing.”

			“Jolly, wait,” Bianca said.

			“Enjoy your night, and it was nice meeting you,” she said to Bianca’s parents.

			They drove to the Marigny and Snug Harbor for live music and burgers, glad not to be stared at all night by Bianca and her folks. Jolly smiled as Mimi and Ricky teased each other. She had always been a little jealous of the relationship they shared but was glad Mimi had one parent who truly loved her for the awesome woman she was.

			“Good night,” Ricky said when they got home by ten. “Don’t forget to pick me up.” He pointed to her as he kissed Mimi’s cheek.

			“I’ll be here at seven, ready for drywall,” Jolly said. “That’ll be so much fun. We can celebrate by getting a root canal.”

			He laughed—no one loved hanging drywall.

			“How about some tea?” Mimi kicked off her heels. Jolly nodded as she shed her jacket. “Light a fire and I’ll be back.”

			Mimi came back ten minutes later with two mugs and wearing a flannel nightgown with tiny pink roses all over it. It was the other end of the spectrum from the leather outfit. No matter what she wore, Mimi was beautiful.

			“Did you have fun?” Jolly moved to the side on the leather sofa after warming the spot for Mimi and taking the mugs so Mimi could sit.

			“Yes, it’s great to have Daddy home finally.”

			“I’ll keep him busy enough that he won’t think about leaving,” she said and sighed.

			“What’s wrong?” Mimi pressed against her and put her hand on Jolly’s abdomen inside her shirt.

			“Sometimes I think about what I’m going to do when you fall in love and fly away,” she said, wondering if there was truth serum in the tea. Tonight had proved Mimi was a gorgeous woman who’d eventually do just that. She deserved someone to appreciate and love her even if it’d kill something inside Jolly that she’d never be able to bring back to life.

			“You think I’m going to fall in love with just anyone? Don’t waste your time worrying about that. Not going to happen.” Mimi came impossibly closer. “What about you?”

			“I’m not really sure,” she answered honestly. “I think I might be warped because of my parents.”

			“No, you’re not. One day, you’re going to find the perfect woman where you never thought to look. She’ll make you happy and give you a family who’ll have the best tree house in the state.”

			She stared at the flame, so contented she could stay there all night. “You think so?”

			“I know for sure, so don’t lose hope.” Mimi sat up and kissed her cheek. “No one so giving and kind will end up alone. Like I said, you’ll find what you didn’t even know you needed until you trip over it. Your job is to hang on.”

			“I’ll try my best to do that.” She relaxed and enjoyed the moment. There was time tomorrow for morose thoughts. Tonight, there was only Mimi.
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        * * *

      

			It was raining the next morning, and the dark gray clouds were solid enough that the light in the studio was muted and dull. Days like this made the paint appear flat and unappealing, so Mimi took her time in the house with her sketchbook. The best way to wait for the sun to reappear was watching the rain streak down the windows.

			She could hear her father getting ready, so she made a pot of coffee and toast since she wasn’t equipped to cook. The soft knock at the front door made her smile as she went to unlock it. Jolly’s hair was wet from the drizzle, and her boots were already soaked.

			“Did I wake you?” Jolly held up a bag and took her rain jacket off in the foyer.

			“The thunder earlier took care of that.” She peeked into the bag and hummed when she saw almond croissants. “Are you sure drywall is a good idea today?” They moved to the kitchen, and she poured Jolly some coffee before going to grab a towel. She pushed Jolly into a chair so she could stand behind her and dry her hair.

			“I’d usually wait or skip this part altogether, but I want this house done. The sooner I do that, the sooner I get rid of Bianca for good.”

			“Can you try to stay dry? And if it’s raining like this, please drive Daddy home.” She got plates and kissed her dad’s cheek when he joined them.

			They shared breakfast, and she waved from the door as they left. The starting of the truck, though, reminded her of lunch, and she texted Jolly to come back, which she did just as Vanessa and Iris arrived.

			“Ladies,” Jolly said, kissing her friends hello. “Thank you,” she said when Mimi handed her the two bags she’d put together. Jolly held her for a moment before she left again. Jolly had always been tender with her, but the extended embrace meant maybe her leather two-by-four of a hint might’ve worked.

			Iris followed her to the door to lock up and probably make sure Jolly and her father were gone. Vanessa stayed quiet until Iris returned, so Mimi put on another pot of coffee and waited. These two were the most honest people in her life and were quick to tell her the truth in every situation.

			“And?” Vanessa asked.

			“It was an interesting response.” The story of the beer bottle incident made them all laugh, and Vanessa pointed at Mimi. “I know, you told me so.”

			“Damn right.” Vanessa snapped her fingers.

			“We were having a good time and Bianca walked in.” That Bianca still seemed so fixated on Jolly didn’t make sense since Jolly wasn’t interested.

			“Are we talking stalkerish behavior?” Iris asked, sounding like an attorney. “Do you think she followed you guys there?”

			“That sounds nefarious.” She laughed, but Iris shook her head. “She’s crazy about Jolly, but I don’t think she’s insane. Her parents were with her, so following us doesn’t make sense. I mean, would they enable her like that?”

			“You never know, and you need to let me know if it happens again,” Iris said. “You’d never believe half the shit I see at work when someone thinks they should be the center of someone’s world. You and Jolly deserve better than that.”

			“Your life’s turning into an episode of Dateline or Jerry Springer if you believe Iris,” Vanessa said, snapping her fingers again. “But if we go with Jerry, we have to plan so we all know who the baby daddy will be at the end of the episode.”

			Mimi laughed at that. “We can all agree Jolly’s a dream, but she’s not getting me or anyone else pregnant.”

			“Maybe not, but did you really look at her this morning?” Iris said, fanning herself. “Her construction worker persona is sexy as hell.”

			“Down, girl,” Mimi said, making them all laugh. “And thank you for the advice on my wardrobe. I’ve always wondered if she was paying attention or even noticed me, and she definitely isn’t oblivious. I owe you for suggesting that.”

			“You’re welcome,” Vanessa said. “You have to have faith, and friends who can make you look a little trashy but sexy.”

			Vanessa and Iris stayed a bit longer, and Mimi went back to sketching on the sofa in her nightgown when they left. She glanced at her phone when it dinged at lunchtime with a text and an image.

			Thank you for the food. You’re my favorite. Love you.

			When Jolly was this sweet, Mimi threw wishes out into the universe that they could have it all. They could be happy, and that was all she wanted. It was also hilarious that Jolly always used perfect punctuation when texting.

			Enjoy, and plan for a salad tonight. I want to take care of you. XO

			Mimi texted back and decided to keep dropping hints. It wasn’t in her nature to be as aggressive as someone like Bianca, but she knew no one would love Jolly as much. That was a job she not only wanted but was perfect for.

			“Time for some wake-up calls, Babe.”
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        * * *

      

			“When’s the mud guy coming?” Ricky asked. “We only have two rooms left to go.”

			“Miguel’s guys are upstairs setting up.” They were having lunch on her makeshift desk after she’d sent Mimi a selfie with her sandwich in her hand. She’d never had cucumbers on a sandwich but ate them since it was Mimi’s subtle way of taking care of her. “Once we knock that out, I’ll give Paco and his guys a call if Bianca picks colors. I don’t want to cut corners, but I want this bitch done.”

			“What’s her story? She was giving Mimi the stink eye last night. Thanks for getting us out of there before I had to speak up.”

			She took her time chewing and shook her head. “It’s not much of a story, but Bianca owns the gallery where Mimi had her show. I met her that night, and we started dating. It ended when she fucked up.”

			“How so?” Ricky sat on a five-gallon primer can and chewed slowly as he listened to the timeline of the relationship and why it had ended.

			“You better than anyone understand my problems with cheating and what it does to a family. Both Phillip and Kelly imploded two families to get their way.”

			“I do get that, but is it totally over?” he asked. “Does Bianca understand that?”

			“If I can talk her into believing it, but I’m done.”

			“Never say never. Kelly and I were married for seventeen years before she hooked up with Phillip. She cheated, but I still have feelings for her nonetheless.”

			“Murderous?”

			He laughed. “Sometimes. I’m not pushing you. I want you to be happy.”

			“I can see what you’re saying about Kelly. You share kids with her, and that’s a connection you can’t sever. Nothing is going to change that. Bianca and I had a few dates, and she cooked me dinner. End of story.”

			“That’s something I’d love to do again,” Bianca said from the door. “I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

			“I’ll get back to it, boss.” Ricky shoved his trash in the paper bag and stood. “Ma’am.”

			“Was it something I said?” Bianca said and laughed. “He doesn’t like me very much, does he?”

			“Do you put yourself in the center of the universe in every situation?” She thought about who Bianca would eventually end up with and had to say a prayer for that poor bastard.

			“I’m sorry, you’re right.” Bianca stood next to the desk, gripping her purse. “It was hard, but I’ve given you space. Now I’d like us to start over.”

			“Bianca, I’ve been up front with you, even though you’ve been anything but. You started our business relationship with a lie, and you ended our personal relationship with your ex.” She snapped the pencil in her hand with her thumb, and it made her take a breath. She’d never hit a woman in her life, and she wasn’t about to start now, no matter what Bianca had done.

			The tears Bianca tried to wipe away made her take another breath. “I understand,” Bianca said through her emotion.

			“Our firm will finish your house, but I think it’s for the best if you deal with Tim from now on. Ricky Mulle will inform you of any appointments with subcontractors you have coming up. He’ll also be taking over as the foreman on the project since it’s all inside finishing from here on out.”

			“Is it that you need more time?” Bianca asked as if she hadn’t heard a word of their conversation.

			“I need you to hear me and stop trying to gloss over the truth like I’m an imbecile. It’s over. I’m not interested in anything more than finishing this house. Stop trying to push your way back into my life. It’s not going to happen.”

			Bianca left after that. Jolly hated being rude, but there wasn’t any going back. She headed back upstairs and saw Ricky at the window. When she joined him, she watched Bianca heading to her car. Her shoulders were shaking as if she was crying, but Jolly wasn’t falling for that. Not again.

			“That girl’s got it bad,” he said. “I figured the tears would get you to fold.”

			“She’s delusional if she thinks there’s any way I’m going back.” Her phone dinged, and she saw a message from Mimi. It was a reminder to have her tux pressed and to take Mimi’s father to try one on. “Let’s knock off in an hour.”

			“Early again?” Ricky stayed by the window.

			“You need a tux for the NO/AIDS black-and-white gala. Mimi’s piece was accepted as the premier auction item, and if she hasn’t mentioned it, this is a big deal. Their board announced it before her show, and I forgot it’s in a week.” Her curiosity over what Mimi had done hadn’t gotten her a peek at it, though. For once, Mimi was tight-lipped about her work. Her only comment was that Jolly would love it.

			“You forgot?” Ricky sounded surprised. “Does it have to do with that pretty bitch chasing you down?”

			She shook her head at his comment. “Blunt as always, and no. We’ve had plenty going on, and Mimi’s been nervous about it. I stopped asking to keep her from stressing. They’ll auction off her art, but they’re also selling numbered prints to raise money for the services the program provides. At Mimi’s recommendation, they’re concentrating on children’s charities.”

			He turned and stared. “You know I love you, right?” The question and change of subject confused her, but she nodded. “You’re a fucking idiot, but I say that because I love you.”

			“What the hell are you talking about?” Between Bianca showing up and this, she was ready to go and lie down somewhere.

			“I need you to wake up and see my kid before you break her heart to the point where we won’t be able to fix it.”

			“What?”

			“Either give her a chance or let her go. She’s in love with you, and you either don’t see it or don’t want to see it. As a father, it’s a hard thing to watch, so wake the fuck up.” He said it slowly, as if to make sure she completely understood him.

			“Are you crazy?” She closed her eyes and thought about how many times she’d compared Bianca to Mimi. It was a natural reflex for her because Mimi was such a constant in her life. She’d never wanted to analyze it since she doubted Mimi saw her that way. “Mimi doesn’t think of me in a romantic sense, so get your head out of your ass.”

			“No, my friend. You’re the one in so much denial that you can’t see what you’re doing to her. Hell, she’s about to turn twenty-five. She’s no little girl any longer, so give her what she wants or walk away. All the furniture in the world will never be an acceptable substitute for what Mimi needs from you.”

			She looked at him, and he seemed to be telling the truth. Maybe she was a fucking idiot, because she’d never guessed. All she wanted now was to be alone, so she turned and walked out. For once, she had no idea what her next step would be.





 

    
            Chapter Nine





			“Where’s Jolly?” Mimi asked as she opened the oven and took out the pizza she’d ordered.

			“It was a long day, and she said something about going home to shower and go to bed,” he said, staring at the backyard. When he didn’t make eye contact, Mimi got suspicious. “You have no idea how tedious putting up drywall can be.”

			“She didn’t get hurt, did she?” She took two plates out, but she’d lost her appetite. This wasn’t like Jolly, and it was strange that she hadn’t called. Ever since Bianca’s departure, Jolly had been attentive, present, and loving. All the ingredients of a successful relationship that was unfortunately platonic.

			“No,” he said too quickly and too loud. “Just tired, and she said she had a bad night before. You don’t need to worry. She’s fine.”

			The pizza was like sawdust in her mouth, but she told her father about the event in a week when he asked. It had been an honor to be chosen, and when they’d told her the theme, the piece had solidified in her mind. It was already with the charity, and they loved it. She was proud of it, and it was her next clue for Jolly.

			Her father turned in early to shower and read, so she sat on the sofa and picked up her sketchbook. No matter how hard she tried to concentrate, she couldn’t draw a stick figure if she tried. Something was off, and her father wasn’t about to tell her even though he probably knew. Silence from Jolly was not the norm.

			She gave up, grabbed her keys, and drove to Jolly’s. The place was dark, and there was no Jolly. That meant either her father had lied or Jolly had lied to him. There was no note or clue as to where she was. Maybe she was overreacting—Jolly didn’t have to spend every night with them—but not getting in touch was a sign something was wrong.

			None of this made sense, and she had a depressing thought that centered around Bianca. If Jolly wasn’t at any of her usual places, perhaps she’d been more forgiving than Mimi had thought. Losing Jolly to Bianca would be painful. She was sure Bianca would do everything she could to cut her from Jolly’s life.

			She drove to Iris’s place next since she was closer and started crying when she opened the door. It was only one afternoon and night, but Jolly didn’t go radio silent, not even when she’d been in Venice for weeks. Not even when she was dating someone. That was why Mimi had held out hope that she’d never completely lose Jolly.

			“And Ricky didn’t have anything to say? They were working together all day. He’d have mentioned if something went wrong, right?” Iris handed over some tissue and sat right next to her.

			“I don’t know. He was weird at dinner. You know him, though. He loves me, but he and Jolly are like family, so he might not fess up right away.”

			“If Jolly ran off with someone, Ricky would’ve told you. He knows how you feel, so take a breath.” Iris put her arm around her and rubbed her back. “Everyone needs a moment, no matter how well adjusted and put together.”

			“Maybe I’m overreacting,” she said, then blew her nose. “I keep thinking I am, but I think she’s hurt and needs me.”

			“Give her a couple of hours or days, and you’ll see.”

			“Do you think she’s with someone and doesn’t want me to know?” Overall, that was her biggest fear.

			Iris reached for her hand and held it. “Listen to me, okay?” She squeezed her fingers. “I don’t think Jolly has run off with some woman we don’t know about. If something happened today that upset her or that she needs to think about, I’m sure as anything in my life, you’ll be the first to know.”

			Mimi drove home and sent Jolly a text to let her know she missed her. An hour later, it hadn’t been read, which made for a night of fitful sleep. That agonizingly slow night turned into a week, and Mimi was about to call the police and report Jolly missing. She’d tried everyone, including Tim, but he and Pam were just as baffled. Now it was the night of the gala and still no Jolly, and that really worried her. It wasn’t like Jolly to miss something so important to Mimi.

			“You look fantastic,” Vanessa said as she zipped up Mimi’s white gown.

			“I think I should stay home in case there’s news about Jolly.” She stepped into her heels, but one word of encouragement from Vanessa or Iris, and she’d strip and continue her search.

			“No way,” Iris said. “I won’t be able to afford the original painting, but I’m getting a signed print. The other great part of the night is, I can brag about knowing the artist.”

			“That and we all look fabulous,” Vanessa said.

			Her father was wringing his hands when they entered the den, and she wanted to shake him to make him talk. He was pulling on his collar, and his smile appeared more of a grimace than anything pleasant. Vanessa finally grabbed his arm and turned him to face her.

			“Talk, and I mean now,” Vanessa said, shaking him a little.

			“She’s right, Daddy. Are you sure you don’t know where she is?” She took his hands and studied his face. “Jolly has never just disappeared this long.”

			“Mimi,” he said, then took a deep breath and held it. “Jolly—” The doorbell stopped him, and he almost tripped to answer it, or perhaps get away from the three of them. “Hey, right on time.”

			Mimi had gone with Jolly to shop for the tuxedo she now wore, for a party at the modern art museum. They’d danced that night, and Jolly hadn’t left her side from the moment she’d picked her up. It was the closest thing to a date she’d ever experienced, and it had given her hope to hang on.

			Now Jolly had gone with a white shirt and tie as if she wanted to match Mimi’s dress. “Hey, shrimpy,” Jolly said, and Mimi noticed the large bouquet. Pink roses were her favorite. “I’m probably too late, and a beautiful woman like you already has a date, but would you consider going with me?”

			Everyone vanished from the room, and Mimi tilted her head back to try to not let her tears fall. “Where the hell have you been? I’ve been dying this week, and you couldn’t return a text or a call?” She was thrilled Jolly was there, but she was upset about her unexplained absence, so her voice went up in volume as she spoke.

			“I’m sorry won’t cut it, but I took some time to figure out a few things.” Jolly put the flowers down and took a step toward her. “I am sorry, and for a lot more than disappearing. I’ve been a total idiot.”

			“I agree,” she said, making a rolling motion with her hand. “Go on.”

			“The reason I’ve been an idiot is because I’ve been blind to what’s right in front of me. You were right about that.” Jolly stuck her hands in her pockets and lowered her head. “Sometimes, distance makes that clear.”

			“Were you with someone else?” The question broke her heart, but she needed to know. She loved Jolly, had for years, but she wasn’t some kind of consolation prize. She’d rather be alone than be Jolly’s second choice.

			“I went to the beach house alone and didn’t bring my phone. A few days ago, I stared at the wall in the bedroom and all the different versions of the same subject you’ve done. It made me realize that no matter the view, you see beauty in the world, and how lucky anyone would be if they became part of your outlook.”

			“What does that mean?” This was too important to get wrong.

			“It means I want to be with you for all my days and have you be as happy about that as I am. I’ve told you before that you’re my best girl, and it took me too long to realize how true it was.” Jolly took another step and reached for her hand. “I’ve loved you from the very start, and not as my sister.” Jolly laughed. “If I’m too late, I’ll have to accept it, but if you give me a chance, I won’t let a day go by without you knowing and believing that, because I mean it with my whole heart.”

			Mimi looked up at her and couldn’t help the tears. “You love me?”

			“Yes,” Jolly said, moving closer. “If you’re not there yet, I’ll be patient.”

			Mimi shook her head before locking her fingers behind Jolly’s neck and tugging down. “I figured this out a long time ago,” she said, pressing her lips to Jolly’s. The way Jolly held her as they kissed made her want to either clear the house or have Jolly carry her off somewhere. “I love you, but don’t ever do this to me again. This week has lasted an eternity. You worried me to the point of being ill.”

			“I’m sorry, but I was so mixed up. Not about how I feel about you but if it was the right thing to do.”

			She shook Jolly by the lapels of her jacket and frowned. “I’m glad you were smart enough to make the right choice. From here on out, if you have a problem, promise me you’ll talk to me about it instead of pulling a Houdini.”

			“I promise, but now we have a party to go to.”

			Mimi laughed when she heard cheering from the kitchen. She held Jolly’s hand as they walked to the hired car and didn’t let go of her until they arrived at the venue. Jolly and Tim’s firm had purchased a table, so he and Pam were waiting when they arrived. Tim hugged her, then Jolly, but all Pam did after hugging Mimi was eye Jolly like she wanted to say something, though she kept quiet for now. Unfortunately, their table was right next to Phillip and Mimi’s mother’s, and both of them already appeared upset.

			The way her mother stared at them made Mimi press closer to Jolly. She was so fixated on her mother, she missed the beautiful brunette walk up until she kissed Jolly on the cheek. The move made her want to pull Jolly back toward her by the hair. Jolly was off-limits to any woman in the place, in any place, and they’d have to talk about that going forward. The woman was gorgeous but appeared older than Jolly and didn’t make any other move.

			“Mimi, let me introduce you to your dad’s date, Maria.” Her father came up and kissed Maria’s hand.

			“It’s great to meet you, Maria,” she said before Maria and her dad started a conversation. “How did Daddy get a date so soon? He got into town, like, ten minutes ago,” she said as she followed Jolly to the dance floor close to where Iris and Vanessa were dancing with the dates who’d met them there.

			“Maria works for our painting guy, so I set them up since I knew your mom and Phillip would be here tonight. The last thing I thought he’d want to do is come stag. Your mom would’ve loved that.” Jolly pressed closer to her as the slow song played. “Right now, I don’t want to talk about your father and Maria.”

			“What would you like to discuss?” She didn’t want to take her attention off Jolly, but her mother and Phillip seemed agitated enough for her to glance their way. She and Jolly had to be the subject of the frantic whispering, as Phillip jabbed the table with his finger and her mom rubbed his arm in a soothing motion.

			“How much do you have in your account might be a good start. If Phillip comes over here to give us shit, I might need bail money.”

			That made Mimi laugh as she ran her hands up the front of Jolly’s jacket. “What do you think is wrong?” She went up on her toes and kissed her chin. It was a wonderful realization that she could do that now.

			“I’m sure Phillip, in his twisted way of seeing the world, thinks I seduced you,” Jolly said, moving her hand to her lower back. “You’re my sister, after all,” Jolly teased.

			“I’ll gladly correct him if he comes over here since I’ve been subtly trying to seduce you for years. That you’re so clueless makes me think you’ve been hit in the head with a hammer a few times too many.” She kissed Jolly when she smiled. “Come on, I did that big piece at your place half-naked. Anyone would think you have trouble talking to girls.”

			“In my defense, I’ve always tried to behave and not think about you like that. It always felt wrong when you consider your mother is married to my father.” Mimi laughed when Jolly slapped her gently on the ass. “Having admitted that, had you worn that leather outfit back then, we’d still be in bed.”

			“You’re hilarious, but I want you to be sure.” She’d waited this long; a few more months wouldn’t kill her.

			Jolly led her to the edge of the dance floor and kissed her like Mimi had always dreamed that she would. “I spent a week walking the beach, trying to find the courage to walk away from you so you’d find someone better than me,” Jolly said, and Mimi thought her heart would shrivel and blow away.

			“Why?”

			“Let me finish. The truth is, I can’t let you go. There was no scenario where I could stand by and live with the reality of you with anyone but me. I want a lifetime of making you happy and building a future with you, along with whatever furniture you want.” Jolly kissed her again and kept their foreheads together. “I love you, and I think you’re my definition of perfection.”

			“I love you too, but I’m far from perfect.” She pressed her ear to Jolly’s chest, wanting to hear her heartbeat.

			“You’re not the perfect woman for me?”

			“Yes, I am, since it’s hard to disagree with your logic.” She gazed up at Jolly and loved that beautiful smile and Jolly’s dimples. “It’s like Christmas and every birthday wish all rolled into a tall, gorgeous package.”

			“I try my best,” Jolly said, kissing the tip of her nose. “Would you like something to—”

			She wasn’t able to finish her question when someone grabbed Mimi by the bicep and turned her around so fast, she lost her balance. She was grateful Jolly kept her from falling by wrapping her arm around her waist. The feel of Jolly’s chest expanding made her think someone was about to get cursed out or punched.

			“Mother, nice to see you. It’s been a while,” Mimi said, leaning back into Jolly. “Did you need something? We were dancing and in the middle of an important conversation.”

			“Margot, have you lost your mind?” Her mother was an expert at talking through her clenched teeth.

			“I don’t think so,” she said, and Jolly laughed. Mimi’s father had stopped dancing and was looking in their direction. He stayed put when Mimi shook her head. “I didn’t think this was an event you’d be interested in, so I could ask you the same thing.”

			“Your father was impressed you were selected as the main artist this year, so we came to support you.” The crossed arms and pinched face made Mimi wonder how her mother had ever ended up married to her dad. If ever two people were opposites, it was Phillip Holland and her father. “This kind of behavior is upsetting him.”

			Mimi glanced at her father again. He was now at the bar holding Maria’s hand. “Honey, I’d love a glass of champagne.” She crossed her arms to mimic her mother and glanced back at Jolly.

			“Are you sure?” Jolly asked, as if leaving her side wasn’t in her plans.

			“Positive.” She kissed Jolly and caressed her cheek before pointing to the bar. “We’ve got plenty to celebrate, so have them pour you an old-fashioned.” She watched Jolly glance back a few times before joining Mimi’s father. “What are you doing?” It was hard to match her mother’s menace, but she tried her best. “You and Phillip couldn’t be bothered to attend my gallery opening, much less anything else I have going on, and now you care? Don’t give me that.”

			“We were in Aruba with the family and didn’t get back in time. If not, you know we would’ve been there to support you. We’re both extremely proud of you.” Her mom reached out to touch her, and she stepped back. “Come and say hello. Phillip loves you and wants what’s best for you, and that isn’t some unnatural relationship with your sister. People are going to think you’re sick.”

			“My father is at the bar, giving Jolly a hard time. He also, though he hasn’t admitted it, is the one who talked to her about how I felt. If Phillip has a problem with me falling in love with someone I’m in no way related to, have him walk over here and tell me himself. Marriage doesn’t a sister make, Mother, and it shouldn’t make you someone’s messenger girl. Stop being such a pushover.”

			“You wouldn’t be where you are without your father, Margot, don’t forget that.” Her mother went back to the clenched-teeth part of their conversation.

			“You’re right,” she said, and her mother smirked. “Phillip refused to pay for school unless I went into interior decorating and stopped talking to me when I refused his invitation to adopt me. I definitely wouldn’t be where I am had I given in like the rest of you. From the day you introduced me to him, Phillip Holland has done nothing except make demands I in no way was going to give in to.”

			“Be reasonable.” Her mother sounded like she was losing patience.

			“Mimi’s plenty reasonable, Kelly,” Jolly said, handing Mimi a champagne flute. “How about you congratulate her and go back to your table? We’re all here to celebrate what a brilliant artist she is and have a good time.”

			“Thank you, my love,” Mimi said as they walked back to join their group. The ballroom at the Piquant was huge but still hard to navigate with the number of people in attendance. This event was for a great cause, but it was also a fun party that kicked off the holiday season. Jolly shook hands with a few people as they made their way to their table with her mother following closely behind them.

			“I hope neither of you thinks this is the end of our conversation,” Kelly said, losing her balance this time when Ricky accidently bumped into her.

			“Sorry, Mrs. Holland,” Ricky said, pulling Maria’s chair for her. “I almost didn’t recognize you. Are those new?” He pointed to her chest, and Phillip stood.

			“You’re disgusting,” Mimi’s mother said. “No wonder Margot has been led so far astray.”

			“Listen, you—” Ricky said, and Phillip walked up.

			“Is there a problem here?” It always amazed Mimi how easy it was to figure out that Phillip was utterly obnoxious just by hearing a few words out of his mouth. He had a way of speaking that made it clear he was superior to everyone else in the room.

			“Your ability to chew solid food if you don’t escort your bride back to your table,” Jolly said.

			Dinner being served and the covered canvas being brought to the stage made everyone go back to their corners, not willing to be the ones to make a scene. They were sitting toward the front, and a few people stopped by to talk and congratulate Mimi on Jolly and on her art. More than one of their friends had mentioned that it was about damn time they’d gotten together.

			Jolly nodded through it all and held Mimi’s hand. It was nice that the friendship part of their relationship wouldn’t end with the addition of intimacy. From the day they’d met, Jolly had been her champion, and she’d loved her for it. Growing those feelings was going to make for an awesome adventure together.

			During dessert, the board president took the stage.

			“Are you nervous?” Jolly asked.

			“There are more people here than I expected, but you’re with me, so I’m fine.”

			“Welcome, everyone,” the president said over the applause. “We gather every year to raise money for services our patients need and struggle to afford. We’ve made strides in research, but there’s more road to travel when it comes to assisting all who walk through our doors.”

			“I’m proud of you, honey,” Jolly whispered in Mimi’s ear, and she kissed her for the words.

			“This year, our proceeds will go toward children’s services, and I don’t believe we could’ve conceived of a more perfect piece of art than the one Mimi Mulle created around this theme. Mimi, thank you, and if you could come up and say a few words.”

			Jolly stood and pulled out her chair and remained standing as Mimi made her way to the stage. It wasn’t lost on her as she looked at Jolly with her mother and Philip glaring behind her that her life wouldn’t have been close to this had she given in to what they’d wanted for her. Jolly had not only supported her but had set her free to create the art that she loved. That truth had given her the inspiration for the piece she’d created.

			“Thank you, Bruce, and I’d like to express my gratitude to the board. Jolly and I have attended this event for years because we believe in the good works you do in easing people’s suffering. It is daunting company to be in since there have been so many great artists who’ve come before me.” She pressed her hands together and took a moment to calm her nerves.

			“I did my best to capture the theme, and I hope that whoever buys the original or one of the signed prints enjoys it as much as I did in creating it.”

			Bruce clapped along with everyone else when she finished. “Mimi, would you do the honors?”

			She pulled the cover off, and the applause got louder. The angel cradling an infant had her wings curved in as if to protect the baby from harm, and the positioning covered her nakedness. Her head was bowed so the viewer couldn’t make out the face, but Mimi’s friends and family knew who it was from the dark hair, strong build, and the geometry compass tattooed on her bicep. Jolly had gotten that exact tattoo when she’d graduated from architectural school since her grandfather had used a similar tool for years.

			“Everyone, I present to you Wings of Love. There is no greater force in our universe, and we thank Mimi for this beautiful piece,” Bruce said as Mimi went back to her seat.

			She laughed at the blush Jolly was sporting when she sat back down. “If you hadn’t figured it out before now, I figured this would do it. I’m sure hardly anyone will know I used you as my model.”

			“How…how did you?” Jolly waved her hand toward the stage.

			She laughed when Jolly blushed again. “I promise, I didn’t peek at you in the shower, Jolly. I used a bit of creative license and a lot of imagination.”

			“I’m honored you see me like that,” Jolly said, raising her hand when the price hit ten thousand.

			Mimi grabbed her hand when Jolly went to raise it again. “The real one’s at home, and we don’t need two.”

			“What does that mean?” Jolly put her arm around Mimi, seeming oblivious to anyone but her.

			“I wanted to do this since it’s a cause I believe in but didn’t want to share the thing I treasure most.” She turned more into Jolly and put her hand over Jolly’s heart.

			“What?”

			“These beautiful blue eyes,” she said, touching Jolly’s face. “You looked at me years ago, and you blinded me to anyone else. That sounds so cheesy, but I’ve loved you because you saw me right off. You think I don’t know how much you sacrificed to make my dreams come true, but I would never have had all this if you hadn’t believed in me. I put all that into the painting at home, and in that one, you’re looking at me and smiling.”

			“Thank you for your patience and for being you. I love you.” Jolly leaned in and kissed her until they heard applause. Mimi’s piece had sold for forty thousand, and she was ready to go.





 

    
            Chapter Ten





			“Where did Daddy disappear to?” Mimi asked as they stood in her den, swaying in front of the fireplace.

			Jolly had shed her jacket, and Mimi had undone the bow tie and thrown it on the sofa. “I’m sure Maria’s keeping him entertained, so we shouldn’t wait up. She was excited about tonight since she thought Ricky was sexy. I think she fell for the hair.”

			Mimi pulled her down and kissed her, and Jolly kicked it up a notch by sliding her hands down to Mimi’s hips. “God, I’ve waited so long for you to kiss me like this, like you want me.” Mimi sucked on Jolly’s lower lip. “Do you want me?”

			“More than anything,” Jolly said, kissing down Mimi’s neck. “I want to make you feel good.”

			“Then touch me. I don’t want to wait anymore.”

			Jolly picked Mimi up and carried her to the main bedroom. Mimi turned so Jolly could unzip her and see that there was no bra under the white strapless gown. “Tell me if you need to stop for any reason. This is new to both of us,” Jolly said, holding the dress up.

			“We waited long enough.” Mimi reached up and pulled Jolly’s hands off her gown. It fell to the floor, and Jolly couldn’t help but stare. Margot Mulle had to be the most beautiful woman she’d ever seen.

			“You’re so gorgeous,” she said, her eyes on the white lace underwear Mimi had gone with. It was the only thing she had on.

			“Thank you, Babe, but could you sit for me a minute?” When she did, Mimi stood between her legs and started on the studs of her shirt before taking off her shoes and socks. She finished by unbuckling Jolly’s belt and unzipping her pants. “Stand up a second.” Jolly did as she asked, and her pants fell to her ankles. “Wow,” Mimi said, running her hand down Jolly’s chest to her underwear. “I got the proportions just right. I totally rock,” she said and laughed.

			“If I get teased about this forever, I’ll think of some way to pay you back.” It was hard to keep up a conversation with Mimi naked in front of her.

			“I’m sure you will, but we need to talk about one little thing before anything else happens.” Mimi held up her fingers close together and sounded nervous.

			That made Jolly mentally repeat her offer of stopping if Mimi wasn’t ready. People would find it strange to see her jogging around the track in the park out back in her tux to bleed off how turned on she was, but she’d stop. “Honey, if you’re not ready, we can put on pajamas and go enjoy the fire.” She put her hands on Mimi’s waist and let go when Mimi shook her head. “What is it?”

			“I don’t want to stop, and I need you to promise you won’t leave.” Mimi’s voice faded on that last part, and Jolly honestly didn’t know what this was about.

			She sat Mimi on the bed so she could kneel on the floor to get them at eye level. “The only way I’m leaving is if you ask me to go.”

			“I’ve never done this with anyone, and I don’t want to disappoint you.”

			Jolly’s heart rate went up, she was so surprised at Mimi’s confession. “No one?”

			“It’s probably childish, but I wanted to wait until it felt right. You know I haven’t dated much, and none of those people were right. Before I knew it, I was into my twenties and pathetic.” Mimi could talk at warp speed when it was something she didn’t necessarily want to discuss, and it made Jolly emotional.

			“Not only am I an idiot, I really don’t deserve you. I promise, I’ll spend the rest of my life making up for all this lost time.”

			“You’re smart enough to realize I waited for you. Maybe you don’t know how you affected me from that very first lunch. You listened to me, and no one had ever really done that but Daddy, and even he doesn’t get me like you do.” Mimi placed her hands on her cheeks and kissed her. “How could I not wait for you?”

			“I love you.”

			“And I love you,” Mimi said, kissing her again. “And I really want you to touch me. Twenty-five years is a long time to wait, and I want to be yours in every possible way.”

			Jolly stood and waited for Mimi to move over. She’d built the bed when Mimi had moved in, and she was glad she’d gone with the king size. Mimi lying there in only her panties was a beautiful sight. “We can stop if you need to or become overwhelmed.” She rolled over to her side so she was hovering over Mimi.

			“I want you,” Mimi took her hand and placed it on her breast, “to touch me.”

			Jolly rubbed her palm over Mimi’s nipple, loving how it hardened under her touch. For once, she wished she’d spent more time in the office so her hands would be softer. Mimi seemed to read her mind and pressed Jolly’s hand harder against her chest.

			“Let me feel you,” Mimi said, and Jolly moved to completely cover her.

			She leaned in and kissed Mimi before moving down her neck to her breast. Mimi had her hands anchored in Jolly’s hair, and she opened her legs wider when Jolly sucked on her nipple. It was hard to stay focused when Mimi arched up into her, and Jolly could feel the heat of her sex through the hipsters she still had on.

			“Baby.” Mimi pushed her off, and she was almost about to leave the bed when Mimi got completely naked. “Come back and make me yours.”

			“Okay, but we can stop whenever you like. Remember that.” She’d never let herself fantasize too much about being in this position, but her imagination had been way off. This night was better than anything she’d ever experienced. She held herself up slightly, not wanting to put all her weight on Mimi. They kissed again before Jolly started to move down, stopping when Mimi tugged on her. “You need me to stop?”

			“If you say that one more time, I’m going to hurt you,” Mimi said with her hands behind Jolly’s neck. “I don’t want you to stop, but I need you up here with me.”

			“Whatever you want.” Jolly moved so she could put her hand in between Mimi’s legs. She wanted to go slow and get Mimi used to her, so she rested her hand there and kissed Mimi until she moaned.

			“Baby, please, don’t make me beg.”

			She started stroking Mimi to get her fingers wet but stopped short of touching her clit. Mimi was wet and lifted her hips as if chasing what she wanted, groaning when she didn’t get it. She was petite and had a gorgeous body Jolly wanted to spend hours worshiping, so she changed what she was doing and started circling Mimi’s clit, still not touching. She wanted Mimi as turned on as she could be before she did anything that might hurt her.

			“That feels so good.” Mimi’s voice was low, sultry, and sexy enough to make Jolly kiss her again.

			“I want you to feel good,” she said as she pressed her thumb where Mimi wanted it most and positioned her fingers to go inside. “Relax and let me in.”

			Mimi ran her nails up Jolly’s back when she slowly entered her, going as slowly as she could. She sucked on Mimi’s nipple and followed Mimi’s hint when she bucked her hips and moaned. “Wait,” Mimi said, getting Jolly to raise her head. “I feel so full.”

			“Look at me, love,” Jolly said as she stroked her clit. “Relax and do what feels good.” She stroked with her thumb as she focused her attention on Mimi, letting her set the pace.

			“Jesus,” Mimi said, pressing her head into her pillow and closing her eyes. “Oh please,” she said as her hips came off the bed. Jolly moved her fingers out and in with Mimi. “You feel so good.” Mimi arched up and kissed her as she continued to moan.

			“I’ve got you.”

			“Oh, baby, that’s so…shit…that’s so good. Don’t stop touching me,” Mimi said, pulling hard on her hair. “Oh God, oh,” she said, followed by a long moan. “That’s it, that’s it,” she screamed, and a moment later, she tensed and let out a long breath before relaxing.

			“My God, I’m so glad I waited for you.” Mimi closed her legs, keeping Jolly’s hand trapped in place. “I love you, and you’re really good at loving me.” She smiled and puckered her lips for Jolly to kiss her.

			“It probably makes me sound like an asshole, but I’m glad you waited for me too.” She kissed between Mimi’s breasts and rested her forehead there. “It was a gift.”

			“It’s all you’re getting for your birthday this year,” Mimi teased. “I should’ve put a bow on it.” They both laughed at that. “I’ll be happy to gift you whenever you like from now on.” Mimi rolled to her side and grabbed Jolly’s wrist when she started to withdraw her hand.

			“Are you okay?”

			“I’m fantastic,” Mimi said, running her hand from Jolly’s shoulder to her hip. “This was like a dream, and I hope you’re happy because you’re stuck with me now.”

			“I’m not going anywhere.”

			Mimi moved her hand between Jolly’s legs, barely able to reach her clit. Jolly wanted to concentrate on Mimi, but she’d been so turned on for the entire night, she craved Mimi’s touch. Whatever Mimi wanted to do was good with her.

			Jolly wanted to touch Mimi, but with all the buildup, she was going to be embarrassingly fast. “Shit,” she said, and Mimi was relentless. Mimi was also breathing hard as she squeezed her legs together, Jolly’s finger still inside, her thumb brushing up and down Mimi’s clit as they moved together.

			“I’m coming again, baby.” Mimi bucked her hips. Her thighs were pressed so tightly together that Jolly could only really move her thumb.

			“Did you read a book or something?” Jolly chuckled. “I feel like you’ve deboned me.”

			“I’m right there with you,” Mimi hissed when Jolly pulled out. “And you’re right. When I’m not painting, I read a lot. I can’t wait to try everything I’ve researched.”

			“I can’t wait, either.” Jolly put her arms around her and didn’t say anything when Mimi’s tears hit her chest. She’d known Mimi long enough to know that when she was on overload with happiness, it caused tears.

			“You really love me?” Mimi asked.

			“When I lost my mind last week, I thought about the life we’ve shared so far. You fit with me so completely that there’s never been room for anyone else. I love you, and it’s a good thing for me you’re so forgiving.”

			“There’s no need for forgiveness, Babe. You needed to figure this out for yourself or we wouldn’t have worked.” Mimi moved so she was straddling her, and Jolly could see her face. “What finally gave you a clue, aside from lots of leather?”

			“Don’t be mad at him, but your father. Last week, the day after our first dinner, Bianca came by the construction site to ask me out for drinks. I turned her down and was straight with her that there was no chance of that or anything else happening between us. Ricky and I had a talk after she left crying, and he pointed out some things I knew but wasn’t sure about in a very Ricky Mulle kind of way.”

			“So we’re only here because of Daddy?” Mimi’s smile disappeared.

			“No, we’re here because no matter how hard I tried to think that you wouldn’t want me like this, I’m in love with you. There is no changing that, and I wasn’t lying that night when I told you it would kill me to see you with anyone else.” She rubbed Mimi’s back and enjoyed the feel of her. “What I want now is for you to be mine and only mine.”

			“I told him not to say anything, but I’m glad he did. He kept telling me this would be the result if I admitted my feelings. Well, maybe not quite this, but you know what I mean.” Mimi kissed her and ran her finger along Jolly’s bottom lip. “Tonight was wonderful. We’ll be doing this often, right?”

			“I’ve seen you naked, Margot. Believe me that I’ll do my best to get you out of your clothes every chance I get.”

			“That sounds like your best plan yet.” Mimi moved up some more and sucked on her neck. “But maybe I need more convincing.”

			“Whatever you want, goddess.” She did as Mimi asked since they had plenty of lost time to make up for. “Whenever you want.”
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        * * *

      

			Mimi woke up when she felt Jolly lift her head and groan. When she opened her eyes, the room was way too bright, and she figured that was what all the groaning was about. The house had drapes throughout when Jolly had purchased it, but she’d replaced them with wide slat blinds when Mimi had told her that was what she preferred. Her problem was, she always forgot to close them.

			“Hold on,” she said, getting up naked to pull the cord. She laughed when she noticed Jolly watching her every move. “Good morning.” She kissed Jolly before heading to the bathroom. “We need to sleep some more, so don’t get any funny ideas about bolting.”

			Jolly followed her in and brushed her teeth before going back to bed. She sighed when Mimi joined her, and Mimi did as well because of how contented she was. Waking up pressed to a naked Jolly officially made this the best morning of her life, and it would only get better from here.

			“What are you thinking about?” She kissed Jolly’s shoulder and closed her eyes at how nice Jolly’s hand felt on her butt.

			“This house only has two bedrooms, and its main room is on the smaller side.”

			Her architectural comments seemed so out of context, considering Mimi was more interested in talking to her lover. “Thank you for the update, Frank Lloyd Wright, but what does that have to do with anything?”

			“Nothing, it just popped into my head.” Jolly kissed her, her hand caressing with intent.

			“Are you sure?” She lifted up, and Jolly’s attention went to her chest. Mimi came close to laughing when Jolly licked her lips. “Is it too small for you?”

			“No,” Jolly answered sounding drunk when Mimi straddled her.

			“Do you need more room to chase me around?” Mimi leaned over and placed her hands by Jolly’s head. That put her nipple an inch from Jolly’s mouth. “Trust me, I’m never going to run that fast.” She stopped breathing when Jolly sucked her in.

			“That sounds like a fantastic offer,” Jolly said, letting her go with a pop.

			“Of course.” She moved so Jolly would repeat the move on her other breast. “You’re older than me, so I don’t want to wear you out on the chase,” she teased.

			Jolly didn’t laugh and seemed sober at the joke. “Does that bother you? Ten years doesn’t seem like a lot, but—” Jolly didn’t get to finish when Mimi pinched her thigh as hard as she could. “Damn,” Jolly hissed.

			“Jolly Andolini, I have not waited years for you to wake the hell up and smell the coffee I’ve been brewing only to have you come up with excuses as to why you shouldn’t take a sip. Do you understand?”

			“That hurt,” Jolly said, looking at the red spot she caused.

			“That pain will seem minor if you think you can start thinking for me and what’s for my own good. You said you love me, so no takebacks.” Mimi made a pinching motion with her fingers again and smiled.

			“Tell me you aren’t always this perky in the morning,” Jolly said, then grabbed her hand when Mimi pinched the other thigh. “Sorry I interrupted you. Please continue.”

			“The way this is going to work is, you’ll go home, pack a bag, and come back. If that doesn’t sound good to you, then I’ll come home with you, but I’m not waking up alone ever again.” She pointed at Jolly to make sure she understood. “You’re in a happy, committed relationship now and don’t forget it.”

			“Did you whittle me a nose ring too?” Jolly asked, holding both Mimi’s hands as if not wanting to get pinched again.

			“I’ll have one by tomorrow with my initials engraved on it. It’ll match the tattoo I’m planning for your ass. It’ll say ‘Property of Margot Mulle.’ ”

			“That sounds reasonable. What are your other demands, Ms. Mulle?” Jolly let her go only to thread their fingers together.

			Mimi lay back down on Jolly and rested her head under Jolly’s chin. “All I want is for you to love me and not dream up excuses to leave.”

			“Why in the world would I leave when I just moved in? I think it’ll take attorneys getting involved to get rid of me.”

			“You don’t mind giving up the penthouse?”

			“You’re kidding, right? I get you. The penthouse or anything else can’t compete with that.” Jolly kissed her before Mimi could say anything else. “And you’re correct about waking up alone. Never going to happen.” Jolly rolled them over and really kissed her. That’s all it took to turn her on.

			“Touch me,” she said, and Jolly did just that. Mornings were never this fantastic, she thought, and she got lost in the passion. Jolly was gentle but still touched her like she didn’t ever want to stop, and that fueled her want. She came for what seemed like an eternity, then relaxed into Jolly’s arms.

			They went back to sleep, and Mimi loved the feel of Jolly spooned against her back. When she woke two hours later, they’d shifted, but they were still pressed skin to skin. She studied how gorgeous Jolly appeared asleep, and she almost felt bad waking her up.

			“Honey, I know you’re making up for lost time, but you need to give me a break.” Jolly sounded whiny, which was way out of character, making Mimi laugh.

			“Maybe later for that, but right now, I want French toast.” She shook Jolly by the shoulders, making sure she didn’t fall asleep again.

			Jolly opened her eyes and scrubbed her face with her free hand. “Do you have bread? Any type of bread?”

			“No.”

			“How about eggs?”

			“No eggs.”

			Jolly smiled and shook her head. “How about syrup? What’s French toast without syrup?”

			“I don’t have syrup, either.”

			“Then go back to sleep because without all that, there’ll be no French toast.” Jolly closed her eyes, and Mimi shook her again.

			“I’m starving,” she said when Jolly opened her eyes again. “Please.”

			“Come on.” Jolly sat up and swung her legs to the floor. “Shower first, then I need some stuff from my place. I don’t want to go grocery shopping in a tux.”

			Mimi almost skipped to the bathroom after Jolly and brushed her teeth again before stepping under the spray with her. As much as she’d loved touching Jolly the night before, touching a wet Jolly with soapy hands was fantastic. It didn’t take much buildup for them both to come against the subway tile Jolly had installed.

			Jolly looked hilarious in her tuxedo pants and shirt when they got dressed, but she offered Mimi her hand, and they got going.

			Mimi helped Jolly pack a couple bags and all the paperwork she’d need for work. Before the grocery run, Jolly took her to La Boulangerie for pancakes, and she enjoyed sitting and holding Jolly’s hand. There was a couple sitting close who’d had Jolly design their house, and Jolly introduced her as her girlfriend. That made Mimi happy, but she also thought about what it would be like to be introduced as Jolly’s fiancée. They had a ways to go, so she’d be patient. All that mattered was that they were finally both on the same page.

			“What do you plan to do with your place?” Mimi asked as they walked around Whole Foods. She’d never put this much stuff in her basket, but Jolly seemed to know what she was doing.

			“Maybe we should offer it to your father. It might entice him to stay around longer.” Jolly pointed at something at the meat counter and held up three fingers.

			“You wouldn’t mind?” She picked some cheese and put it in with the rest of their stuff. The wine section was next, and Jolly let her pick whatever she wanted.

			“I’m in love with his daughter, and being without her isn’t my plan.” Jolly kissed her. A bottle of Blanton’s bourbon was the last thing they picked up before they went home.

			They both took the day off and spent time together on the couch with another fire. At five, they moved to the kitchen and Mimi watched Jolly start prepping for dinner. Her father got home a few minutes later and kissed her cheek before giving Jolly one of those bro hugs with plenty of slaps to the back.

			He pointed toward his room, waved, and left without saying a word. The tux was a bit wrinkled, but he seemed happy and somewhat exhausted. Mimi stared down the hall as Jolly went through the cabinets. “Do you need help?”

			“Where’s your frying pan?”

			“This kitchen is too small for too many pots, much less a frying pan.” She rested her chin on her hands and smiled. “That’s a good thing since I’ve never fried anything in my entire life.”

			Jolly put everything back in the refrigerator and poured her more wine. “We need to move to the penthouse to keep from killing each other and so we can eat.”

			“What? No,” Mimi said, shaking her head. “Babe, I love this house. Tomorrow, we’ll go get you two frying pans and whatever else you want, but I don’t want to move.”

			“Honey, listen.” Jolly walked around the counter and held her.

			“I know I said I didn’t mind where we lived as long as we were together, but I lied. I want to stay here.”

			“Honey, take a breath. I know you love this house, but we need some changes. And we already own plenty of frying pans and kitchen stuff at the penthouse.” Jolly held her and kissed her temple before putting her fingers under Mimi’s chin and lifting her head so they could make eye contact.

			Mimi wasn’t ready to give up. “Think about how you fixed it up for me and built my studio that I love even more than the house. Don’t forget this is where we first made love.”

			Jolly let go of her and grabbed her bag. She flipped her notebook to a fresh page. “I know all that, and we made love for the first time last night. What I’m talking about is a temporary move.” Mimi loved how Jolly concentrated as she sketched. “All we need is a few months to knock some of these walls out and add some more space. If we do this”—Jolly showed her what she’d roughly drawn out—“we can get a bigger kitchen. It’ll even come with cooking lessons if you’re interested.”

			“How long?” Being away from her studio for months was giving her anxiety.

			Jolly added some notes to her sketch and hummed. “Do you want fast or good?”

			“I want you most of all, so if it means living at your place, I’ll adapt.” She fell against Jolly when she reached for her and wanted this kind of peace for the rest of her life. “If we do this, will you be happy here? This is a lot different than what you’re used to.”

			“I never planned on keeping this house.” Jolly held on when Mimi went to move away. “Let me finish.” She gazed up when Jolly pressed her palm to her cheek. “Ever since you moved in, I’ve begun to see what a perfect place this is to raise a family. A family I’ve always believed you’d want with someone else, but still perfect.”

			“Do you want a family with me?” In the innermost parts of her soul, that’d been Mimi’s fantasy. Little Andolinis she’d raise with Jolly with a gold band on her finger.

			“I want everything with you, Margot. You, kids, and a white picket fence if that’s what it’ll take to convince you.”

			“That was downright sappy, love, and I demand a daily dose of it.”

			“Totally out of character, and it’s all because of you.”

			“That’s good to know. What can I do to convince you to forget the missing frying pan?” She glanced down the hall again before taking Jolly’s hands and putting them on her breasts.

			“Missing?” Jolly laughed. “It’s nonexistent.”

			“True, but if you follow me to the bedroom, I’m sure we can talk about it.” The way Jolly kissed her made it necessary to get them behind a locked door and naked. “Turn that stove off, honey, and we can heat something else up.”

			“That was terrible.” Jolly scooped her up and smiled.

			“You don’t love me for my joke-telling abilities.” She pulled Jolly’s hair before biting her earlobe. “Let the cohabitation begin,” she said when they reached the bed.





 

    
            Chapter Eleven





			Jolly walked into the bedroom the next morning after her shower and sat on the bed to put on her socks. She reached behind her when she felt Mimi’s breasts pressed to her back. Waking up with Mimi that morning had been even better than the day before, and she’d thought that would’ve been hard to beat.

			“Where are you going?” Mimi’s voice was slightly deeper because of sleep, but she was warm enough that Jolly was tempted to go back to bed.

			“I have to head to the office to draw up plans for this place, and I have a call with Alexandro. Our permits have finally come through after I promised a kidney, and I want to start before they change their minds.” She lay back and held Mimi, not in a hurry to leave. “How about a trip to Venice in a couple of months? That’ll give me time to finish the projects we have going here, and I can concentrate on starting there.”

			“Really?” Mimi sat up and straddled her. “I’d love that. For how long?”

			“About two to three weeks, and I promise I won’t be working the whole time.” She gave Mimi a rundown on their timeline—she had several weeks to plan their trip. “That’ll give the guys a chance to pour the slab for the addition and put all your furniture in storage. And when I am working, you can sketch as much as you want.”

			“Are you going to touch my studio?” The way Mimi asked, the only right answer was no.

			“I wasn’t planning on it.” She smiled at the pout and pushed Mimi’s bottom lip in with her finger. “I promise, it will look the same, and it’ll be in the yard. If we need to set it back some, you’ll be happy with the results.”

			“How much are you adding on?” Mimi leaned down and kissed her before getting up. “Sorry, but I have to pee.”

			“To answer your question, I’m not sure, but we’re only doing this once.”

			Mimi joined her in the closet wearing a robe and picked a shirt for her to wear. “Why would we need to do this more than once?”

			“You’re it for me, and this house is it for you.” She let Mimi button her shirt. “If you feel the same, then we’ll spend our lives here.”

			“I do, and we will be spending the rest of our lives here.” Mimi handed her a pair of slacks and picked up a pair of suede bucks to finish the outfit. “Imagine a big tree house in the oak out back and the best play structure in the yard. You’re not getting out of any of it, Andolini. The kids and everything that comes with them are nonnegotiable.”

			“You’re so bossy.” Jolly put her arms around her. “I’m not trying to get out of anything. We’ve been here in each other’s lives for years. I’m sure there’s more to learn, but we’re ahead of the pack when it comes to commitment.”

			“Are you sure?” Mimi asked yet again. “I know this is what I’ve wanted since I met you, but we’re going at warp speed now. I’m not trying to talk you out of anything, but I also don’t want any freak-out moments.”

			“Think of it this way. We’ve finally admitted what we feel and what we want.” Jolly put her watch on and took Mimi’s hand. “The rest will come, maybe not today or tomorrow, but it will come. I figure the more we talk about all the things we want, the faster we’ll get there.”

			Mimi led her to the kitchen, got the coffeepot ready, and put some bread in the toaster. “Since we’re being honest, are you serious about a family?”

			“Absolutely,” Jolly said, putting her paperwork in her bag. “I want some more little artists in the world that we’re responsible for. We talked about the age difference. Let’s not wait until I’m not around to meet them or you have to feed me baby food along with our kids.” She laughed, but Mimi didn’t join in.

			“Don’t joke about that. We need to do some planning.” Mimi slathered the toast with strawberry jam and handed her a piece. “You’re right that I’m not talking right this second, but we need to be on the same page.”

			“Definitely. Would you like to have dinner with me tonight? It’ll be just the two of us on our first official date that’s not a big event.” She took a bite of the toast and moaned. Mimi couldn’t boil water most of the time, but she made the best jam on the planet. Truthfully, Jolly could sit and eat it with a spoon.

			“I’d love to. Stop by and pick up the nice suit.”

			“For Burger King? I doubt that they’re that fancy,” she joked. “I promise, I’ll look presentable.” Ricky joined them and accepted a mug and toast from Mimi. “Let the guys know I’m handing the Griffin house over to you. The texture should go on the walls today, and all the paint choices are done, so start having the trim delivered. They can put the first coat of paint on it before you put it up.”

			“I’ll call if we have any problems, and thank you for the raise,” he said, making her shake her head.

			“Don’t spend that extra twenty-five cents all in one place. I’ll have Tim give you the appointments coming up. You’re going to love the decorator.”

			“Are you being sarcastic?”

			“That would be a yes, and her name is Candy. She’s very blond, she’s opinionated, and she sounds like a squeaky toy in heat.” She finished her coffee and toast and kissed Mimi goodbye. “I’m headed for the office, and I’m sure Marlin and some of the guys will come by to survey today.”

			“Call me later,” Mimi said, walking Jolly to the door and kissing her until she wanted to strip. “Have a good day, honey.”

			Jolly stopped at the loft for a suit and checked her mail and still beat Tim into the office. The notes she’d taken on the house gave Marlin a good starting point on the survey. The only way to make it balance was to move the studio back. The dogtrot connecting it saved her from tearing it down completely and starting over, which would make Mimi happy.

			“Did I forget a meeting?” Tim asked, dropping into her visitor’s chair.

			“I’m drawing up preliminaries on a house redesign and wanted to get going. Alexandro’s ready to begin as well, so let me know if there’s anything you need before that.” The kiss was still in her mind, and she gave herself a pep talk not to go home.

			“I got a call from Bianca on the way in this morning,” he said, putting his feet on the edge of her desk. “She was upset—pissed really.”

			“Did her house sink into the ooze, and no one told me?”

			“More like it’s missing what she liked most about it, meaning you. She was over there yesterday and early this morning harassing everyone to find out where you were.”

			She pulled up the blueprint to Mimi’s house and printed it. Everything she was interested in doing would be possible since the lot was big enough. “We’ve delivered plans she approved, the contractors have reviewed colors and finishes, and I briefed her on the progress so far. I’m not sure why she’s upset. Ricky will take over starting today.”

			“That’ll go over well,” Tim said with a grimace. He was happily married but didn’t handle hysterical women well.

			“Your other choice is just to let her know I got Mimi pregnant, and Ricky’s on my ass to do the right thing.”

			“As if you need Ricky to do the right thing.”

			“True, so dating is out now that I’m getting married. If I try, I doubt I’d survive Mimi’s pinch from hell.”

			Her chair tipped backward when he rushed to hug her. “Man, I should’ve listened to Pam when she saw you two kissing this weekend. She thought you were a clueless idiot who’d die alone before you figured it out.”

			“Best compliment ever.” She laughed along with Tim since Pam wasn’t known for holding back the truth, even when a person didn’t want any part of it.

			“Yeah, she’s our own walking, talking shot of pentothal.” He looked at her desk. “Whose place is this? I don’t remember any new contract since last week.”

			“It’s Mimi’s,” she said, studying the plot before she started. “I need to add some space in the main bedroom and closet if I want to hang anything up.” She pointed to where the kitchen was at the back of the house. “This needs to be at least three times bigger so I can fit a frying pan and have a working oven.”

			“You’re moving in?”

			“No, I’ve already done that.”

			“As much as I’ve wanted this for you, isn’t it a little fast?”

			“Trust me, bud, that went through my head from the time I got dressed Saturday night so I could ask Mimi to that event. Then something occurred to me after our first kiss.” She smiled and tapped her mechanical pencil on the table. The pencil was a gift from Mimi after selling her first piece, and Jolly treasured it.

			“Must’ve been some kiss if it brought this kind of enlightenment.”

			“It’s hard to describe in a way that gives it justice.” The memory of that kiss would be the blueprint to her life with Mimi. “Up to now, I’ve dated plenty and couldn’t imagine a year or a few months with those women, much less the rest of time. With Mimi, though, a lifetime won’t be enough. That it’s taken me this long to admit that does make me a clueless idiot.”

			“Think about how much more sex you’d be having if you talked to me like that.” Pam stood in the doorway, pointing at Tim. She came in and kissed Jolly first. “I just got off the phone with Mimi, and she sounds ecstatic. Congratulations for not disappointing me when it comes to her. She was so happy on Saturday, but today, she’s over the moon.”

			“Thanks, and before your well-thought-out lecture, I promise to make her happy.”

			“She sounded pretty happy this morning, so do your best to keep it that way. You do that, and I promise to run interference with Kelly for you. She cornered me at the gala.”

			“About what?” How Kelly had given birth to someone as wonderful as Mimi was always a mystery. “Mimi’s close to twenty-five, and Kelly hasn’t offered support of any kind in forever.”

			“Don’t get worked up,” Pam said softly. “Your father, according to Kelly, was mortifyingly embarrassed this weekend by you. Seems you seduced Mimi into a relationship that would ruin the career they’ve both done so much to nurture.”

			“Was she drunk when she said that?” As much as her father pissed her off, Kelly ran a close second.

			“I set her straight, but she talked to a few people about how you two together was not a great thing. The woman is nuts, so I wanted to give you a heads-up.”

			“I’m sure Phillip had a little to do with that, which means I’ll need to make a phone call. I doubt we’ll lose business over this, but I don’t want to take the chance.”

			“Why aren’t you at the house this morning?”

			A hysterical Bianca wasn’t on Jolly’s bingo card today, yet here she was. Bianca’s hair was uncombed, she had dark circles under her eyes, and her face was blotchy, as if her anger was seeping through her skin. “You haven’t been there in days,” Bianca yelled and waved her hands like she was about to take flight.

			“Is there a problem?” Jolly didn’t get up or raise her voice. There was no reason to escalate the problem.

			“Have you forgotten I’m paying you to build my house? I have a contract, and I expect you to honor it, or there will be consequences.”

			Jolly glanced down, noticing the wrinkled clothes and overall unkempt appearance, and wasn’t impressed with the threats. “You hired our firm to design your house, and we did that. You also contracted our construction company to build it, so unless you fired my guys, that’s also getting done. Ricky Mulle, a master carpenter and construction manager, will be your new foreman, and I haven’t heard from him about any issues. So I repeat, is there a problem?”

			“Can I speak to you?” Bianca glanced at Tim and Pam before turning her attention to Jolly. “Alone.”

			“I don’t think that’s necessary. There are other projects that require my attention, but I’ll still oversee your house until completion. If you need something pertaining to the construction, go through Mr. Mulle.”

			“I trust you about the house, Jolly,” Bianca said, pressing her hands together. “We need to set things straight between us and start over. We’re good together, and you know no other woman is going to be me.”

			“Thank God for small favors, since I don’t want a woman like you. Who would? But remember that we were so good together, I caught you in bed with someone else.”

			“You’re with Mimi, so we both made mistakes. That doesn’t mean we can’t start over. Wake up. She’s a child, and what you need is a woman.”

			“Listen, you little—” Pam started before Tim slapped his hand over her mouth.

			“Get this straight, Ms. Griffin, because it’s the last time we’re going to talk about it. There is no us, no going back, and no way I’m discussing Mimi with you ever.” Jolly stood but didn’t move closer. “We’ll be happy to let you out of your contract if you can’t live with that, but this discussion is over. You’re free to leave.”

			“Jolly, please.”

			Pam stood and encouraged Bianca toward the door. “You heard her. It’s time to go before we’re the ones canceling your project. If we have to do that, it’ll come with a restraining order.”

			“Don’t fucking lie.” Bianca started screaming again and broke Pam’s hold. “I saw you with Mimi this weekend, and you’re together, as in you’re sleeping with her.” Bianca pointed at Jolly as if she was cross-examining her in a murder trial. “You can fuck whoever you want, but it’s an unforgivable offense if I do it?”

			“Time to go,” Tim said, helping Pam to get Bianca out of the office.

			“This isn’t the last of this, Jolly. You owe me, and you know we belong together,” Bianca said from the hallway.

			“Let’s pray she fires us, or we’re in for about four to five months of hell,” Jolly said when they returned. “I’m sorry to dump her on you if we’re not done before Italy.”

			“Tim will handle it, and I’ll help him keep all the problem women in your life off your ass. Don’t worry about it, and make sure you don’t spend all your time working. You owe Mimi a lot of romance, and Venice is the perfect place for it. Don’t disappoint me.” Pam kissed her cheek, then headed for her office. They’d hired her to keep the books and to manage the office.

			“I already promised just that, so if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to take my girl out to an early lunch.” Jolly packed everything she needed to work from home.

			There were things she still had to deal with, but she was loving the sense of contentment she was feeling over having Mimi in her life. “And it only gets better from here.”
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        * * *

      

			Mimi slipped her painting overalls over her yoga pants and headed to the studio. The house was quiet, and she wanted to finish the companion piece to the one that had sold at auction so Jolly could hang it. She was about to start mixing paint when she heard the doorbell. The older guy next door usually came by at least once a week to drop off produce from his garden, but she smiled when she found Vanessa and Iris doing a happy dance on the porch.

			“Is that a hickey on your neck?” Iris asked after hugging her.

			“Go Jolly,” Vanessa said when Mimi felt her face get hot. “Our little girl is all grown up.”

			“Get in here, nutjobs,” she said, waving them in. “Y’all didn’t have to work today?”

			“It’s a maintenance day at school, and Iris didn’t have court until late this afternoon, so we came to make sure you were processing all the big changes,” Vanessa said. “And to tell you what a hot couple you make.”

			“Best-looking couple there this weekend,” Iris echoed. “You look happy. Tell us all about it.”

			“I’m beyond happy, and Jolly’s moving in.” Her friends glanced at each other, and she laughed. “Don’t freak out. She said we’ve been together for years, even if we only ‘got together,’ ” she made air quotes, “this weekend. I don’t think I could sleep without her now.”

			“The first part of our plan has a checkmark next to it,” Iris said. “Now we need to get a ring on your finger and a wedding date.”

			“Don’t push,” Mimi said, plopping down on the sofa. “I’m happy with her here, and eventually, we’ll get there. We’re not in a rush, though.”

			“What?” Vanessa asked when her voice faded away.

			“We had a conversation, and I’m not sure what to do about it. I’ll tell you if you promise not to share.”

			They both made X’s over their hearts. “Girl, you know we’re a vault,” Vanessa said, and Iris nodded.

			“It’s way early, but we talked about kids, and Jolly was kind of the one who brought it up.” She pursed her lips and shrugged. “I want a family and pretty much everything with her, but I don’t want to box her in.”

			“Jesus, don’t start second-guessing yourself now,” Iris said. “Concentrate on how crazy Jolly is about you. What you’re telling us is everything you’ve always wanted with Jolly, and that she’s so open about telling you what she wants proves one thing.”

			“What’s that, exactly?” she asked, starting to feel the pressure of getting this all right.

			“Jolly’s as much yours as you are hers. Sounds like she took the time to really think about what she wanted and did her best to get it,” Iris said.

			“Could she have done it without making you sick worrying about her disappearing act?” Vanessa asked, her hands spread out. “Probably, but I don’t think she’s telling you all this stuff to punk you. Jolly’s not like that, and she really loves you.”

			“She really is great,” Mimi agreed. “So great, I’m afraid something’s going to go wrong if I go through with what I’m thinking.”

			“What’s that?” Iris asked, appearing concerned.

			“Don’t look at me like that.” Hell, the worst she’d ever done was dye her hair blue for her high school graduation. According to her mother, it was the equivalent of arriving naked. “We’re going to Venice, and if we’re there more than a week, we’ll be there for her birthday. I want to plan ahead.”

			“I’m sure you could think of something better than glass to give her,” Vanessa said.

			Mimi rushed through what she had in mind and came close to laughing at their shocked expressions. Vanessa’s mouth opened at the same moment as the front door, so she closed it and shook her head. Mimi hoped they understood to keep what she’d said to themselves. All of them stared at Jolly when she joined them.

			“Hey,” Mimi said, standing and kissing Jolly. “You’re a big, handsome surprise.”

			“How about an early lunch so I can meet Marlin here after?” Jolly made a circle with her finger to mean all of them. “How about the Rum House?”

			“We’d love to,” Iris answered for them. “Come on, Mimi, we’ll help you pick something to wear.”

			“Take your time. I’ll set up in the dining room.” Jolly held up a tube that probably contained everything known to mankind about the house.

			Mimi kissed Jolly again and followed Vanessa and Iris to her bedroom. Her closet was cramped with all of them in there, but they obviously wanted to finish their talk. “Go ahead and spit it out before it kills you.”

			“We’re not saying anything to discourage you, but be sure before you go all drastic on us.” Vanessa flipped through her clothes and grabbed a pair of jeans. “These make your ass look fantastic.” The memory of Jolly’s hands on her ass made Mimi blush and her friends laugh. “Care to share what’s on your mind? We’d love to hear what we’ve always thought about Jolly when it comes to the bedroom.”

			“Get out of here and let me get dressed.”

			Jolly was gazing at the backyard when Mimi joined them and startled when she put her arms around her waist. “Thank you for coming home early. I know I’ll eventually get used to you leaving for work, but I’m not there yet. Maybe you should add an office to the big renovation so I can stare at you while you work.”

			“Just staring is involved?” Jolly asked as Mimi slipped her hand into her shirt.

			“There might be some touching too. You’ll have to wait until we don’t have an audience to see.” She pinched Jolly’s abdomen gently and smiled up at her.

			“I was thinking on the way home that we should invite the posse with us to Venice. If they can get some time off, the three of you could get some sightseeing in while I’m working. And before you pout, we can ditch them for some romantic dinners. I’ll have Pam take care of it if you’re okay with that. With this much of a heads-up, they should be able to swing it.”

			“One of them will try to steal you if you invite them, but that’s a great idea.” She yelled for her friends and told them. Jolly laughed when she got to see the happy dance trio.

			They rode with Jolly to lunch and returned to Marlin and Coco in the yard setting up surveying equipment with another guy Mimi didn’t recognize. When Jolly joined them and started pointing in ten different directions, Mimi knew she was serious about the add-ons that would make this their home. This was going to be fun.

			Watching Jolly have fun while she was working was one of Mimi’s favorite things, but she headed to the front of the house when she heard the doorbell. She was surprised to find Tim and Pam with curious expressions. “Hey, guys.” The hug Pam gave her was extra-long and tight, so she hung on. “Are you okay?”

			“We’re fantastic.” Tim waved as he headed outside to Jolly.

			“He was about to burst the rivets on his jeans on the way here, so we thought we’d divide and conquer.” Pam followed her to the den and glanced out to stare at the cousins talking.

			“What does that mean?” She had an idea because of what they’d been through in the last year.

			“We’re pregnant,” Pam said, and she seemed barely able to contain her joy. “God, I never thought it would happen.”

			As Mimi hugged Pam, she glanced out and saw Jolly and Tim hugging as well. Pam and Tim had waited until the business became profitable before trying, but once they did, it had been month after month of disappointment.

			“I’m so happy for you guys.” Mimi was crying, but so was Pam. “Tim must be so excited.”

			“He’s not only thrilled, he’s the only guy in the city who plumped for a girl. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him cry as hard as when the doctor confirmed our home test.” Pam joined her in the den, and they both put their feet up on the sofa. “When all this crap started, he thought he was a failure because, like Jolly, he takes the blame even when he shouldn’t. Dr. Eschete told us sometimes things don’t function even when there’s really nothing wrong. I think we caved to the pressure, and we were on a hamster wheel of things not working.”

			“It doesn’t matter how it happened, all that matters is you both are getting what you want. A perfect little baby with those beautiful Andolini blue eyes and hyperactivity.” She wiped her face. The tears were part happiness with a little jealousy mixed in.

			“Hey, what’s the matter?”

			“I’m so sorry. This isn’t about me. This is your day, and we need to celebrate it.” Mimi shook her head to clear it and laughed.

			“Don’t give me that shit,” Pam said bluntly. “Tell me.”

			“Give me a few days and I promise I will. We’ll go to lunch, and you can grill me all you want.” She really laughed when Tim and Jolly came in talking fast and smiling like they couldn’t stop. “Congratulations, Daddy,” she said, hugging Tim.

			That made him cry. “We needed a little help from science, but we got there. This is the best thing ever.” Tim laughed when Jolly slapped his back.

			“You’re going to be the best at this,” Jolly said, putting Tim in a headlock. “This is going to be the luckiest kid ever, to have you two as parents.”

			The pure joy on Jolly’s face made Mimi stare, and she saw that Pam noticed her. Pam touched over her heart and nodded as if she’d figured out every thought in her head. Mimi sighed when Jolly came over and put her arms around her.

			“How about I go pick up a bottle of sparkling grape juice, and we toast to the new baby?”

			“I’ll come with you, Mimi, and let these two plan the huge house you’re getting out of this.” Pam put her hand in the bend of Mimi’s elbow. Once they were in the car, Pam turned in the passenger seat to look at her straight on. “Spill it. We’re not waiting for lunch.”

			“Like I said, I don’t mind waiting.”

			“I can’t wait. Let’s hear it.”

			Mimi talked while she drove, and they cried together in the grocery parking lot. “I’m not sure yet, so please don’t say anything. We’re still so new together like this, and I don’t want to jinx it.”

			“How about we pause now but do that lunch this week?” Pam got out and walked arm in arm with her again.

			“Thanks, Pam, and I really am happy for you. No one in the world deserves this more.” Pam picked up a bag of nacho chips to go with their fake wine. “And we promise to be the best aunts. I’m so excited about that.”
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        * * *

      

			Four weeks later, Jolly was at their renovation on St. Charles overseeing the repair of one of the support beams with extensive termite damage. This was one of the last things she wanted to get done before their trip. It was good to work up a sweat and forget everything except Mimi. Juggling this many jobs was tiring at times, but she loved the projects they had going on.

			“Are you braced over there?” she asked Hank. She’d pulled Hank off Bianca’s place after Ricky took over, not needing two master carpenters for what Bianca had left. Her phone rang, and she ignored it for now since it was probably Bianca again. After that last meeting at the office, Bianca had become relentless. It was something Jolly had never experienced with a woman. There was no reason for this kind of pursuit and hard feelings.

			“We’re good to go, boss,” Hank said, two of his guys staying with him.

			“Okay, the last thing we need is to have this place collapse on us, so be ready to run if something goes wrong.” She gave the go sign, and they started cutting. A steel I-beam would replace the section so they could get the noticeable dip in the floor out. She checked the phone and didn’t recognize the number but answered it anyway. Bianca wasn’t going to get her to live in fear.

			“Andolini,” she said, and smiled when she heard Mimi’s voice.

			“Hey, do you want lunch? Pam and I finished shopping and stopped at the po’ boy place you love. We can run by.” Mimi always sounded cheerful. “Are you good with roast beef? We can…oh crap.”

			“What?” She stepped away from the noise of the saw and waited. “Do you need me to pick you up?”

			“It’s my mother. Let me call you back.”

			The call dropped, and Jolly kept the phone in her hand. She watched as the bad section fell away and the guys got the team outside with the crane ready. Hank was doing a great job, so she went upstairs to find a quieter spot. The elevation crew was there to make sure the floor was plumb before the beam was secured. Her blueprints were open, and she was studying them when she heard that condescending voice. Anyone who wondered if a person could speak with a smirk would be convinced it was possible after meeting her father.

			“I don’t know why we wasted money sending you to architectural school if all you wanted to do was be a construction worker.” His slacks, pristine white shirt, and silk tie were his usual daily wear, and it pissed him off that she hadn’t followed his example. “I should’ve put my foot down on you spending time with Francois.”

			“Papa might’ve not been as tall as you, but he was twice the man.” She rested her hip against the table and stared at him. Phillip was a proud man, always had been, but there were noticeable cracks in the well-put-together picture. He was starting to look old, his hair was thinning, and the slight paunch was new. “I loved every minute I spent with him. It’s always been a shame I could never say the same about you.”

			“He gave you a small imagination.” He came closer and glanced at the plans. “You’ll never get anywhere with these small projects. Your brothers and I just finished the new nursing school at the technical college.”

			It was a waste of time, but she’d try once more. “Let me show you something.” She walked him to the dining room, to the bases of the simple sconces that would be replaced with new brass pieces that were still being made.

			The lights were simple because the bases were carved wood with small flowers and a variety of fruit. She’d had to re-create one that had cracked beyond repair, and it was only one of the small things in this house that gave it the character only found in grand dames like this. It was also what separated them as people.

			“How much imagination does it take to build a square cement and brick box? The person who carved this over a hundred years ago left his mark and made this place unique, and a hundred years from now, I’ll be a small part of that as well. Like Papa said, it’s the little things that build on a big imagination. You never understood that size doesn’t matter in all things.”

			The way his shoulders tensed was why they’d never mend what was wrong with their relationship. In his world, there was only capitulation, and she’d never give him that on blind faith like her siblings. “Think what you want, Jolly, but you’re wasting your talents.”

			“So you’ve said many times. Did you take time out of your day to run over here and remind me one more time what a loser you think I am?”

			“I came to talk to you about Margot. What the hell are you thinking?” He balled his fists, but if he thought it would intimidate her, this was more of a waste of time than she thought.

			“Did you forget to congratulate us at the event? I’ll be happy to pass that along.”

			“Stop being glib. Kelly isn’t going to let this go, so admit for once that you screwed the pooch. Of all the things that are plain wrong with you, dating Margot is the top of that list. I realize she’s an idiot when it comes to making choices for her life, but I thought you had more sense.”

			It was her turn to clench her fists, and he took a step back when she narrowed her eyes. She guessed it might also be because of the hammer on her tool belt. “If you ever talk about Mimi like that again, I’ll make you wish you’d never met her.”

			“Come on, Jolly, you’re not a thug.”

			“You can run home and tell Kelly that I’m in love with Mimi, and nothing is going to change that.” She didn’t yell but made her point. “Both of you need to go back to not giving a shit. As for giving advice on anyone’s relationship, neither you nor Kelly qualify.”

			“You know that’s not true. Margot wasn’t my responsibility, but I offered to help her anyway. Her brothers were happy to take the help as well as my name, something she wasn’t interested in.” He smiled, and it made him appear villainous. “I’m not going to beg someone to accept my help, and it’s humiliating that you gave my name away.”

			“Get it through your head that Mimi has a father. She didn’t need one that was a step down, and that hasn’t changed. Her mother decided to hook up with you and didn’t mind imploding Mom’s world to get what she wanted. My brothers might’ve forgotten how you humiliated her and that name you’re so proud of, but I’ll never forgive either of you for it.”

			“People divorce all the time. Don’t be a child. What people don’t do is fall for their sister.”

			She took a step toward him when he said that, and he took two to get away from her.

			“Honey,” Jolly heard Mimi say, “it’s not worth it, so relax.” Mimi moved to her side, and Jolly was surprised to see Pam and Kelly with her. It was a bizarre situation. “I somewhat understand my mother ambushing me, but what are you doing here, Phillip?”

			“The same reason Kelly tried to talk to you, and it makes no sense. We’re both adults capable of making our own decisions.” Jolly put her arm around Mimi’s waist and waited. This wasn’t her circus, and the monkeys running loose belonged to her father and his bride. “The truth hurts when someone reminds either of you that you abandoned Mimi because she was a round peg that wasn’t interested in your square hole, but that’s what you did, Kelly. The money and getting a ring on your finger were more important than Mimi. It’s time to stop acting like you care now.”

			“I love my daughter, you pervert, and I’m not going to allow her to throw her life away on this.”

			Jolly didn’t get a chance to stop Mimi before she moved to her mother and slapped her hard enough to leave a red mark. “Don’t you ever talk about Jolly like that. Leave us alone.”

			“Be careful before planning your next move, Phillip.” Jolly said his name with contempt. “Some of my clients have heard from Kelly. When you lie about our reputation and attempt to make me and Tim lose work, it’s slander, and we’d love to prove it in court. Even if I don’t get a dime out of you, which is likely, I’d love to use the public forum to share some stories about you two.”

			“What are you talking about?” Kelly said, glaring at her.

			“The construction crews love talking about how often you two got caught ‘screwing the pooch’ at jobsites,” she said, using his words. “Some of the people working in the office had similar accounts.”

			“You bitch,” Kelly said.

			“Mom, take Phillip and go. Don’t expect to be invited to the wedding.” Mimi pointed to the door, and Jolly’s father grabbed Kelly by the bicep and led her out.

			Jolly had to laugh when it was just the three of them. “What the hell was that?” she asked after kissing Mimi.

			“It was an extra treat on top of getting a call from Bianca warning me to stay away from you. Maybe it’s good we’re leaving the country.” Mimi patted Jolly’s middle as they watched their respective parents drive away in separate cars. “It’ll make for a good alibi if one of them shows up dead for being the most obnoxious people in the city.”

			Jolly laughed but turned to Pam when she slapped her hand over her mouth and shook her head. “What?” she asked as Pam literally turned green.

			Mimi just smiled at her and pointed Pam to the nearest working bathroom. “It’s morning sickness, honey. I swear, we’re going to sit you and Tim down for lessons on pregnant women.” Mimi went to help Pam while Jolly headed down for the beam installation.

			Pam still appeared queasy when she came back up and waved off a water bottle.

			“I’m happy about the baby, but this sucks, huh?” Jolly said.

			“At this point, a hangover would be preferable,” Pam said.

			Jolly walked Pam to Mimi’s car and promised she wouldn’t be far behind. The nausea lasted the rest of the afternoon and most of the next two weeks, and Tim and Pam decided to skip the trip. It was easier to be miserable at home than in Venice.

			It took a bit to convince Mimi to go since she felt like she was abandoning Pam when she needed looking after, considering her parents were out of state. Two weeks later, though, they landed in Venice, and Vanessa and Iris’s excitement got Mimi’s mind off Pam. They sat in the stern seat of the private teak water taxi, and Mimi seemed to love every minute of it.

			Their group included Ricky, who’d volunteered to come when Tim had stayed behind. Mimi and her friends went exploring after they’d checked in, and Jolly and Ricky headed to Alexandro’s. Her colorful client was on-site wanting to meet her crew and review next steps.

			Work visas for Larry and his crew had been as difficult to get as the go-ahead to start renovations. Larry’s four-man crew had jumped at the chance to live in Italy for a year while they worked with the Italian guys Alexandro had hired. Part of their fee was two apartments and a work boat for the site, which he gladly provided.

			“Hey, boss,” Larry said when she entered the main foyer. Even in this shape, it was a beautiful space. “I’m glad you’re here. We’re starting on the basement, and the historical society representative is here. I don’t speak Italian, but I’m pretty sure he called me an asshole more than once.”

			She chuckled, knowing it was true. Alexandro and the guy in the bad suit were in a heated discussion when she went down, and she whistled loudly to get them to stop. It was the beginning of high tide, and the water was already sloshing over the open side of the foundation. Once upon a time, this area was used to store boats and equipment, but that was impossible now.

			“Alex, would you like to translate? I don’t want to insult Mr. Redoni by making him speak English.”

			She went into a detailed explanation of what their approval plan included, which was a cement pour three feet thick, covered by a terrazzo floor to match the original. That would keep them a foot above the highest tide recorded in modern history, but she also included a buffer against the water. Three feet shaved off an eighteen-foot ceiling would still give Alex a great workout room and plenty of storage.

			They all stood by one of the main support beams that held the house up, and she removed the brace she’d placed without a permit to keep the house from collapsing. She took the ball-peen hammer Larry handed her and knocked the beam out. The repair of the bricks that fell from the ceiling was something she’d gladly cover to make a point.

			“The water damage is extensive.” She waited for Alex to translate. “So he has a choice. We can make the repairs or wait for it to fall in on itself. You could then sell the empty space to McDonald’s and retire when you sue these guys. All this was approved already, so I’m not sure why he’s here.”

			Mr. Redoni glared at her before turning to go.

			“This will either get rid of him, or he’ll be here every day,” Larry said.

			“I called the authorities and started an investigation on the hotel manager next door for paying bribes to Mr. Redoni and his friends. That’s illegal, even in Italy.” She got them squared away so she could take everyone out to dinner.

			She walked back to the hotel and stopped at a window display that caught her eye. The place was full of vintage jewelry, and she asked to see the piece that made her go in. If ever there was something made for Mimi, this was it. The clerk shared the paperwork with her. It was made in the late 1800s, its history apparent in the scuffs along the sides, but if she knew Mimi, that would make her love it more.

			She wasn’t usually someone who acted on a whim, but she put her credit card down and put the box in her pocket. This was one of the most romantic cities in the world, so the right time was perhaps a gondola ride away. After a few months with Mimi, Jolly had promised herself not to fear asking for the things that would make them both happy.

			This would definitely make them both happy.
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        * * *

      

			Mimi sat on the balcony with her sketchbook. She’d taken plenty of pictures to get the colors right when she returned to New Orleans, and it had been fun exploring until her lunch started working its way back up.

			Her dad followed her through the connecting door she’d left open as she ran for the bathroom. If there was one thing in life she hated, it was throwing up, and this bout had come out of nowhere. Her dad held her hair back and rubbed her back until she was done.

			“Too much prosecco on the first day?” he said as if trying to make her laugh. “Where’s Jolly? She left a half an hour before me.”

			The mention of Jolly made Mimi start crying, and it quickly escalated into sobs. Her father appeared confused, almost like he wanted to wish Jolly into materializing. Not knowing what to do with crying women was something they had in common.

			“I’m…going…” She had to take some deep breaths to keep from throwing up again. “I’m going to lose Jolly and everything.” Saying it out loud made her crying worse.

			“What are you talking about? Jolly would swim naked in the canal outside if you asked her.” He wiped her face with a wet towel and smiled as if that would make it better. “The only thing that’ll give her pause is if you hooked up with some Italian after lunch. Even then, she’d probably forgive you if she got to hit someone, namely the Italian.”

			“She never wants to celebrate it, but her birthday is at the end of the week.” She stood and got her toothbrush ready. “I thought of a unique gift.” She scrubbed her mouth since the taste was making her nauseous. “Oh my God, what was I thinking?”

			“Honey, I’m back,” Jolly said as she came in. “Are you here?” Mimi’s crying kicked up to sobs again, and Jolly came running into the bathroom.

			“Hey,” Mimi’s dad said, shrugging as he held her. “I’m not really sure.”

			He stepped back when Jolly came up and put her arms around Mimi and led her out of the bathroom. “Tell me what this is about.”

			She shook her head and clung to Jolly, glad neither pushed her into talking. The tears were starting to give her a headache, which made the nausea worse.

			“Ricky, could you get her a glass of water?”

			Mimi drank when Jolly held up the glass, and the churning in her stomach came back. Before she could move away, she threw up in Jolly’s lap. “I’m so sorry.”

			“Don’t worry about it.” Jolly didn’t move after Mimi let her go, but she figured it was to keep the mess in her lap. “Do you need a doctor?”

			“No.” Her voice sounded weak.

			“Can you tell me what’s wrong? Did something happen at lunch?”

			Mimi stared at Jolly and tried to memorize her expression of love before it all went downhill. “My period was supposed to start yesterday, and I’ve been sick for most of the day.” Admitting it made her calm down.

			“It’s jet lag,” Jolly said as if she’d guessed the problem. “You’ll be fine in the morning. All you need is some rest, so we’ll stay in tonight.”

			Her father’s mouth pulled into a tight O as if he’d figured it out. Jolly the clueless had not. “Babe, I need to tell you something, but I need you to stay calm until I’m finished.” There were still tears, but Mimi barely registered them as they fell. “Can you do that?”

			“Sure, I just need you to feel better.”

			“When we found out Tim and Pam were pregnant, you were so happy. Do you remember that?” She watched Jolly nod. “We both were, and I wanted to give you that same gift.”

			“Same gift?” Jolly repeated, blinking rapidly. “You’re pregnant?” The question sounded like Jolly was being strangled. “How?”

			Okay, now she sounded a little upset, and Mimi was insulted by the implication.

			“I went to a clinic, Jolly,” she said, but the smell from Jolly’s lap was making her ill. She put her hand to her nose and breathed through her mouth. “I know we should’ve done it together, but I wanted to surprise you.”

			Jolly stood and walked into the bathroom, holding her finger up. She came back wearing a robe before Mimi could panic. “Are you pregnant?”

			“I don’t know, but I’ve never thrown up at the smell of diesel. A boat going by when I was out there sketching is what kicked this off.” She reached for Jolly, glad when Jolly didn’t pull away. “Please don’t dump me.”

			“You expect me to dump you?” Jolly sounded surprised. “Seriously?”

			“It seemed like such a great idea, and Pam introduced me to her doctors. When I thought about it, this was a way of giving you a bit of your grandfather back by giving you your own Andolini.” It was like the boulder on her shoulder slid off when Jolly put her arms around her. “And I know how important Tim is to you, so I’m giving our kid a cousin they can grow up with.”

			“So Pam got you pregnant?” Jolly seemed more amused than upset.

			“Do you remember the day I asked you to come home to fix the door? I made you a chili dog even though I believe they were invented by Satan.” Her question made her father groan and turn bright red, but Jolly nodded. “I just added a little something after we were done. You had more to do with it than Pam. I just needed Pam and Tim’s permission to get what makes this baby a true Andolini.”

			“You know how to pull off a surprise, I’ll give you that. I also figured you’ll kill me before I’m forty, but you do make my life fun.”

			Mimi pressed her hands to her mouth again, but this time it was to keep from crying.

			“We’re on a fast track for sure. After this news, I’m glad I made a stop today.” Jolly picked up her jacket and took out the box.

			The sight of it started Mimi’s tears again, but it was because she was about to hyperventilate. “Jolly,” she said, but Jolly pressed her finger over her lips.

			“I’ve loved you for what seems most of my life, and you’re everything to me. This might be unexpected, but now I want you, our baby, and the life we’ll have more than I’ve ever wanted anything. Will you be mine?” Jolly opened the box to reveal a large sapphire surrounded in emerald-cut diamonds and dropped to a knee. The setting wasn’t gold and was a bit scratched, and it was perfect.

			“Yes. Thank everything that’s good in the world that you love me this much.”

			They kissed when Jolly slipped the ring on her finger. “Not the scenario I imagined, but I guess having Grandpa here seems fitting,” Jolly said, pulling back when Ricky applauded, and watching Mimi admire the ring. “I do have a question. If you did this recently, would you be pregnant this quick? To be able to tell, I mean.”

			“It’s been four weeks, so maybe. I didn’t really believe it until I realized I was late, and I feel like everything’s making me sick. If I’m not, can we try again?”

			“I’m running to the pharmacy for a test before anyone calls me Grandpa. And if you’re wondering, I’d prefer Buddy. That’s what I called my grandad, and he was a cool guy.” Mimi’s dad left them alone and Jolly kissed Mimi again.

			“You really aren’t mad?” Mimi asked once they were alone.

			“Honey, had someone like Bianca done this, I’d be gone because it would’ve been a trap.” Jolly picked her up and sat her on her lap. “You, though, did this because you wanted us to have a family, and Tim and Pam’s baby to have a best friend. I’ve known you long enough to know how your mind works.”

			“That’s exactly what I wanted, so happy birthday, my love.”

			“This will be the most memorable one I’ll ever have.” Jolly ran her hand up and down Mimi’s thigh and kissed her like she was thrilled with the world. “Do you feel better? We could stay in if you want.”

			“Let me brush my teeth again since I just threw up on you, then we’ll go out. We’re engaged, and there might be even better news. We still have some time, so don’t move for a minute. I’ll be right back.”

			Jolly leaned back on her hands, making the robe open a bit. “Hurry back.”

			After her trip to the bathroom, Mimi moved to lock the connecting door before straddling Jolly’s lap and licking her bottom lip. Jolly pulled her into a kiss until they both moaned, and she ripped the robe open, finding that Jolly had stripped her shirt off.

			“Is this part of my gift?” Jolly leaned back on her hands.

			“This is because you’re a sexy beast.” Mimi took Jolly’s hand and placed it on her breast, loving how Jolly’s attention never wavered. From their first night together, it was always the same. Jolly looked at her like she was the only woman in the world, and she wanted her. “Tell me you lost the shorts.”

			“You threw up on me, so you bet.” Jolly winked.

			Mimi dropped to her knees between Jolly’s legs. “Do you have any idea how much I wanted you all this time? How much you turned me on even though I had no idea how good it could be until you finally touched me?”

			In the weeks they’d been intimate, she’d come to crave Jolly touching her. Every so often, though, she liked revving Jolly up and made it her life’s mission to make her come. She leaned in and kissed Jolly’s stomach, then moved lower. With one long, slow swipe of her tongue, she gave Jolly an idea of what came next.

			“You’re all mine, and I love you.” Mimi put her mouth on Jolly and used her tongue first. Jolly gripped the bedding as Mimi circled her clit with the tip of her tongue. “It makes me feel good that I’m the only one who gets to touch you like this.”

			She put her mouth back on Jolly and sucked. This, she’d discovered, was one of Jolly’s favorite things, and it made her come fast and hard. Right now, though, she wanted it to last. A glance up made her smile when she saw how tense Jolly’s jaw was, and a moment later, Jolly put her hand at the back of Mimi’s head. That made her suck Jolly in, enjoying how hard she was for her.

			“Fuck, baby,” Jolly said, pulling Mimi’s hair to keep her in place. “That feels good…so fucking good.”

			Mimi almost stopped, she was so turned on, but right now, it was about Jolly. The moans were getting louder, so she slid her fingers in and flattened her tongue, sweeping up with as much pressure as she could give.

			“Son of a bitch,” Jolly said loud enough for the whole floor to hear her. “Fuck.”

			Mimi sucked one more time, and Jolly tensed as she cursed and came. A moment later Jolly picked her up and laid her on the bed. Her legs spread when Jolly got on top and kissed her. It was loving yet passionate, and it ratcheted up her need for Jolly to touch her. When Jolly kept most of her weight off her, it made her fall in love all over again. No matter how turned on she was, Jolly was protecting their baby.

			“Don’t torture me,” Mimi said. That cocky laugh made her nipples hard, and Jolly sucked one in.

			She groaned, and Jolly lifted her head when Mimi pulled her hair hard enough to get her attention. “Did I hurt you?”

			“They’re a bit sensitive, but don’t stop. I have other fun spots.”

			Jolly got the message and kissed down Mimi’s body. It was easy to feel how wet she was as Jolly went slow when she put her fingers in. Mimi moved her hips with her feet on Jolly’s back and held Jolly’s head right where it was, since her tongue was making it hard to think.

			This was one of her favorite things too, but she grabbed Jolly, needing to feel the length of her body. “Come up here and hold me.” Jolly did, and Mimi dragged her nails up Jolly’s back when she kissed her and Jolly filled her up. It didn’t take much for her orgasm to start, and she clenched around Jolly’s fingers.

			“Are you okay?” Jolly asked as she slid off to the side.

			“I’m great, but my breasts hurt like a bitch,” she said, caressing them softly. “Let’s hope that doesn’t last, along with the morning sickness.”

			“Just promise me that if you’re not pregnant, we do it together next time.” Jolly didn’t sound like she was upset, but there was something in the statement.

			“I’m sorry for not telling you, honey, but we did do it together. That’s what I think, anyway. You played the most important part that afternoon.” She moved her hands to Jolly’s cheeks and squeezed. “The doctor said an orgasm makes things work better, and you’re certainly good at that. She said we might need help, but it’s love that makes it take.”

			“I guess I didn’t think about it like that.”

			“I promise, if I’m not, you’ll be involved in every step, since we’ll have to go with a more medical route like Pam and Tim. If I am pregnant, you do good work.”

			“If love and a good orgasm is all it takes, we’ll end up with a brood.”

			“That’s exactly what I want, and if it worked, this is how we’ll do it from now on.” She moved to Jolly’s other favorite position and lay over her. “Please be happy about this.”

			“If you’re carrying our baby, believe me, I’m ecstatic.” Jolly placed her hands on Mimi’s waist and smiled. “And I love you more than life, so if that’s the criteria, I’m sure you are.”

			“Let’s hope you’re right.” She rested her head on Jolly’s chest and sent up her wishes that they’d been blessed with the beginning of their family. The ring on her finger was a symbol she’d gotten the most important thing of all. Jolly’s heart was hers, and that would never change.





 

    
            Chapter Twelve





			The screams Vanessa and Iris let out when they saw the ring made Jolly laugh and prepare herself for complaints from the other people on the floor of their hotel. Vanessa threw her arms around her first while Iris hugged Mimi. Once Mimi gave them a detailed accounting of how it happened, it was time for the really big news.

			“I might be pregnant,” Mimi said.

			It surprised Jolly that the admission was met with silence. “Did you hear her?” she asked, and the friends very gently hugged Mimi again together. It was touching that they were crying what she assumed were happy tears.

			Ricky stood with his hands in his pockets, looking on. He was smiling, but she could tell he had something on his mind. “Are you sure you’re okay with this? I know Mimi does stuff a little differently. It’s not exactly railroading you, but it comes off a little like railroading you.”

			“I’m happy. After all these years, I know that’s how Mimi does things. She goes through life doing her best to make people she loves happy. If I’m being railroaded, I’ve never been happier about it in my life.”

			He put his hand on her bicep and spoke softly. “I ran after Kelly left me, and I’ve covered plenty of miles trying to forget. In all those rides, I never worried about Mimi because of you. I never said it, but thank you.”

			She smiled as she watched Mimi share all their news with their best friends. “She creates beautiful pieces with her talent, and it may sound corny, but her greatest talent is the art of love.”

			“Sounds about right. You don’t have to worry about me being here to support you two. I’m going to be here for all of it. I’m looking forward to being a grandpa, and I don’t want to worry my kid.”

			“Good, it saves me from having to kick your ass.” She made him laugh and he gave her a tight hug.

			“Thanks, Jolly, and you have my blessing. You’re the only one I trust Mimi with.”

			They all went out that night but didn’t stay out too long. It was their routine for the next four weeks, with a few romantic dinners and Ricky and their friends going off on their own. The pregnancy test Ricky had gotten them their first night had been positive, so a day after they got back, they’d scheduled their first appointment with the OB/GYN.

			Mimi’s morning sickness had a mind of its own, and they never knew what would trigger it. One of the worst things was the smell of paint, which made for some teary afternoons when she realized there’d be very little art in the coming months unless that calmed down. Sadly, it hadn’t, and while they tried to walk and enjoy the multitude of artists, Mimi would get sick. Mimi knew the exact day of conception eight weeks ago, and according to the doctor, she hopefully had only a few more weeks of nausea.

			There was another bout of tears when they returned to the penthouse instead of the house. When they did drive to Mimi’s place, the whole thing had been gutted, the new slab was poured, and the studio was gone. If they’d been married, Jolly would’ve feared divorce papers for that last one.

			The next morning, they got dressed, and Mimi’s mood had improved enough that they lay in bed and talked about nothing important, mostly just enjoying being close.

			“Are you ready?” Jolly entered the closet and found a teary, emotional Mimi. Since she’d been happy five minutes before, Jolly wasn’t sure what had happened. “What’s wrong?”

			“Nothing fits,” Mimi said pitifully, staring at her as if she should’ve guessed that. The built-in dresser at the center of the closet was piled with a load of stuff that was obviously deemed not to fit. “Nothing.” The word had a bit of heat behind it now.

			“Honey, there has to be something.” That was the complete wrong thing to say, and the moment she said it, she realized her mistake. The first clue was Mimi closing her eyes to slits. “It’s going to be fine. Just think, we’re going to meet our baby. You could throw on a trash bag, and you’d still look beautiful.”

			“Are you saying that’s all that’s going to fit?” The crying kicked up a notch.

			“No! God no,” she said loudly. “How about some yoga pants and a sweater? That way you’ll be comfortable when we check on the renovation later.”

			“Do I have to go?” Mimi reached for the clothes Jolly had recommended and kissed her. She kissed her like she wanted to get acquainted with her tonsils. Jolly had always thought pregnancy hormones were a myth, but her case of whiplash was proving her wrong.

			“We’re laying out the studio, and I want you to be happy, so just for a few minutes if you’re tired.”

			Mimi smiled at that and threaded their fingers together. That was how they entered the doctor’s office, and Jolly enjoyed the thirty minutes of calm.

			“Ms. Mulle,” a nurse said from the door. “Come on back.”

			“Hey.” A petite blonde came to the room reading a chart after the nurse had finished with them. “How was Italy?” She glanced up and noticed Jolly. “I’m sorry, I’m Ellie Eschete. My partner and I will be your doctors through this process.”

			“Jolly Andolini.” She held her hand out. “I’m Mimi’s fiancée.”

			“I heard all about you from this one, so it’s nice meeting you. Now, how are you feeling, Mimi?” Ellie pointed to the exam table as Mimi told her about their trip and how she’d thrown up at every spot they’d visited, including Jolly’s lap when she’d proposed. “We can give you something for that. Anything else?”

			“I’m sure Jolly has a longer list than me, but I’m tired, bloated, and at least eighteen sizes bigger than I was before.”

			Jolly sat next to Mimi and wisely kept her mouth shut. Eighteen was a total exaggeration, but she wanted to meet their baby, so she let it go. “Is all that normal?” she asked.

			“The list could be worse, believe me, but it’s all normal. Now, we haven’t done bloodwork to confirm, so we’ll do that after to check for everything else. Unless you have an aversion to pasta, morning sickness and fatigue are signs of pregnancy. In truth, it should be called ‘anytime is a good time to throw up.’ It’s never just the mornings,” Ellie said and laughed. “Let’s do a baseline ultrasound and see what we have.” Ellie stepped out to allow Mimi to get undressed.

			Being here made it so real. They were going to have a baby.

			“What’s running on that hamster wheel in your brain?” Mimi held the gown closed in the front with her hand and tapped Jolly’s forehead with the other.

			“What if I’m not good at this?” Like in the closet earlier, it was the worst thing to say.

			“Tell me you’re kidding. You’re going to be a great parent because you were raised by a wonderful woman and your grandfather. That’s all the foundation you and this kid need.” Mimi tugged her closer and pressed her lips to her temple. “You’re also going to be busy running out for all my craving stuff, so don’t be goofy. No doubts allowed.”

			“I’ll try my best.”

			“Ready?” Ellie came back into the room. “This might be ice cold.” She squeezed gel on Mimi’s abdomen and pressed the wand down. “Let’s take a look at this kid, and you can tell him or her to calm down when it comes to making you ill.”

			Jolly smiled when the screen came to life. It reminded her of the abstracts Mimi had tried to explain to her when they’d visited a gallery that specialized in modern art. After a minute, she hadn’t seen anything that screamed baby, so she waited for Ellie to point it out. Mimi reached for her hand when Ellie seemed to press the wand down harder and leaned closer to the screen, studying it as if there’d be a comprehensive test.

			“Is there something wrong?” she asked. Mimi squeezed her hand hard enough to weld her fingers together since she’d picked up on the strange move as well. Running her fingers through Mimi’s hair was meant to keep her from freaking out, but the motion was having the same effect on Jolly.

			The door opened, and a tall woman in navy scrubs entered. “Mimi and Jolly, this is my partner, Sam Casey.”

			“Sorry I’m late, it’s been a long night, but we have four new babies, so totally worth the lost sleep.” Sam glanced at the screen to where Ellie was pointing and smiled. That more than anything brought Jolly’s anxiety down a few hundred notches. “This is exciting.”

			Ellie nodded and glanced up at Sam. “This is Jolly,” she said, telling Sam her relationship to Mimi.

			“What’s so exciting?” she asked since Mimi was taking deep breaths, which meant the nausea was back.

			“At first, I was thinking twins,” Ellie said. “See, there’s one.” She pointed to the screen to what she assumed was a baby. “And another sac means another baby.”

			“Really?” Mimi said, and she glanced back at Jolly with a smile. The news appeared to be the cure for morning sickness.

			“Let me finish,” Ellie said. “There’s another one hiding behind the first two.”

			“So we’re having triplets?” she asked, not caring that her voice was really loud. Three kids at once seemed like a lot, so her reaction couldn’t have been that out of line.

			Sam moved to the monitor and pointed. “What we could have is either an egg that split, causing triplets, or one egg split for twins and another egg released for triplets, or you released three eggs. The other thing we have is a gigantic bill when it comes to putting all these little guys through college. My advice is to start saving now.”

			“Triplets?” Jolly asked, not able to hide her shock.

			Sam kept her finger on the screen. “You guys hit it out of the park your first time out,” she teased.

			“Congratulations,” Ellie said. “These are rare unless we implant more than one during IVF.”

			Mimi turned to her as the machine printed out pictures. “Are you okay?”

			It took effort to turn away from the screen. All Jolly could think about was the renovation that was under way at their house. As much as she’d added on, it didn’t seem like enough. “I’m shocked, but wow. You’re amazing.”

			Mimi laughed, and she kissed her. “It’s more like, I’m fertile. You do good work, honey, but then again, you’re a master builder. That seems to be true for building families too.”

			“The house isn’t big enough.” She blurted it out, and it prompted the doctors to leave them alone.

			“If that’s a joke about how big I’m going to get, add another guest room so you won’t have to sleep on the sofa.”

			“As if.” Jolly got some paper towels to wipe Mimi’s stomach, then placed her hand on it. “We both have siblings, and neither of us wanted to share a room with them. If we have a mixed litter, there’s no way we have enough room.”

			“Mixed litter?” Mimi laughed and put her hand over Jolly’s. “When I promised you a family, I swear I didn’t think it would be all at once. I hope you’re happy because three out of the gate might be it for a while. If I’m releasing multiple eggs like a demented chicken, there’s no way we’re getting pregnant again anytime soon.”

			“You might be right, but you’ve been good at giving me what I didn’t even realize I needed in my life, so you’re the boss.”

			“That tree house might need to be bigger than I first imagined.”

			“Let me finish with the big house first, and I’ll take care of it.”

			While Mimi got dressed, Jolly stepped out to set up their next appointment and smiled when she saw Tim at the desk. He’d mentioned they had an appointment around the same time, and it was a good feeling to be going through this with her best friend. Pam was a little over a month ahead of Mimi, so Jolly would use her as a gauge of what was to come. If Tim ended up on his couch for any reason, she wasn’t making the same mistake.

			“Hey, bud.” He turned, and she was shocked to see he was crying. Dread spread over her like a cold shower; something had gone wrong. Pam and Tim had wanted kids almost from the beginning, and if something had crushed that, they’d all be devastated.

			“What’s the matter?” She held him by the shoulders and prayed for the best.

			Pam stepped up and put her arms around Tim. “It’s nothing terrible, but it was shocking.”

			“You have no idea of shocking, sister,” Mimi said, taking her hand.

			“We need another house,” Tim said, sounding panicked. “Can you imagine what college is going to cost? We are so not prepared for this.”

			“Dr. Casey just had to put that thought in your head.” Pam patted Tim on the chest and rolled her eyes. “It’s pretty shocking, but we’re having triplets,” Pam said. As terrified as Tim appeared, Pam sounded thrilled. “We implanted two embryos, but those Andolini hyperactive genes must’ve kicked in, and one egg split.”

			“Three,” Tim said, wiping his face and laughing as if he was sliding off the sane bus. “Is that unbelievable, or what?”

			“It’s more commonplace than you think,” Jolly said as Mimi let her go and stepped into Pam’s embrace.

			“Just think. There’s going to be six kids in some poor soul’s classroom one day with the same last name and talent for not being able to sit still,” Mimi said. “I totally understand about those hyperactive genes.”

			“Are you serious? Unbelievable,” Tim said. “What are the odds of that?”

			“I’m sure I can’t calculate that high, and ‘unbelievable’ is the word for it. Maybe we’re all just making up for lost time,” Jolly said.

			“Whatever it is, I’m so happy we get to experience it together. This is going to be something,” Mimi said and smiled when Jolly leaned down and kissed her.

			“I think we’re going to end up with that brood I mentioned before, but you’re right, this is going to be fun.”
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        * * *

      

			Mimi and Pam spent the next month searching for a new house for the baby explosion they were facing while Jolly moved the home office and guest rooms to the second floor they were adding. Originally, the office and guest rooms were all on the first floor, but that had been replaced by one large room that could eventually be converted to three separate bedrooms with baths. For now, only one of those bathrooms would be built out in the giant babies’ room being added. When they were teenagers, they’d add the other two.

			“How’s the house coming?” Pam asked, taking a cracker from the tube they were sharing. It seemed every single baby wanted to go through morning sickness in turn, so it was lasting longer than they’d expected. “Do you think Jolly can just add another couple of floors, and we can move in?”

			“Wouldn’t that be the best,” Mimi said, turning on to their street. Jolly had wanted her to look at some kitchen tile and quartz countertops, which confused her since the kitchen was Jolly’s thing. As long as there was a place for a frying pan, she’d be safe from another renovation. “We could take turns corralling them.”

			“That would be the greatest. I’ve heard stories from Sophia about Tim and Jolly growing up. We’re in for hell until they’re about thirty-five, and even then, I’m not so sure. There’ll be a pack of them running around hammering on everything and drawing on the walls. At least some of yours will be, since I doubt any of mine will want to be accountants like me.”

			“This shouldn’t take long,” Mimi said, leaving everything in the car. There were enough work trucks in the drive and yard to make her consider treating all their neighbors to dinner. Her dad was still working at Bianca’s, so Jolly had hired two more crews to make up for the absence of the Italian and Atlanta groups. The two new crews were here and working overtime alongside Jolly and some of her more trusted guys she’d swapped out with her dad.

			“Hey, sweetheart,” Pam said when she spotted Tim in the hallway off the foyer wearing a tool belt. “You’re working as a carpenter today?”

			“I was about to, but I’m reviewing some stuff before we get started.”

			“Jolly missed something in the blueprints she’s been obsessing over since she moved in?”

			Mimi spotted Jolly in the yard pointing at something above them, and it was hard to look past her tool belt. The puking part of the pregnancy wasn’t over, but the “rip her clothes off at any opportunity” had started. It was a good balance.

			“Not quite, we’re just adding.”

			“Adding? We’re having children, not elephants. We can have two more sets of triplets and still have room.” It was time to calm Jolly down before they ran out of yard.

			“Hey, pretty lady,” Jolly said, having shed her tools, and kissed her. Mimi wasn’t the only one enjoying their revved-up sex life, which was apparent when Jolly kissed her longer than was prudent with other people around. “Come see, I want to show you something.”

			“I believe those were the exact words that got me pregnant with triplets.” She loved making Jolly blush, and Tim was as red as her.

			They stepped out to the yard and through the temporary fence the guys had erected to keep people out of the construction zone. The permanent one would be brick to keep the kids safe, and that was why Mimi didn’t mind losing her view of the park. Her next-door neighbor Roger was in his yard with his wife, Violet, harvesting stuff from his garden. She’d always loved their house and yard, as well as living next door to them. They were like pseudo grandparents and always kept an eye out for her.

			“Hey,” she said, hugging them both. “Sorry I haven’t been by, and about all the noise.”

			“Jolly comes over every afternoon with a bottle of wine and apologizes, so no worries. Between her and Tim, I think we figured out how we can get out of all the construction,” Violet said.

			“How’s that?” Pam asked.

			“We trade houses,” Roger said, and Pam met her eyes. “Well, we trade houses, and you give us a check, and everyone’s happy. We raised our family here, and it’s been a great place full of memories, but we’d like to downsize.”

			“We’d be neighbors?” Pam asked, and Jolly nodded. “God, the only thing better would be having Vanessa and Iris on the other side of us.”

			“I’m sure once we start this renovation, more people will put their houses up for sale, so keep your fingers crossed.” Jolly stood by her and glanced at Pam. “If you think it’s a terrible idea, they’ll be happy with my place, but they’d really love a yard.”

			“No way, I love this house.” Pam threw herself at Tim and kissed him. “I’ve never been inside, but I’ve always loved it.”

			“The experts have deemed it to have good bones, but come on,” Violet said. “I’ll give you a tour.”

			They all did a walk-through. Pam loved the upstairs and the four bedrooms and three baths up there. Jolly said if they wanted, they could do the same as Jolly and Mimi had done and make one big room until puberty.

			“Where are we supposed to live until we’re done?” Pam asked.

			“With us. Daddy’s in one room, but Jolly has two more. Since you two sleep together, we can renovate someone else’s house and have them move in,” Mimi teased.

			“Roger and Violet need some time to pack, so we don’t have to move just yet. We could use that time to put our stuff in storage and decide what we want to bring to the penthouse.” Tim sounded as excited about sharing the space with them as living next door. He and Jolly had been attached at the hip since birth, and Mimi was thrilled her kids would have that same relationship with their cousins.

			“Come on, honey, let’s go look at kitchen tile,” she said, taking Jolly back to the house.

			They stepped in through the back to find Coco telling someone to calm down. “Listen, ma’am, Jolly’s not here. You could leave a message if you want, but you’ve got to go.”

			“There’re four times more people here than at my place, so I want to talk to her now. Call her,” Bianca screamed.

			“What’s the problem?” Mimi asked after threatening Jolly to stay in the kitchen.

			“I need to talk to Jolly, and she refuses to see me.” Bianca turned toward her, and Mimi was surprised by her appearance. This wasn’t at all the woman who’d hosted her show. “I need her, and no one is helping me.”

			“Bianca, is there a problem with your house?” That couldn’t be right, or Mimi’s dad would’ve called. “Or do you just want to see Jolly?”

			“She promised we could start over, but she hasn’t called.”

			That someone would be obsessed with Jolly was understandable since Mimi was crazy about her, but this was getting old. Even before what had happened, Mimi knew there had been no promises made on Jolly’s part. “Bianca, what’s this really about? Tim is available to help with anything to do with the house, and Ricky Mulle is in charge of construction. It’s almost done from what I understand, so if you want changes, that might be a little difficult but not impossible.”

			Bianca stopped carrying on and seemed to study her. “Are you all right? You look different.”

			She exhaled, predicting what would happen next. Jolly was always protective of her, but she’d gotten to be a bear on steroids now that they were expecting. Bianca’s expression changed, so Mimi knew Jolly was right behind her. She turned and held her hand out, glad Jolly took it. That might set Bianca off, but she had to get the message somehow. Subtle wasn’t cutting it, so it was time for an in your face.

			“Why are you here?” Bianca asked. “My house isn’t done.”

			“Ms. Griffin, where I work or who I’m with is none of your business. I’ve already explained everything to do with your house, and I’m not doing it again. To repeat what Mimi asked, is there a problem with your house?”

			“I want you there.”

			“Why? I’m no longer needed on your project, so I’ve moved on. As for our personal lives, we dated, and it didn’t work out. That doesn’t excuse this over-the-top behavior from you.”

			Mimi rubbed Jolly’s back. “Are you confused about that?” she asked.

			“I just don’t understand why you don’t want me,” Bianca said to Jolly. “This isn’t how it’s supposed to be.” She sounded as if she was in disbelief. “You were supposed to pick me.”

			“If you’re honest with yourself, it’s you who didn’t pick Jolly. That’s fine because you made a choice, and if you slept with your ex, maybe there’s still something there. You need to work on that and the gallery.” Mimi hadn’t seen Bianca since the run-in at the restaurant, and she wondered if this behavior was off the rails enough to worry about their safety. “The truth is, and you need to hear me, Jolly’s taken.”

			“Jolly is taken,” Jolly said, putting her arm around Mimi. “We’re going to finish the house, like I’ve said, and that’s all. Mimi and I are engaged. She’s the only woman I’m interested in.”

			“Mimi? She’s your sister. You’re engaged to your sister?” Bianca laughed as if that was the most absurd thing she’d ever heard.

			“She’s as much my sister as you are,” Jolly said, and Mimi could tell she was getting angry. “I think it’s time for you to go.”

			“You’ll change your mind. I know you will.” Bianca smiled. “Don’t worry, I’ll be waiting. I’m going to prove it to both of you.” Bianca stared at Jolly until Coco stepped between them and she finally left.

			“What the actual hell?” Mimi asked, and Jolly kissed her forehead. “She makes everything sound so ominous.”

			“You need to promise me you’ll be careful. This is not at all the normal response. I’ve seen it in movies, but who knew people like this exist?”

			“It’s not normal, but once you’re surrounded by three kids who’ll look and act just like you, she’ll see the light.” Mimi wanted to calm Jolly down but was happy they’d be surrounded by family, even if they were tripping over each other.

			“We’ll be fine,” she said and hoped that was true.





 

    
            Chapter Thirteen





			Their workload was more than Jolly was comfortable with, but they were getting through the projects without delay. She’d have liked to be at the Venice house a couple more times, but she wasn’t leaving Mimi alone that long. Their Atlanta project had started, and both Mimi and Pam encouraged them to go for the first taping of the HGTV show that would feature the house renovations in four segments.

			“This is like torture,” Jolly said as they waited for their plane home.

			“I hear you,” Tim agreed. “FaceTime isn’t the same, and I didn’t want to miss any of Pam’s pregnancy.”

			Tim and Pam were five months in, and Pam already appeared eleven months pregnant. Mimi was a bit behind, but she was really showing, and Jolly got a thrill every time she looked at her. The worst part so far had been watching Mimi experiment with water-based paint since her usual stuff was the only thing that still made her ill. In Mimi’s opinion, it was the cruelest thing about being pregnant.

			“The good news is, Ricky’s ready to hand over the keys at Bianca’s tomorrow, so I need you to do the last walk-through with him.” They hadn’t heard from Bianca after that last bizarre visit, but Ricky had told her she was at the house almost every day with the decorator she’d hired. Since she only stayed a few minutes, it was most likely a way of checking if Jolly had changed her mind.

			“I’ll be happy to do that and to have that one in the done column. The one and only good thing about it was that it finally got you and Mimi together.”

			“That is the best part, and the other one is that our house is almost done as well. The guys have hustled, and thanks to you and Ricky helping me with the inside finishes, there’s just a few things on our list left to do.”

			“They got the painting done this week, so once we clean the place, you should be good to go.” Tim let her go ahead of him when they were called to board, and she was ready. It’d been a long eight days. “Ricky gave me the news that Roger and Violet are close to being done moving, so you should be able to finalize the paperwork next week. They’re packed enough that the guys were able to change the windows.”

			“It’s nice that the dreams we had a long time ago are happening.”

			“You’re right, and I’m glad my kids are going to have the same backup I did growing up.”

			The flight was quicker than they thought, and she was happy to see Mimi waiting for them when they made it outside. “I don’t care how pregnant we are, we’re coming with you next time,” Mimi said, falling into her arms while Pam got out of the car. “I missed you so much.”

			“God, you feel good.” Jolly lifted Mimi off the ground and kissed her. “Are you feeling okay?”

			“I’m great now, and when I get you naked, I’ll be even better,” Mimi whispered in her ear. “Let’s get you guys home.”

			“That sounds good. You have the best ideas.” The traffic was light on the way into the city, and Mimi answered a call from her father as they were about to make a turn toward downtown.

			“Is she on her way?” she asked, and Jolly slowed down. “We’re not that far.” She hung up and grimaced. “Want to get Bianca off your ledger? Daddy said they’re finished, and she’s demanding her walk-through.”

			Not what Jolly had planned, but this wouldn’t take long. Ricky was waiting outside and handed over a key ring with a small brass hammer with the firm’s name engraved on the handle. She and Tim waited for Bianca while Ricky sat in the car with Mimi and Pam.

			Bianca didn’t say anything when she arrived and stayed quiet as they did the inspection.

			“Here are all the parish inspection reports we had done after completion. Is there anything you see that’s not to your liking?”

			“It looks fine.” She slammed the folder Jolly handed over onto the kitchen counter.

			“All we need is your signature,” Tim said, and Bianca scribbled on the page. “This concludes our contract, and our last payment is due in three days.”

			“You think I’m not paying? I’m not the ghost in this relationship. Once you come to your senses, my door will be open,” Bianca said directly to Jolly. Unlike the last couple of times she’d seen her, today, she was put together and dressed professionally. With any luck, that meant she’d moved on.

			“Sure, thank you for your business,” Jolly said, taking the contract. “We’ll get you a copy of this with your final installment.”

			“That’s all you have to say?” Bianca arched her eyebrow so high Jolly thought it was attached to an invisible string.

			“No,” she said, and Bianca took a step toward her. “We hope you enjoy your new home and wish you the best of luck.”

			They left with the signed contract, and Jolly was happy it’d gone as smoothly as it could. All she wanted now was a quiet night at home with Mimi. Ricky hopped out and waved, telling them he had a date with Maria. Once they dropped Pam and Tim off, she headed back to their place.

			“I’ve been dreaming about you,” Mimi said, pressing her up against the wall of the elevator. Her dress rode up a bit when she straddled Jolly’s thigh. “It’s ridiculous how turned on I’ve been.”

			They got to the top floor and Mimi lifted her dress over her head. The baby bump awed Jolly. She put her hands on Mimi’s hips as Mimi unbuttoned Jolly’s shirt until she ran into the top of her pants. She nearly lost her balance when Mimi yanked on her belt, and the need to feel every part of Mimi took over. She stripped so she could carry her to the sofa.

			“You’re so wet,” she said when Mimi spread her legs.

			“Do you know what one of my favorite things in life is?” Mimi leaned forward and kissed her softly. She kissed her lips, cheeks, eyelids, and forehead with a slowness that was pushing Jolly’s patience.

			Unlike Mimi, she’d been with other women, but not so many that she would’ve considered herself a player. No one had ever made her feel so loved. In all their months together, they’d shared some passionate times, but Mimi had given her a sense of home, of belonging.

			“What’s that, my love?” She kissed Mimi, feeling the swell of her middle.

			“When you put your mouth on me.” Mimi was almost bashful as she admitted that, and Jolly smiled at the different sides of this beautiful woman. “And this will be our last chance of doing that on this couch since a billion people will be living with us soon.” It was true since Tim and Pam were a few days off, and Ricky was already there.

			Jolly chuckled as she kissed her way down Mimi’s body and spread her sex. It was a beautiful sight when she glanced up and saw that relaxed smile. Mimi bucked her hips up when Jolly put her mouth on her, and she didn’t have the patience to tease.

			“Right there…right…shit.” Mimi pushed the words out in a breathy, low voice that shot right through her. This might’ve been one of Mimi’s favorite things, but Jolly had been dreaming about it for a week. “Baby, oh please, put your fingers in.”

			The sounds of her sliding in and out of Mimi echoed in the room for the next minute. She loved the taste of her, the feel of making love to her, and the way Mimi hung on to her in the most intimate of ways. “Oh fuck,” said Mimi, usually not a curser. “I’m…fuck…I’m coming.”

			Jolly stilled her fingers and flattened her tongue on Mimi’s sex until she finished screaming and fell back against the cushions. The tears that followed were a sign Mimi was overwhelmed, but in a good way, and wanted to be held. Jolly encouraged Mimi to wrap her legs around her and carried her up the stairs. Once they were under the covers, Mimi clung to her and took a deep breath.

			“You okay?” They’d had this talk numerous times, but happy tears made Jolly anxious, so she liked checking in.

			“I kept waking up from these vivid dreams and you weren’t here to do anything about it.” Mimi rolled onto her side and pressed her body to Jolly’s as best she could. “I also had these weird dreams about going into labor.”

			“What kind of weird dreams?” She’d had dreams about that too, but mostly about Ellie or Sam handing her three cute babies.

			“I know you have a will, but we need to get married and make a plan in case something happens to me. We shouldn’t take any chances.” Mimi’s stomach rumbled, and the sound kick-started Jolly’s brain.

			“Honey, you’re young, healthy, and you take excellent care of yourself. Hell, you can manage three kids without hardly trying. Nothing’s going to go wrong.”

			“You don’t know that, and we need to do it so I can stop thinking about it. The other thing is you need to be careful while you’re working.” Mimi held her stomach when it rumbled again. “If you think I’m taking care of these three kids who will probably be making me crazy by myself, think again.”

			“Stay put and I’ll go make you a sandwich or whatever you want.”

			“I’d love some chicken stew, but we can’t wait that long,” Mimi said, holding her stomach. “There’s some Havarti in the fridge, so how about a grilled cheese?”

			“You stay put,” she said, putting on shorts and a T-shirt. “I’ll be right back.”

			“We’re finishing this talk, and then I’m touching you.” Mimi put on a robe and socks and followed her downstairs. “I’d do it now, but I really need a grilled cheese sandwich.”

			Mimi sat at the counter and made a list of all the things she thought needed to be put in their will. She then moaned when she ate her sandwich as much as when Jolly made love to her. They sat out on the deck after eating and watched the river churn. Mimi might’ve wanted to continue, but she appeared exhausted.

			“I’m happy you’re home.” She lay back on Jolly’s chest, sounding lethargic.

			“You’re the best thing to come home to, and I think we should get married too. We can go to city hall and do it, then have a ceremony and party later on. Or we could do whatever you feel comfortable with.”

			“Are you kidding?” Mimi placed both of Jolly’s hands on her middle. “I want to put a ring on your finger so some women will catch a clue.”

			“I’m all yours, baby. Never have doubts about that.”

			Mimi got up and smiled at her as she tugged on her hand. “Come take a nap with me, and when we wake up you can prove that.”

			“As many times as you want.”
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        * * *

      

			The next morning, Mimi woke up feeling guilty. She’d asked for a nap, and it’d turned into eight hours of sleep. Being pregnant was something that thrilled her, but these three babies were sucking the energy right out of her. She’d never slept this much in her life.

			Jolly was dressed for a day in the field when Mimi made it downstairs and was making breakfast for Tim and Pam. Tim pulled her chair out, and Jolly placed an omelet in front of her when she sat. There was no making it up to her now, but she did enjoy the kiss Jolly gave her.

			“Eat that. Our attorney is coming over to put together something for us and these guys since Pam thought it was an excellent idea. When he’s done, have Iris check it out to make sure we’ve covered everything, and we’ll file it.”

			“Don’t you and Tim want to be here for that?” she asked, glancing at Tim and seeing he was dressed like Jolly.

			“I covered everything with her this morning to get her started, and we should be done by the time it’s time to finalize everything.”

			The elevators opened and Mimi heard Vanessa and Iris before they made it in. Jolly went back to the stove, which meant they were all here for breakfast. “Hey, hot mamas,” Vanessa said, kissing everyone hello. “The babysitters have arrived.”

			“Aren’t you a little early for that?” Pam asked.

			“We’re here to work and babysit you two. It’s the only way Jolly said we’re getting a steak later,” Iris said. “And since she said she’s putting filets on the grill, I might volunteer to give birth for you.”

			“Working on what?” Mimi took a bite of omelet and hummed. Marrying someone who could cook this well was a gift from the universe. Jolly knew exactly how she loved everything.

			“Unpacking these guys,” Iris said, kissing Jolly for her plate. “You know we can move in too to help out with whatever you need, and so Jolly can feed us.”

			“I’m all for that,” Vanessa said.

			“You can take a break when Brenda gets here and help her with the paperwork she’s preparing for us.”

			“Where are you guys going? You just got home.” Mimi wanted to whine but knew Jolly was working on their house so it’d be ready way before the babies.

			“She’s right about that,” Pam said, sounding just as upset. “One day off won’t kill you.”

			“I promise, we won’t be gone long, but the tree between the properties messed up a patch on the roof over the sunroom at your place,” Jolly said, pointing at Pam. “Tim and I can knock it out quick since I don’t want to pull anyone off the houses. It shouldn’t take us more than a couple of hours and we’ll be back. I’ll cook something and stay in since it’s raining.”

			“You’re working on a roof in the rain?” Mimi stared at Jolly hoping she’d heard wrong. Heights and rain didn’t always mix. She stood and made her way to the other side of the island, wanting to be closer to Jolly.

			Jolly put her arms around her and kissed her on the cheek. “I don’t like working in the rain, but patching the roof is easier than replacing the oak floors in that room.”

			“Then you’re coming home?” She leaned into Jolly, trying to take the pressure off her back.

			“I am,” Jolly said, kissing her lips this time. “You owe me a nap.”

			“You two are disgusting,” Vanessa said. “And Mimi will be fine. She and Pam will supervise while we do all the heavy lifting. That’s after you and Tim do all the heavy lifting out of Pam’s car.”

			Jolly and Tim did carry all the boxes to the second-floor guest room they were using, then left. Mimi and Pam sat on the bed, laughing along with their friends as they told stories while they worked. The boxes were emptied and readied for recycling before lunch, and Iris walked Mimi to the main bedroom and told her to rest.

			She and Vanessa were picking up lunch, so Mimi sat back and started sketching. Once her pregnancy was over, she wanted to get back to work since she’d never spent this much time without a brush in her hand. She missed it, but the sketching helped.

			It was easy to get lost in the lines of her pencil since nothing about that process had changed. Art, like Jolly, was something she found refuge in. Neither had ever disappointed her to the point she’d given up. The piece she wanted to do for Jolly’s home office was of her and the three little ones in hard hats gazing at a gazebo in the yard. They hadn’t wanted to know the sexes yet, reserving the right to find out later if they couldn’t hold out, so having a view of only their backs was fine.

			The phone ringing from down the hall made her realize she hadn’t heard from Jolly all morning, which was strange. She checked her screen.

			“Mimi,” she heard Pam call out. Her tone was neither calm nor comforting.

			The sudden rush of fear made her stomach cramp, and she grabbed her midsection, trying her best not to freak out. “Please, God,” she whispered as Pam appeared at the door. Her expression made her cry and fly off to a world without Jolly. It couldn’t be her existence. Not now.
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        * * *

      

			“Man, it’s really coming down,” Tim said as he handed Jolly her tool belt through the second-floor window. The house was older and had great floor-to-ceiling windows in the main bedroom that overlooked the park.

			“It’s a good day to check the attic,” Jolly said, wiping rain out of her eyes. The sunroom was big and would make an awesome playroom eventually, but the buckets the guys had put out were filling faster than she wanted. The patchwork was necessary even in the deluge. “Marlin said he walked it with the inspector, but that was on a sunny day.”

			She buckled the tool belt and walked carefully to the bad spot. If the sub roof had any rot, they’d have to put this off until it stopped pouring and have the young guys stand watch over the buckets and tarp the whole thing. At least the tree service had trimmed the old oak and gotten rid of the problem branches, so it wouldn’t get any worse.

			“Do you think I need a new roof?” Tim asked.

			Their house had gotten one because of the addition of a second floor, and the slate would last past her lifetime. “If these shingles have been up here longer than fifteen years, we’ll add that to the list. I’ll just have to order more slate. Then you’ll only have to worry about that big bastard falling on it,” she said, pointing to the tree.

			“I’m pretty sure ‘big bastard’ is on the list Pam and Mimi came up with of stuff we can’t say anymore.”

			“I didn’t say ‘big motherfucker,’ so I should get credit.” She stepped carefully to the edge, not trusting the surface. “Don’t come out here. I’m not sure this will hold us both. The best thing is to tarp it and wait. This is too soft not to be a total rebuild.”

			“Just stay put and I’ll see if we have a tarp that will cover the whole space.”

			She called down for a ladder, not wanting to hoist herself up through the window. The view of the park from here was beautiful, making her decision of an office upstairs with large windows a good one. A huge sheet of rain fell on the golf course, making her take her eye off where she was putting her feet, and the clump of rotting leaves right at the edge caught her by surprise.

			There was no time to scream as she fell backward, hoping there wasn’t a load of lumber under her ready to snap her back in two. The landing was brutal and felt like getting a shotgun blast at close range. An intense pain in her chest made her moan, but her head was running a close second, making her see black spots she couldn’t clear.

			“Jolly!” Tim sounded panicked, and there were a few people around her, but the one who knelt next to her and took her hand was Ricky. He must’ve run from next door when he heard the yelling.

			“Jolly,” Ricky said as if trying to get her to focus. “Don’t move and keep breathing. Someone call 911! You hear me, you keep breathing.”

			“Already done,” Tim said, sounding winded. “Hang on, cousin.”

			It was painful to breathe in. Her vision was getting black as the black dots merged. “Mimi,” she said, pushing the name out with difficulty. “Love…love her…tell.” It was all she could manage before she gave in to oblivion.
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        * * *

      

			“Goddamnit, Jolly, don’t fucking do this to me,” Ricky yelled and didn’t give in to the urge to shake her. “Mimi’s going to kill us, and she’s not going to be thrilled with Jolly.” The sirens were close, so he sent Coco out to meet them. Tim squeezed his shoulder when Jolly’s lips turned blue, and her chest was barely moving. “Jolly, don’t you dare die on us. Fuck, where are these guys?”

			“Hurry the fuck up,” Tim yelled. The EMTs ran as fast as they could, pulling a stretcher. Tim explained what happened, and the shorter EMT called in and placed an oxygen mask on Jolly.

			Ricky got out of the way as they placed a collar on Jolly’s neck and got her on a backboard. Her face and especially her lips still had that bluish tint, and it scared the hell out of him. “Tim, go with them, and I’ll go get Mimi. Where are you headed?” he asked the EMTs.

			“Mercy is the closest. Go to the emergency room.”

			He grabbed Jolly’s tool belt and found the keys to the truck. The rain had started again, and he didn’t want to add to the drama of the day by getting into a motorcycle accident. The good thing was finding Vanessa and Iris in the kitchen putting lunch together. At least Mimi would be surrounded by all the people who loved her.

			“Ricky, are you okay?” Iris asked, and he wiped his face, realizing he was crying.

			Tears weren’t his norm, but he loved Jolly and was happy to welcome her into his family. He just hoped he got that chance. “Where’s Mimi?”

			“No,” Vanessa said, clutching the collar of her shirt. “Don’t you tell us Jolly is gone. Don’t you dare tell us that.”

			“Sorry, she’s not gone, but she had an accident and is on her way to the hospital. We need to get Mimi over there, but now I don’t know if I should. She doesn’t need the stress.”

			“Mimi’s strong and she’ll be fine,” Iris said. “We need to tell her and get her over there. If there are decisions to be made, Mimi’s the one who has to make them.” Ricky nodded, knowing they were right.

			They heard Pam yell Mimi’s name, and he ran upstairs figuring Tim had called his wife. He found Mimi in bed looking at Pam as if she knew something was wrong. He didn’t want to say anything, but Mimi was getting agitated. His explanation was rushed, and Mimi got up and closed the door to the bathroom without a word.

			Pam held her hand out to her when she came out dressed. “We’ll take my car,” Pam said. “The truck won’t fit all of us.”

			“You should stay and rest,” Mimi said, her lip trembling.

			“I’m not staying here and worrying, so let’s go,” Pam said.

			“She’s at the hospital?” Mimi seemed to want to be sure.

			Ricky nodded and put his arm around her. “She’s going to be fine,” he said as if willing it to be true. “It was an accident, and she’s going to be fine.”

			“Let’s go,” Vanessa said.

			He and Pam led Mimi to the elevator, and Ricky held her as she cried.

			“She promised,” Mimi said. She pressed her face into his chest and bunched his shirt in her hands. “She promised she’d be careful.”

			“The reason I love Jolly and love her for you is because she keeps her promises. If there’s a reason for her to always be okay, it’s so she can keep those promises. It was an accident, baby, and she’s going to be all right.”

			Mimi looked at her father and wanted desperately to believe him. He loved Jolly, and more importantly, he liked her. They worked and kidded around together and were a team, making sure Mimi was happy and had everything that would keep her that way. If she lost Jolly, though, not him or anything would fill the hole she’d leave.

			Tim was pacing in the waiting room when their group arrived, and Mimi was about to start peeling her skin off. The not knowing was about to drive her over a cliff, and it wasn’t like Tim not to have called a dozen times by now. He was rubbing his hands together and appeared stricken.

			“Where is she?” It came out as a demand, and Mimi closed her eyes and tried to calm down. “What the hell happened, exactly?” The deep breath hadn’t worked, and her voice rose higher than was prudent in a hospital.

			Pam stood by Tim and rubbed his back. “They brought her into a room and started the examination right away. The nurse who kicked me out said they’d come out when they were done.”

			She was about to press for more details when a tall woman in a pressed, very white lab coat appeared at the door. “Family for Jolly Andolini.”

			Mimi’s back was still killing her, but she fast-walked toward the doctor. “Can we see her?” From the moment her father had told her about the accident, she’d needed to put eyes on Jolly for her own sanity. “Please, I need to see her.”

			“How about you and someone else come with me?” the doctor said. “That way, we don’t overwhelm the staff since there’s, like, thirty of you.” It was then that Mimi realized Marlin and the crew had followed Jolly to the hospital. They were all quietly standing behind Mimi, and it was comforting.

			Her dad took her hand and followed the doctor into an empty office on the other side of the door. “Is Jolly okay?” she asked.

			“She’s stable, so take a breath.” The doctor placed her hand over Mimi’s and smiled. “I’m Harry Basantes, and I’m in charge of Jolly’s case. The fall resulted in broken ribs on her right side. Two of those punctured the lung, accounting for the bluish lips and face.”

			“She turned blue,” she repeated, staring at her father, and he couldn’t keep eye contact. There were obvious holes in his explanation.

			“Ma’am, are you related to Ms. Andolini?” Harry asked. “I need consent for the procedure to fix this.”

			“Jolly is my partner and fiancée.” She rubbed her head, wishing her headache away. “I’m sorry, I’m Margot Mulle, but please, call me Mimi.”

			“I thought you looked familiar, but it’s been a few months. Congratulations on your new addition.” Harry pointed to her middle, then to the chair behind her. “Have a seat and try to relax. You have my word, Jolly will be fine. Usually, we can inflate the lung without surgery, but I need to repair the break of the two ribs out of alignment. I won’t lie and say there won’t be any discomfort once I’m done, but she will recover, fully recover, so please remember that.”

			“Thank you, and it’s additions,” she said, liking this easygoing doctor who reminded her of Jolly. “We’re having triplets.”

			“Wow,” Harry said, putting her hands on her knees and leaning back. “My wife and I are expecting too, but only one. That’s such awesome news for you and Jolly, so we need to keep you as stress free as possible.” Harry stood and offered her hand. “I’m sorry, you are?” she asked, looking at Ricky.

			“Ricky Mulle, Mimi’s dad.”

			“Would you mind waiting for a moment, Mr. Mulle? I promise, I’ll give her right back.” Harry led Mimi down a corridor and through some doors that had signs for surgery. She reached for Jolly’s hand, and one of the staff prepping Jolly moved out of her way. “She was in a lot of pain, so we sedated her.”

			“Babe, I need you to be okay. I love you.” She leaned over the gurney and kissed Jolly’s slack lips. “We’ll talk about you up on a roof again when you wake up.” She kissed Jolly again and glanced up at Harry. “Will this take long?”

			“It’s a quick fix, but I like to be thorough. I’ll have someone walk you to the surgical waiting room, and I’ll come out and talk to you.” Harry handed over Jolly’s watch and smiled. “Do you have any questions?”

			“I do, but they can wait. Thank you.” She let Jolly go and headed back to the waiting room. “Please be okay,” she said as she closed her eyes and repeated that in her head, trying to convince herself it would be true.

			She sat between Vanessa and Iris, and thankfully, they and everyone else stayed quiet. The waiting area for surgery was less crowded than the emergency room, and the large windows were streaked with rain. The big black and white industrial clock seemed like it was moving in slow motion, but Harry appeared forty minutes later.

			“Ms. Mulle and Andolini family,” Harry said.

			Mimi went in with her dad, Tim, and Pam. The others were still there, and she was positive they would stay until they were sure Jolly was out of danger. “How is she?”

			“Jolly did great and is in recovery. Like I mentioned, she’ll be in pain for a while. The ribs will heal, and there’ll be no long-term complications once they do. Does anyone have questions?” Harry was in navy scrubs, and her surgical cap had little skeletons on it.

			“Can she go home once she’s awake?” Tim asked.

			“I’m admitting her for the night but only for observation, and if you all talk Mimi into going home, that would be great. You shouldn’t spend your night in an uncomfortable chair.” Harry’s words were like a switch that started Mimi’s heart again. “She’ll go up in a couple of hours, but I know you’re worried.”

			“Jolly’s never sick, so this was a shock. She’s an architect, but she loves building and construction,” Mimi said, and everyone nodded.

			“She’s going to have to put all that on hold for at least a month. That’ll give her the chance to sit and model for you. The broken ribs will take time, but we don’t want to add any stress to that lung.”

			“Have we met?” The line about modeling meant Harry knew who she was, but Mimi had no memory of meeting her. She stood when Harry pointed at the door.

			“Recovery’s slow tonight, so how about a peek so you’ll know she’s good. And to answer your question, my wife fell in love with Wings of Love, and after seeing the tattoo, I assumed it was Jolly who posed for you. You’re that Mulle, right?”

			“I’m sorry I didn’t meet you guys that night, but I’m glad it went to a good home.” They entered a large, cool room where Jolly appeared to be asleep and comfortable. “Thank you so much,” she said, leaning against the bed as she took Jolly’s hand.

			“No need for thanks, I’m just glad I was here. Like I said, my wife’s a big fan, so I’m happy it was such an easy fix. A fall like your dad described could’ve been much worse. She was lucky.”

			“She does have more luck than sense at times, but I’m glad it wasn’t more serious.” Mimi studied Jolly’s face, thankful her color was back to normal. “You said you guys were expecting,” she said, smiling. Harry was easy to talk to.

			“Yes.” Harry looked like Jolly did when she talked about Mimi and their babies. “Desi, my wife, is due in six months, and we can’t wait to make our son Nicolas a big brother.” Harry got her a chair and placed it next to the bed, then got her phone out and showed Mimi a picture of a beautiful woman holding a cute little boy who resembled Harry down to the blue eyes.

			“They’re both gorgeous,” Mimi said, imagining Jolly showing off pictures of their kids. “Do you know what you’re having?”

			“My wife says there’re very few surprises left in the world, and this new kid is shy, so we’re still guessing.” Harry laughed. “Right now, we’re trying to keep up with Nico now that he’s walking.”

			“You have a beautiful family, and Jolly and I were lucky you were here. Not that she was critical but because you understand what she means to me.” She glanced at Harry before looking back at Jolly. Something occurred to her then. “Wait, is Desi a potter?”

			If Harry seemed proud of her family, that doubled when she talked about her wife. “She is, and she’s had some successful shows, enough so that she and our longtime friend are opening a gallery together.”

			“Of course,” she said, amazed at how small the world was at times. “Jolly actually bought me my first of Desi’s pieces. I keep my brushes in it, and I love it so much, she’s gotten me a few more.”

			“She’ll be thrilled to know that.” Harry glanced at her watch and opened Jolly’s eyelid. “Come on, Jolly. There’s someone here waiting to talk to you.”

			Jolly groaned and her eyes fluttered open. “Mimi,” she croaked out.

			Mimi stood and placed her hand on Jolly’s cheek. “Thank God, you scared the hell out of me.”

			“You should be resting.” Jolly took a deep breath and winced enough that Mimi moved her hand to Jolly’s shoulder. “I’m sorry for worrying you.”

			“You should be.” Mimi leaned in and kissed her. “I owe you a pinch when you feel better. Now, behave while Dr. Basantes checks you over.”

			“I doubt you remember me from the emergency room,” Harry said, explaining what she’d done and how she’d be keeping Jolly for a couple of days.

			Jolly still appeared loopy, but she nodded as Harry spoke. She couldn’t seem to take a deep breath without pain, but she was breathing and keeping her oxygen level up. “Thank you for taking care of Mimi. I really screwed up today.”

			“That was easy. Believe me, I understand the importance of keeping a pregnant wife happy.” The nurse came up and handed Harry a chart, and she made some notes and gave it back. “Give it another hour and they’ll take you up to a room. That’ll give the crowd with you a chance to visit, but try to keep it brief.”

			“Can I stay here?” Mimi was not ready to leave Jolly alone.

			“Sure, and I’ll be on rounds if you need anything else. Just ask a staff member and they’ll page me.”

			“Thanks again, Doc,” Jolly said.

			“You’re welcome, and I’ll see you one more time before I go.” Harry smiled and left them as alone as they could be with the staff around.

			“If you’re not going home yet, at least sit down,” Jolly said. “And I’m really sorry for scaring you today. I feel like an asshole for making you sit in the hospital.”

			“You’re my asshole, so don’t worry about it.” Mimi bit the top of Jolly’s index finger and laughed. “The good thing was meeting Harry. Can you believe she and her wife purchased my painting at the gala? Her wife Desi is who made the piece you got me for my brushes and the vases I put flowers in.”

			“I’m glad that’s who ended up with it too. Had it been anyone else, you’d be in the waiting room.” Jolly looked at her and tugged on her ring finger. “You know, on my way down, I thought of the one thing I regret most.”

			“I’d think there’d be more than one.” Mimi stood and leaned in so their heads were close together.

			“It was a short fall.” Jolly smiled. “If something had gone wrong, I would’ve regretted not getting all that paperwork done. I want you and our kids taken care of.”

			“I’d rather you take care of me and our kids by sticking around and seeing them grow up. I’ve loved you for a very long time, honey, so I’m not going to be happy being shortchanged by getting less than a year with you.”

			“Not only am I an asshole, but I’m such an idiot. I’ve loved you for years and never said anything.” Jolly smiled at her, but her eyes were getting droopy. “You are the love of my life, and it was idiotic of me to keep you waiting.”

			“You’re worth waiting for, and I love you too.” Mimi pressed her lips to Jolly’s forehead. “Sleep, my love, and I’ll be here. I’ll be here always.”





 

    
            Chapter Fourteen





			Jolly tried to take a deep breath the next morning, and the pain was excruciating. She was alone after convincing Mimi to go home with Ricky and the gang. Tim had wanted to stay, but she’d talked him into going with the others so he could keep an eye on Pam and Mimi.

			It was another rainy morning, and she hoped the guys had covered the sunroom at Tim’s. No sense in compounding the shitty day they’d had. She made a mental checklist of what needed to be done, starting with ripping out that section of roof. With her injuries, she’d be stuck at the office or supervising, leaving Ricky and Marlin to take care of it.

			“What are you thinking so hard about?” Mimi’s voice made her smile. “If it’s working on that roof, forget it. You’re grounded, and I mean that literally.”

			“Did you drive yourself?” Jolly held her hand up and exhaled at the touch of Mimi’s skin.

			“I’m pregnant, honey, not incapable of doing simple tasks.” Mimi had a bag with her and a travel mug of coffee. “I left a note, but I wanted you all to myself for a little while.”

			“That sounds like a great idea.” Jolly held her chest and moved over so Mimi could join her on the bed. “I’m glad you went home, but I missed you last night.”

			“From what Harry said, you’ll be seeing plenty of me,” Mimi teased. “I miss you too, love. Me and the brood missed our backrest last night.”

			Jolly placed her hand over Mimi’s middle and felt movement. This never got old. “Did they keep you awake?”

			“Yes, but I couldn’t blame them. They missed story time.” Mimi turned and pressed closer, but not close enough to hurt her. She’d missed that too. There was a stack of baby books on her nightstand, and she read to Mimi’s stomach every night.

			“Good morning,” Harry said, entering with a nurse. Today she was in slacks, a dress shirt, and a nice lab coat. “How was your night? There’s still plenty of painkiller in your pump.”

			“I hate the feeling that stuff leaves me with,” Jolly said. “It’s not too bad if I don’t move around that much.”

			“Suffering isn’t the way to go with this. I want you to be able to rest, which will help you with healing as well as expanding your chest. Take advantage of the pump before we move to pills.” Harry made notes as a nurse took her vitals. “It won’t be long before you’re juggling three little babies, and if you drop one, I hope your sofa is comfortable.” That made Mimi laugh.

			“You look nice today,” Mimi said, and Jolly recognized that tone. Her girl was curious and was seldom covert about it.

			“I have a date, but I wanted to check on Jolly before we got going.” Harry gave her notes to the nurse as she pressed her stethoscope to Jolly’s chest. “Sounds good. The lung is inflated, so one more night, and I’ll send you home. Try and relax today and press that button.”

			“Mama,” a very young voice yelled from outside, and Harry moved fast, catching her little clone before he got away. The cute little boy was dressed similarly to Harry and had a great smile.

			“Did you escape?” Harry held him and turned to the bed. “Sorry, you two. He learned how to walk, moved quickly to running, and likes to practice every chance he gets. This is Nicolas.”

			“He’s adorable,” Mimi said and got off the bed. A second later a woman came in appearing distressed.

			“Nicolas Harry Basantes,” she said, and the little boy buried his face in Harry’s shoulder. “You’re lucky you’re so cute.”

			“Guys, this is my wife, Desi. Honey, this is Mimi Mulle and Jolly Andolini.”

			“I’m sorry about your accident, Jolly, but I’m so happy to meet you two.” Desi held out her hand. “I’m a big fan, Mimi.”

			“Harry told me, since she’s a big fan of yours.”

			Mimi and Desi started a discussion about their work right off while Harry and Jolly waited them out. Nicolas liked messing with Harry’s hair and pulling on her ears, and Jolly wondered if their kids would look like her or Mimi. She could see the appeal of having one of them look like her.

			“I can’t cook,” Mimi said, “but if Harry will make a house call, Jolly can make you guys dinner. We need to thank you for all of Harry’s help, and I want to hear about the gallery Harry told me about. Once I can see my feet, I’d like to mount another show, and I need a new gallery.” She and Desi appeared to be great friends already.

			“We’d love to,” Desi said. “You’re going to love the space, but we have time to talk about that.” Desi placed her hand on her baby bump and smiled. “We’re both working on our next masterpieces, so there’s no rush. You aren’t Harry’s patient, but she loves babies, so she might become your doctor even if there’s nothing broken just to get to see your kids.”

			“If our kids are anything like this one,” Mimi said, pointing at Jolly, “we’ll see Harry plenty. She was great yesterday, and I told Jolly meeting you two was the best part about this.” Mimi mirrored Desi’s pose with her hand on her middle. “We’re having triplets.”

			“We should cook for you guys, then,” Desi said.

			“We’ll be stuck at home, so I’ll be happy to order something. I want to introduce our friends and family to you.” Mimi seemed delighted with Nicolas and his shy smiles. The sight of Mimi with the little boy made Jolly wonder if her parents had ever made over her like that when she’d been Nico’s age. If they had, she had no memory of it since the constant fighting had drowned all that out. “You okay?” Mimi asked, rubbing her arm.

			“I’m fine,” she said. It had to be the pain meds making her so morose.

			“So would you like to come over?” Mimi didn’t stop touching her as she issued the invitation. While it was usually soothing, now she felt guilty they were stuck here.

			“That sounds great, and we’ll be happy to pick up dinner. You’ll be busy trying to keep Jolly still.” Harry placed Nicolas on the ground, and he ran to Mimi and wrapped his arms around her legs. “We’ll have to come over now so Nico can visit his crush. He only cub hugs if he really likes you.”

			“Cub hug?” Jolly asked.

			“He’s too small to be a bear,” Harry said, and Desi rolled her eyes.

			“It was wonderful meeting you,” Desi said, and she and Mimi embraced before the family headed out.

			“Okay, what’s wrong?” Mimi sounded like she wasn’t willing to take fine as an answer.

			“I was just thinking about things that I can’t change.”

			“Is it your father, that we’re here, or me?” Mimi raised a finger with each possibility, but Jolly felt too bad to answer. “We can’t pick our families, Babe. Your dad and my mother have different priorities, and none of that has anything to do with us.”

			“How can you be so sure?” She rubbed her temple to try and get rid of her headache.

			“Because you asked that question. Your kids are going to love you because you’re wired to be loving. You worry about me and everyone you love, so snap out of it.” Mimi kissed her and pressed her lips to her ear. “It was an accident, honey, and we’re going to be okay.”

			“Thanks, but we could’ve skipped this. Getting better is going to take forever.”

			“Good thing for you, that’s exactly how long we have.” Mimi really was an artist with words as well as paint.

			Jolly spent the rest of the day visiting with everyone who stopped by and setting Tim straight that this wasn’t his fault. Ricky brought dinner and took Mimi home. Harry’s partner had done the night rounds, but Harry had called to make sure Jolly was settled for the night. Marlin and Coco came by after Mimi had left, and Jolly realized how lucky she was to have such great people in her life.

			“We tarped the roof, and it’s worse than we thought,” Marlin said.

			“When you rip it out, go back with copper since we can’t cut that tree down. It’s going to keep dropping leaves and rot out the new one if they just sit up there.” She pressed the button for the painkiller, ready to be done with all this. “What do we have left at our place?”

			“We’re installing appliances tomorrow so the cleaning crew can finish in there, then getting everything out of storage. If Mimi’s available, she can sit and point.”

			“Let’s wait until I get out of here, and I’ll be happy to sit with her. Thank you guys for taking care of all of this.” The door opened and she wished it was Mimi, even though she was better off at home. Seeing Bianca there with a large bag wasn’t a scenario she could compute. “What the hell?”

			“Hello, lover,” Bianca said, blowing her a kiss.

			“What are you doing here? How did you even know I was in here?” Jolly seldom panicked over anything, but being this beat up with this woman wasn’t going to be a good scenario. She glanced at Marlin to make sure he didn’t leave her alone.

			“I’m here to take care of you, love.” Bianca put her bag on the wide windowsill. “No one called me until this afternoon, so don’t blame me for not getting here sooner. I’m here now, so you’re in good hands.”

			Marlin and Coco appeared as confused as Jolly was. “I’m not interested in you doing anything for me. You need to leave.”

			“Baby, don’t be silly.” Bianca got out a blanket from the bag and covered her with it. “Look at you here alone. You need me, and we have that beautiful house you built for us to go home to. I’ll take such good care of you, you’ll never want to leave.”

			“What?” Why in the fuck was this happening to her? This kind of fixation was something she’d read about but never expected to happen, like getting hit by lightning. She was starting to think that was the only way to get rid of this woman. “Have you lost touch with reality?”

			“You’re the one who can’t see the reality of what we are,” Bianca said, going back to digging in the bag. When she held up a bottle of lotion, Jolly didn’t want to ask what she was going to do with it.

			“Jolly?” Marlin positioned himself between her and Bianca.

			“Coco, can you ask the nurse to call security?”

			Bianca stopped and put the bottle down, taking deep breaths. It didn’t take a genius to see her temper starting to build. Jolly didn’t give a shit how mad Bianca got. She’d had an ass full of her and her delusions.

			“Before you get thrown out, let me remind you that I’m engaged to Mimi. Mimi, who’s expecting.”

			“I don’t need reminding, and you made my point. You’re in love with Mimi, and I’ll forgive you for that, but you’re here alone. Where the hell is she if she’s so in love with you?” Bianca put her fists on her hips. “Let me prove to you that you belong to me. There’s no way I’d desert you in your time of need.”

			“Is there a problem, Ms. Andolini?” The night nurse came back in with Coco, and Jolly was internally cursing that she was stuck in this bed.

			“I need Ms. Griffin to leave.”

			Bianca rolled her eyes and laughed. “Jolly’s joking, of course. I’m her girlfriend, and I’m here to spend the night. She shouldn’t be alone.”

			“We’ve met Mimi, girl, and those pregnancy hormones might be a problem for you if you make her mad.” The nurse appeared a bit more intimidating when she put her fists on her hips. “Jolly, you want this lady here?”

			“No.” She pointed to Coco. “It’s why I sent my friend for security.”

			“We don’t need security, good looking.” The nurse waved to the door. “Volunteer, or I’ll be happy to call the police. What’s it going to be?” Jolly had to smile at the nurse’s take-charge attitude. “It’s a slow night, so a call might perk things up. Watching someone being perp-walked out of here will be entertaining as hell.”

			“Jolly, why are you doing this?” Bianca asked as Marlin bundled up the blanket and shoved it in Bianca’s bag. “I’m devoted to you.”

			“It’s more like stalking.”

			“What are you doing here?” Mimi arrived with a bag of her own and a serious case of temper. “Lady, you need to catch a clue like a two-by-four to the face. This is getting pathetic.”

			“You heard her,” the nurse said. “Pack it in and go.”

			Mimi was beautiful all the time, but Jolly always loved this fierce side of her. Mimi wasn’t one to back away from someone or something that was set to harm someone she loved and believed in. It was sexy as hell. Bianca seemed to think about her choices before walking out.

			“I’m thrilled to see you,” Jolly said as Mimi dropped her stuff and kissed her. “I’m not too thrilled that you’re out by yourself at night.”

			“Daddy dropped me off, and I had to come and drop off your favorite.” Mimi brought the bag to the bed and took out a box. “Coconut cream pie.”

			“You made pie?” Maybe she’d pressed the painkiller button one too many times. Hallucinations were the only way to picture Mimi in the kitchen baking anything.

			“You already feel terrible, honey. Let’s not make it any worse by me attempting to bake.” Mimi cut a piece for Marlin and Coco before giving Jolly one. “Vanessa and Iris went shopping since they know you love coconut cream, and we had a taste-off. This one won.” Mimi lowered the bed so she could sit. “Do you like it?”

			Jolly took a bite and hummed. “Delicious. Thank the shoppers for me.” They ate and chatted until Marlin and his son were ready to go. It was getting late, and she needed to let Mimi go, but she wasn’t in the mood.

			“I think the Bianca problem is getting bad enough that we need outside help,” Mimi said. She’d lain back so Jolly could hold her. “I’m not sure anything we tell her will convince her that leaving you alone is the way to go. We don’t need her popping in whenever she needs a Jolly fix.”

			“Do you think Iris can take care of that?” Iris was fun to have around, but she was a different person when she was in the courtroom prosecuting someone. She was the long arm of the law, even though she was as short as Mimi. “You’re right about her not listening, and I’m not sure how she got the news I’m in here.” That was one thing she wondered about. “Who do you think told her about my accident?”

			“That’s what I was asking myself when I arrived. I doubt any of the guys would’ve called her.” Mimi rolled to her side and rubbed circles on Jolly’s abdomen. “Are you going to throw me out?”

			“I should, but you feel so good that I don’t want you to move.” She closed her eyes and relaxed against Mimi’s warmth. “I want you here.”

			“Good,” Mimi said, pressing her lips to her neck. “I thought I’d have to strong-arm you.”

			“With any luck, we can go home tomorrow, and you can do whatever you like to me.”

			“We’re only going if it’s safe.” Mimi took her hand and sighed. “Do you want anything before I fall asleep on you?”

			“If we weren’t in the hospital, I’d ask you to sit on my face.” She smiled when Mimi snorted. “What? I miss you.”

			“I miss you too, but with how much weight I’ve gained, I might kill you.”

			“Kiss me, then,” she said, trying to keep her face relaxed. The jostling of the bed every time Mimi moved was painful, but she’d endure it to have her this close. “That’ll have to do since I’m not up for killer sex just yet.”

			The babies were on an exercise binge tonight, and Jolly rubbed Mimi’s stomach to try to calm them. “I can’t wait to meet these guys,” Mimi said, placing her hand over Jolly’s. “To see you with them and teaching them all the stuff your grandfather taught you.”

			“I can’t wait for that either, and I’m sorry if this pushes us back from moving into the house.” She thought of their life going forward and how Mimi and their children weren’t what she’d ever imagined having. As much as she’d fought against it for fear of turning into her father, she knew better because of how Mimi loved her. Tonight proved Mimi could kick ass when it was warranted.

			“When do you think we can move in?” Mimi’s breathing against her neck made her happy.

			“Do you miss your studio? I promise you’ll love it even more than the old one.”

			“Actually, I miss our bed.” Mimi bit her neck gently.

			“We’ll get there soon enough.” In truth, she’d never had so much sex. She’d become one of those people who couldn’t keep their hands to themselves, and constantly daydreamed about touching Mimi. It was amazing she hadn’t smashed a finger with her hammer before now.

			“Don’t you miss it?” Mimi sounded weepy suddenly.

			“Didn’t I just ask you to sit on my face?” Her biggest accomplishment of the day was making Mimi laugh. “Once we get out of here, we’ll revisit that, and to answer your question about the house, in about a week. Marlin and the guys worked overtime to get it done, but I want all that stuff in storage to be cleaned before we put it back.”

			“Good.” Mimi yawned. “Let’s get some sleep, and hopefully we’ll at least be in the loft by tomorrow night.”

			Harry was more than happy to discharge her the next day after writing a long list of things she couldn’t do. Mostly all she was allowed to do was walk and rest. She’d take it if she could go home. “Ready?” she asked Mimi when they were cleared to go.

			“Sure, it’s time for our second nap of the day.”

			“Wouldn’t want to miss it.”





 

    
            Chapter Fifteen





			Jolly had been home for two weeks, and Mimi was ready to let her take up the high wire to give her something to do. An idle Jolly wasn’t a treat if it wasn’t Jolly’s idea to take it easy. If Jolly didn’t get to hammer something soon, Mimi was all for keeping her sedated.

			Making love might’ve helped both of them, but that was the number one thing on the do not do list, which, of course, made them both crazy. Mimi got out of the shower and walked into the bedroom to put on her painting overalls, planning on heading to the house. The large canvas downstairs had given her an idea for the babies’ room.

			“Honey?” She looked around the empty room. “God, I’m about to chain her to the bed.” She found the unsexiest underwear she owned and got dressed to search for Jolly.

			“Hey.” Jolly joined her in the bedroom with something pressed to her chest. “I know you’re working on the wall for the babies, so I’ve been working on something for you. Your trips to the house gave me time to finish it.”

			Jolly handed over the carved lap desk, and it took Mimi’s breath away. It must’ve taken hours, and she loved it. “Baby, this is gorgeous. You’re getting so lucky once Harry gives us the green light.”

			“If that’s true, I’ll start whittling something else as soon as possible.” Jolly wrapped her arms around Mimi from behind, and Mimi suddenly had no desire to leave the house.

			“Mimi, are you ready?” her dad asked. He had volunteered to drive her since everyone thought she was incapable of being behind the wheel.

			“We’re dressed,” she said, getting Jolly to laugh. “Give us ten minutes. Do you want to come with me today?” She turned and pulled on Jolly’s T-shirt to get her to lower her head. It was an invitation Jolly gladly took her up on. “Vanessa and Iris are working, so Desi’s coming to help me decide where everything goes. I thought we should do that together.”

			“The house is three times bigger than it was, so we can’t stretch the existing furniture that far. We’re going to need some new stuff.” Jolly put on jeans and a pair of shoes.

			“Desi’s best friend is a decorator, and he’s coming with her. That’s why I want you to come with me. I want to make some choices so we don’t look like we’re minimalists. I’ve also never worked with a decorator and don’t want to come off like a dork.”

			“I’ll be happy to, and who’s her friend?”

			She told Jolly about Tony and how they’d met in high school. His partner was Harry’s best friend, and from what Desi said, Tony was great at his job. “You saw their house,” she said. They’d been to Harry and Desi’s place for dinner a couple of times. Their home matched her and Jolly’s style—nice but comfortable.

			“My fall has really worked out for us.” Jolly laughed. “New friends, plus a decorator means I don’t have to shop. I’m all for it.”

			“Babe, you’re shopping, and you’re going to love doing it.” She got right against Jolly and grabbed her when Jolly bent and kissed her like they didn’t have someplace to be. When Jolly’s hand slipped down to her ass, she really didn’t want to go anywhere, but she didn’t want to be rude.

			“Did Harry say anything about kissing?” Jolly asked, and Mimi shook her head. “Good. When we get back here tonight, we have a date to do just that.”

			“You got it.”

			Most of the guys were next door; that was where her father headed when they arrived. He had taken over Tim and Pam’s house, and they were making progress, from what Jolly had told her. They’d have new neighbors in a matter of months.

			Their house had a lighter, fresher feel to it, and she loved all the different, unique characteristics Jolly had added that made it appear like one of the great houses on St. Charles Avenue. It was empty, but she had a picture in her head of how it would look. What Jolly had created was going to be perfect for their family.

			“Hey, guys,” Desi said, leaning against the kitchen island. The blond man standing next to her smiled before pressing his hands over his mouth.

			“You’re beautiful, and I can see that pregnancy glow when I look at you two,” the man said. “I’m Tony, and this place is awesome. It’s always a treat when you start with a canvas this gorgeous.” Jolly stepped in, and Tony’s smile widened.

			“Tony, it’s so good to see you.”

			“You know each other?” Desi asked.

			“Jolly is who we hired when we bought our house. She turned it into what I thought it could be, and she was great from the planning phase to construction.”

			The next few hours were spent with Jolly measuring spaces and Tony giving Mimi options of what could go in every spot. It was a new experience, and both Desi and Tony made it fun.

			“If you trust me, I can order what we talked about. Once we get your stuff in here, I can see what you’re keeping. It’s enough for you to move in, and we’ll build around that great Chesterfield.” Tony’s notebook was thick with samples in his notes of what they’d decided.

			“Jolly gave me that couch as a gift when I moved in here, along with the bed.” The fact that it had taken them so long to figure out how they felt about each other made her want to laugh, considering what the two surfaces were most often used for.

			“Which one is the babies’ room?” Tony asked.

			“Let me show you,” she said, following the hall to the left.

			She’d had Jolly mark where the walls would go if the kids eventually asked for their privacy. The mural she’d started would be painted so that walls wouldn’t ruin it. The large painting at Jolly’s had been her inspiration for this one. The outlines of the reef and fish were done, and she could start painting. Paint still made her nauseous, but her dad’s girlfriend, Maria, had gotten her a good mask to wear so she could work.

			“Mimi, this is beautiful,” Desi said.

			The piece at the penthouse was something Jolly loved. It would stay with Ricky when they moved, so this was Mimi’s way of giving it back to her. She told Desi and Tony about it, and Tony came up with some ideas for the rest of the room. It was big, but he didn’t want to overcrowd it, and she agreed.

			“It’ll be a bit different than Jolly’s,” she said as they flipped through her sketchbook to see what the finished product would look like. “I’m hoping our babies love it as much as their mom does. Jolly is my biggest fan.”

			“We’re lucky like that because I would’ve probably not tried pottery without Harry’s encouragement. You could ask Tony what she’s like at the shows.”

			“Harry’s a god in surgery, but she’s the best salesperson we know when it comes to selling our stuff. It’s disgusting how proud she is of this one,” Tony said, pointing his thumb at Desi. “People always walk out with way more than they first intended.”

			“I told Desi I’d like to discuss my next show with you once I give birth. Considering the last place came with a stalker for Jolly, I’m not going back. There’s no way I’m feeding that woman’s obsession with Jolly.” Mimi smiled, but she was waiting for Bianca’s next stunt since she didn’t seem to want to let go. The hospital visit had scared Mimi, so in a way, she was glad Jolly had been laid up at the loft. There was only one way in, so they were safe from any unexpected visits. Mimi was convinced it wasn’t over, though.

			“We would love to have you, and we promise not to stalk Jolly,” Desi said and they all laughed. “We’d be happy to show you the numbers from our last events if you need to think about it. Tony has compiled an impressive mailing list when it comes to art lovers.”

			“We’re friends, so that’s not necessary. We have a deal,” she said, hugging both of them. “I’m so glad we met you guys.”

			Jolly walked in and waited for their love fest to end. “I promise I won’t do anything, but I’m going next door to review some stuff with Ricky. Let me know if I need to go shopping for anything.”

			“Tony’s taking care of all the shopping,” Mimi said, laughing when Jolly grabbed him and kissed him. “I thought that might be your reaction, and if you pick up so much as a nail, you’re going to be in big trouble.” Jolly kissed her neck and made some kind of scout oath.

			“Call if you need anything or if the guys missed something. The cleaners will be finished in a few hours, and Marlin’s got a new crew loading everything to bring over. They’ll pile it wherever you want and then move it once you decide where it goes.”

			Desi and Tony left to pick up some items with a promise to return when their stuff did. Mimi used the downtime to start painting. The clown fish she was working on brought back memories of her snorkeling trips, and she stopped when someone cleared their throat. The sight of Sophia Andolini made her jump up and hug her for a long moment.

			After the divorce, Jolly’s mom seldom left the beach house that stood a block from the one Jolly owned. Jolly’s brothers, the assholes, rarely spoke to Sophia since they worked for Phillip, but Jolly spoke to her mother every few days. Sophia was the one who’d fostered Jolly’s giving nature.

			“Miss Sophia, it’s so good to see you.” She kissed Sophia’s cheeks and held her hands. “I’ve missed you.” She tried to always stop by when she was at the beach but had missed her on the last trip. “Jolly’s going to be thrilled. She told me you guys had dinner a few times when she was at the beach, but she’s wanted to show off the house and her workshop out back. Papa Francois is smiling down on her for that.”

			“As much as she loved my father and everything he taught her about building, her calls are all about you and these babies.” Sophia placed her hand over the active grandchildren and smiled. “How are you holding up? Pregnancy with only one is tough, so I’m not sure how you’re still painting.”

			“I have to push myself, believe me. Most days I feel like I have a car strapped to my body, but I’m so happy.” She waved to the extra chair and sat. “Jolly’s everything I’ve ever wanted, and these guys are a happy bonus. I really was just planning for one at a time.”

			“It’s a good thing your father woke her up to admitting how she feels. I’ve always seen how she looked at you. There will never be anyone else for her.” Sophia smiled and studied the room. “That you’re giving her a family is the next best thing to having you in ours. Raising Jolly and my boys brought me such happiness. As my first, that’s how she got her name.”

			“Let me show you the rest and you can tell me that story.” Mimi covered her palette and took Sophia’s hand. They took the tour and ended up in the kitchen.

			“Jolly must be in heaven here.” Sophia ran her hand over the quartz countertop and appeared awed.

			“Thank heavens one of us cooks. If I’d owned a frying pan, there might not have been such an extensive renovation.” They walked through the dogtrot to her studio, lined with bins for blank canvases and complete pieces. “Now, tell me your story of Jolly’s name. It fits her, but it’s not common.”

			“When I went into labor, Phillip wasn’t interested in being in the delivery room with me, so I was alone. After what felt like a month of pushing, they put a screaming Jolly on my chest. All that black hair and those long limbs were the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen, and I don’t think I’d ever had a sense of happiness like that ever before.” Sophia was still a beautiful woman, and like Tim’s dad, her brother, took after the Andolini side of the family. “If I’d named her Happy, I doubt we’d be so close, so I went with Jolly.”

			“What a wonderful story. I hope you’re staying for a while. Tim and Pam are with us, as well as Daddy, but there’s one bedroom left. I have so many questions for you, and I know Pam does too. It’d be wonderful to have you so close to talk to.”

			“If you don’t mind, I’d love to. I brought something with me if you needed a bribe.” Some of the cleaning staff brought in two large wrapped pieces and leaned them on the wall of the den.

			Movement in the backyard caught her attention, and when she focused, her stomach clenched. Seeing Jolly holding Bianca while they kissed made Mimi believe her heart was going to stop. “This cannot be happening.”

			“What…” Sophia’s voice faded as if she was as confused as Mimi.

			Mimi turned and pressed the palms of her hands to her eyes to keep from screaming. There was no way Jolly would cheat on her, especially now, but “seeing is believing” really was a thing. She took a deep breath and exhaled on a sob.

			“Mimi, stay calm,” Sophia said when Mimi dropped her hands to her middle. The sharp pain made her moan and double over. “Breathe.” Sophia placed her hand on her back and pulled her into her body as if to take the strain off. “Come on.” Sophia led her to the couch and got her to sit and put her legs up.

			“I’m okay.”

			“I don’t think so, but you will be. I’ll be right back.” Sophia went to the back of the house and knocked on the window.

			She didn’t want to look again, but she did, and saw Bianca gripping Jolly by the biceps. The knocking got Jolly to look toward the house and almost jump back from Bianca. From where Mimi was sitting it appeared a guilty move, and her tears started again. A moment later the back door slammed shut and she moved to face the back of the couch.

			“Mimi,” Jolly said, touching her shoulder. Mimi came close to shrugging it off. “Honey, it’s not what you think.”

			“I think you were out there kissing Bianca,” she said, wanting to vomit after stringing those words together.

			“Ricky’s waiting for the police, which is what I asked for when she showed up through a break in the temporary fence. I’m still in pain and I wasn’t expecting the ambush, so it was more like you saw her kissing me.”

			Mimi didn’t turn right away, but in her gut she knew Jolly was telling the truth. “That really hurt.” It felt like there was a gymnastics tournament going on inside her, and she welcomed Jolly’s hand.

			“I’m sorry,” Jolly said, pressing up behind her. “You can’t believe I’d do that, much less with Bianca.”

			She shifted to look at Jolly. “What are we going to do about her? I know you’re irresistible, but this is ridiculous.”

			“This arrest should expedite the protection order, so I’ll call Iris. None of that’s important right now. Are you all right?”

			“The shock caused a little pain, but it’s getting better. Your mom was a surprise, but seeing you out there was something else.” She accepted Jolly’s help in sitting up and cried again when Jolly held her. “I’m okay. Tell your mom hello.”

			“Hey, Mom.” Jolly kissed her mom’s hand, not letting Mimi go. “You’re just in time to meet our stalker.”

			“Our stalker?” Mimi laughed.

			“My stalker, sorry,” Jolly said. Mimi pointed to the yard and the two police officers now talking to her father. “I’ll be right back. Are you sure you’re okay?”

			“I’m fine, but I do need that bitch out of our yard.” They watched Jolly go out and stand next to her father as they pointed to the fence. Bianca had obviously made her getaway, but there were enough people working on both houses to give witness statements.

			“You two know this woman?” Sophia asked.

			“She owns the gallery where my show was, and she dated Jolly. She also cheated on Jolly, so that didn’t work out.”

			“You both need to be careful. People who are that aggressive need more than a warning.” Sophia got up and got her a bottle of water from the refrigerator. “Are you feeling better?”

			“Yes, and I want to see what you brought.” Mimi stood with Sophia’s help and walked to the front door and the large blanket-covered piece. Sophia pulled the blanket off, and Mimi guessed it was a hand-carved half of a baby bed. “Oh my God, this is beautiful.”

			“My father made this for Jolly from a large piece of cypress. I’m sure the bedtime stories and fables on there have evolved, but he put in as many as he could. Jolly would sit and stare at these and run her little fingers over it. I’m sure that’s where the desire to carve started.”

			It really was stunning, and Mimi recognized more than just the characters. “The only other person I know with this style was Francois Andolini.” The back door opened and closed, so she called out to Jolly. “Come to the front door.” Jolly stopped beside her and stared at the piece before tracing it with her finger like Sophia had said, her eyes glassy.

			“Mom, you kept it.” Jolly wrapped her arms around her mother. “I thought it was lost when Phillip sold the house and cleaned it out before I could get over there.”

			“I know how much his work means to you, so I thought you could use it. I’ve been storing it for you.”

			“The specs for baby beds have changed, but it’ll make a beautiful wall hanging in the babies’ room. Thank you so much for this.” Jolly kissed the top of her mom’s head and wiped her tears.

			The police headed to the park to look for Bianca. Sophia enjoyed meeting Desi and Tony and gave her opinion when they started bringing in furniture. While they set up the rooms, Sophia moved to the kitchen and helped Jolly put dishes and everything else she’d gotten in the cabinets. Mimi laughed when she saw six cast-iron frying pans hanging behind the stove. Some she knew belonged to Jolly’s grandmother, and the others Jolly had purchased while she was in school.

			It took most of the day to unload everything, and it wouldn’t be long before they could move in. Bianca had made no further appearances, but the police hadn’t been able to find her.

			That night everyone, including their friends, came over and Jolly cooked. Mimi watched as Jolly charmed Nico with pieces of cake, and she wanted to rush time to have nights like this when they’d have seven more kids. Harry and Desi were part of the family now, and Desi was due a month after her.

			“This was a good day despite our little hiccup,” Jolly said when they went to bed.

			“With you, love, they’re all good days.” Mimi paused before kissing Jolly good night. “You scrubbed your mouth, right?” she teased. The kiss that Jolly started erased Bianca from her head, at least for now.
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        * * *

      

			It took another week for them to move their personal belongings into the house, and Jolly’s mom helped Desi and Tony put everything back in the closets and bathrooms. Jolly spent a few hours a day at the office supervising projects and working on new plans. After lunch, though, she worked from home, wanting to be close to Mimi and her mom.

			She still had time for all the stuff she wanted to get done and surprise Mimi with, so it was good they were finally home. Her workshop had been added behind Mimi’s studio, so she’d gone with larger windows in the studio to make up for the loss of a glass wall.

			“Thanks for dinner, Mom,” she said as she helped clean up. Ricky had come over to eat with them, but he was enjoying the penthouse now that he’d moved into the main bedroom. “Your pork stew is one of my favorites.”

			“Are you sure you two don’t mind me staying until the babies come?” Mimi had asked, and Jolly’s mom had agreed. It was like she was enjoying being around people again after so much time on her own. “I don’t want to be a bother.”

			“Mom, we want you here, both me and Mimi. We have some months to go, but I can’t think of anyone we’d like more helping us out.” She packed the leftovers and smiled. Any chance Jolly got after the divorce, she went out of her way to make her mom feel loved. “We’re getting ready to have three babies. Three, and it’s slowly freaking me out.”

			“You’re going to be an awesome parent, and even if it was only one, you’d still feel the same.” They finished and her mom kissed her cheek. “Take Mimi to bed. She must be tired. Get some sleep while you still can.”

			She laughed and went in searched of Mimi. One section of a mural was almost finished, and she was cleaning her brushes. “How about we go to bed early?”

			“I love when you talk sexy to me, honey.” Mimi winked. “I’m exhausted.”

			They talked for a little while, and Jolly came close to laughing when Mimi fell asleep mid-sentence. She made sure Mimi was really asleep before getting up and putting on sweatpants. There was no need to turn on any lights as she headed for her workshop. Ignoring the residual pain in her side was the only way she was going to finish.

			“It’s good to know if you’re having an affair, it’s with wood,” Mimi said when she slipped her arms around Jolly’s neck. The hammer taps on the chisel had made Jolly miss her entrance.

			“You’re supposed to be sleeping so I can surprise you.”

			Mimi tugged on her earlobe and tapped her foot. “I miss you even when I’m unconscious, so surprise me.”

			She stood and turned Mimi around. “For baby number one.” She pointed to the carved pieces leaning on the wall. “And for baby number two.” She pointed at the pieces next to it. “I’m working on the third one, but it’s been slow going.”

			“I was wondering why you didn’t want to shop for beds.”

			“I wanted them to have something they might want to use with their own kids one day.” She walked Mimi to the recliner close to her work bench and sat her down.

			“You know, all those years of waiting were worth it. All these things you make are like parts of your heart. They’ll definitely feed the passion of future Andolini carvers. Francois would be proud.” Mimi ran her hand over the piece Jolly was working on. “Are you upset I didn’t give us more couple time?”

			“You’re a genius having them while I’m still young enough to pick them up and play with them. Besides, I’m planning for years of couple time, especially with all the babysitters lined up to give us the opportunity.”

			“I don’t remember a recliner in your shop.”

			“There wasn’t but I’ve been expecting you, so I asked Tony to get one that was comfortable for sleeping. Go ahead and press the button.” That reclined Mimi into a position to nap in. “If you like it, you can visit whenever you like, since Tony said it’s not allowed in the house ever.”

			It took some time to carve and put the finish on all three beds, but Jolly got it done. Tim helped put them together so Jolly could start on some for his and Pam’s three. Mimi seemed to get bigger by the week until she appeared truly miserable. They’d had to bring the recliner in even though it clashed with the décor, since it was the only place she could sleep for more than a couple of hours at a time.

			“Sweet dreams, love,” Jolly said as she covered Mimi before she went out and started working on Pam and Tim’s baby beds. Now that she was almost a hundred percent, it was going much faster.





 

    
            Chapter Sixteen





			The doctor’s appointments were scheduled every week now, and Mimi was getting more miserable with each passing day. She was happy for their growing family, but her growing waistline not so much. It had nothing to do with vanity but more with breathing and moving. The thing she truly had to work on was her shortened fuse.

			There was no doubt she loved Jolly, but lately it was hard not to get annoyed with her for just about everything. The fact that Jolly took it all in stride and didn’t complain aggravated her. When she lost her temper, it made her feel guilty, but that evaporated when Jolly just smiled. It was a vicious cycle, but today she made a promise to herself to do better. No screaming or sarcastic comments before lunch would be a major accomplishment.

			“Hey, honey, are you ready to go?” Jolly had been working upstairs, not comfortable with leaving Mimi even though her mom was still with them. Sophia had been a godsend, doing what she could to make their lives easier, but unfortunately she couldn’t help carrying the load of triplets.

			“Once you find and put on my shoes, I will be.” Mimi was sitting on the bed and watched Jolly make the turn into the closet. “Am I so hideous you don’t want to kiss me first anymore?” Maybe tomorrow she’d do better and not be so pissy. Today was a failure so far.

			Jolly came back in with her most comfortable pair and dropped to her knees to put them on. “I tried that last night, and you told me to take a lap around the park right after asking me if I was right in the head.”

			“And because I was exhausted, you’re never going to kiss me again?” Damn these uncontrollable tears that started because she felt unattractive. Between emotional outbursts and losing her temper, she could barely keep up.

			Jolly finished with her shoes, leaned over Mimi’s belly, and kissed her softly and long enough to make a point. “You’re absolutely gorgeous, and I love you for doing this,” Jolly said, placing her hands on her middle.

			“I don’t know how you put up with me.” She smiled when Jolly wiped away her tears. “I’m sorry I’m so bitchy.”

			“Honey, you be in whatever mood you want. I’m not going to love you any less, and you’re too beautiful to be upset with.” Jolly helped her to her feet and called for Sophia, who was coming with them. Mimi leaned on Jolly for the walk to the car, and kissed her when she helped her into her seat.

			Jolly pointed to the new construction they had going as they headed to the office. “This is one of the last empty lots in the Garden District, so the neighbors are convinced we’re building a modern monstrosity that will destroy New Orleans. At least, that’s what the elderly man two houses down keeps telling everyone. It’s making our lives miserable, which makes me wonder if they were hired by Bianca.”

			“Cranky neighbors during the day and a cranky fiancée at night. You deserve a medal, Babe,” she teased, making Sophia laugh. “I hope you don’t mind that I invited Iris and Vanessa, since Ellie’s doing an ultrasound today.”

			“I’m sure they’re excited about becoming aunts,” Sophia said.

			“They’ve bought enough gender-neutral clothes for two dozen kids,” she said, kissing Jolly again when she stopped.

			Jolly left them by the door and went to park. When she returned, they all entered the office, and Mimi really smiled when Nicolas ran toward them and crashed into her legs. This was a seriously cute kid.

			Desi shook her head and picked up the magazines Nico knocked to the ground. “Sorry, he’s a little wired today.” She lifted him to sit next to her. “He’s actually wired every day, but I dream of the day he’ll calm down. You’ve all met Harry, so that’s a pipe dream.”

			Harry walked in and had to run when Nico ran along the chairs and stepped off the end with no fear whatsoever. “Hey, buddy.”

			“This would be the downside of giving birth to a clone of your wife,” Desi teased as Harry kissed her.

			Mimi pointed at their friends and stared at Jolly. “Honey, see how it’s done? You step into a room and kiss the girl.”

			“I won’t make that mistake again.” Jolly leaned over and kissed her, as did her friends when they arrived. The whole group followed her and Jolly to a room when the nurse called her in.

			She got on the exam table and held Jolly’s hand. Ellie entered and took the other one. “It’s a stupid question, but how are you feeling?”

			“I’m exhausted and counting the days.”

			“I bet, and I can’t blame you for wanting to rush to the finish line, but try to keep those guys in there a bit longer.” Ellie lifted her shirt and got ready for the ultrasound. “Let’s get to the good part before the exam.”

			They all smiled at the screen as they saw two of the babies sucking their thumbs. Ellie got great views of each face, and Mimi thought it was the best art she’d ever created. “I can’t wait, Babe,” she said when Jolly kissed her hand.

			“Me too,” Jolly said, taking over cleaning the gel off her belly.

			“Okay, everyone, if you could step out and wait for these guys. The nurse will get each of you a set of prints,” Ellie said, as the nurse wheeled out the machine.

			Mimi lay through the exam and answered Ellie’s questions. That she was having headaches made Ellie lose her smile.

			“What?” Mimi asked.

			“You need to understand how important it is for you to take it easy until you give birth. Your blood pressure has inched up over the last couple of appointments, so we need to watch that and keep it from becoming a real problem.”

			“Is there anything we can do?” Jolly asked.

			“I’m not ordering complete bedrest, but please consider spending as much time off your feet as you can. Rely on Jolly and that crowd with you to fulfill your every need.” Ellie held her hands. “Multiples are wonderful, but they come with their own set of problems. Our job is to avoid as many of those as possible.”

			“You’re right about Jolly and our tribe.” Mimi smiled at Jolly, trying to wipe the obvious worry from her expression. “They’ve taken good care of me, especially this big guy. I promise, I’ll take it easy until our due date. I want to be well rested to chase after them.”

			“Good. I’ll see you next week, but call if anything changes, and I mean anything.”

			They went home, and Jolly got her to set up on the sofa and sent her assistant, Bette, to pick up groceries. Everyone was coming over for dinner to take her mind off everything, and she was looking forward to it. Jolly had set up a small desk in the den so she would always be close. Mimi sketched as Jolly worked, and at this pace, she’d have five full sketchbooks before they were done.

			Sophia helped Bette bring in everything while Jolly finished a call. “Hey, Bette, did you bring the Brown file? Andy called and said they finally decided on a kitchen. The third version is the winner. Since there’ve been thirteen revisions, I forgot what number three was.” Jolly flipped through her notebook and wrote something.

			“Who do you think caved?” Bette asked.

			“If he’s a smart man, Andy did. Unless he’s the family chef, he’d go with what she wanted. Even if he’s the main cook, every part of a house should reflect his wife. His study or man cave is where he can cut loose.”

			“So you and Mimi never disagreed?” Bette asked.

			“No way. Anything we disagreed on, I gave in to what Mimi wanted.”

			“Jolly Maxime Andolini, you can get hit by lightning telling lies like that.” Mimi laughed and Jolly came over and kissed the top of her head. “But I’m glad I caved so you could get your dream kitchen.”

			“I was more interested in getting my dream girl.” Jolly leaned down farther and kissed her lips before going back to work.

			“We’re so lucky to have her,” Mimi said, rubbing and talking to her middle. She was almost at seven months, and Pam was getting ready to give birth any day, so their lives were ready to change in drastic ways. “We’ll be okay because your mom will make sure of that.” It was the one truth she knew would never change.
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        * * *

      

			“Babe, what are you making?” Mimi said in a loud voice.

			She’d stayed on the sofa most of the day, and Jolly was thrilled. They’d gotten their fill of daytime television, but Mimi had told her if she sketched one more thing, she would go insane. Since Mimi was as interested in having sex as she was getting her toenails ripped out, Jolly had rubbed her feet while they’d watched Family Feud.

			“We’re having steaks. I already cleaned the grill and made a salad, so we’re all set. Do you need help getting ready? I told everyone six, which will allow for us to go to bed early.”

			Mimi was in a nightgown and socks, and she doubted that she’d feel comfortable in that at dinner. “Could you help me up and take a shower?”

			“Would I get into the shower with you and soap you up? Is that a serious question?” Jolly helped Mimi to her feet and put her arm around her as they walked into their new walk-in shower. “You have to know how much I love touching you.”

			“After I have these kids, I can’t imagine what my body is going to look like. My fear is that you won’t want to touch me, I’ll be so hideous.” Mimi lifted her gown over her head and sat so Jolly could take her socks off.

			“That kind of makes me that asshole we talked about if that’s true.” She stripped and took Mimi’s underwear off. “To me you’re the most beautiful woman I’ve known, and I love you. While I love this body,” she ran her hand down Mimi’s back, “I love your heart. You’ve given me a life I want to live, and a family. You don’t have to worry about me loving you with all my heart.”

			They stepped into the shower, and Jolly washed Mimi’s hair as she leaned back against her. This was her favorite part of the day.

			“You’re good for my ego, love.” Mimi stepped out, wrapped a towel around her hair, and sat to get dressed. “But I think you’re prejudiced.”

			Jolly knelt in front of her and kissed her middle, working her way up to her lips. “Maybe I am a little biased, but think of it this way. For a long time I’ve loved building things that people would enjoy. Places where they’d make love, start families, and celebrate all of life’s achievements.” She kissed Mimi again. “I’ve designed plenty of things, but what made it have meaning wasn’t handing my clients their keys.”

			“What was it, love?”

			“They became homes. I never had that until you. I love you for giving me a place that has become home.”

			“You’re so sappy, and I love it.”

			“I know something else you’ll love, so finish with the granny panties and I’ll show you.” Jolly wiggled her eyebrows and laughed.

			“You shit.” Mimi pinched her before struggling to get her bra on. “Would you hate me if I skip the breastfeeding?”

			Strange change of subject, but she was getting used to that. “Hate is something I’ll never feel for you or anything you do, so you decide what’s best for you. If we bottle-feed, I can help.” She waited until Mimi spoke, since she appeared upset. She’d learned that if she gave Mimi time, she’d talk.

			“Putting on a bra is an exercise in pain. I’ve been thinking about three babies latching on to my nipples, and I don’t think I can do it.” Mimi tilted her head back as if not wanting to cry. “I also don’t want them growing up to be serial killers and blaming me from jail that I didn’t breastfeed them. You’ve seen those shows. It’s always the mother’s fault.”

			Jolly managed not to laugh, but it was hard. “Then we won’t, but why don’t you ask Desi tonight? She might have some insight.” She put the dress over Mimi’s head and put some sandals on for her. “Let’s go see your surprise.”

			They walked to the babies’ room, and Mimi did cry when she saw all three finished beds. Jolly had felt the spirit of her grandfather as she worked on the beds, and she got the same reaction from Pam when she and Tim set theirs up.

			“Baby, they’re fantastic.” Mimi stepped closer and ran her fingers over the carvings. “The babies are going to love them as well and will eventually ask for lessons.”

			“They’ll get those after art lessons,” Jolly said as the doorbell rang. “Go ahead and sit and I’ll get that.” The room had two rockers in it so they could enjoy the kids together.

			Vanessa and Iris came in and gushed over the room, as did Harry and Desi, along with Ricky, who followed shortly after. Once everyone complimented Mimi’s artwork, they all moved to the den. Jolly headed out with Harry and Ricky to start the grill once Mimi was comfortable with her feet up, but the urge to stay came close to overtaking her. Her mom smiled and promised to keep an eye on Mimi while she set the table.

			It didn’t take long for them to come in with a platter of meat. Mimi seemed to be enjoying having everyone over. Jolly did notice Mimi hadn’t eaten much and was rubbing her stomach as if trying to soothe herself or the babies. Harry and Ricky went to see the studio and workshop, and she reluctantly followed. Something in her gut said there was something off, but Mimi smiled and waved her to follow them.

			Her mom nodded again before she left the room, and she felt better that Mimi wasn’t alone. They were standing in the studio when Desi’s yell cut through the house as well as her soul. The volume of it carried the sound of terror. “Harry! Jolly!”

			“Damn.” She started running. “Mimi.”
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        * * *

      

			Mimi had been asking Desi about breastfeeding while Jolly showed off the space they’d created for their upcoming family. She’d smiled while Jolly was in the room and lifted her head when Jolly kissed her before getting her set up on the sofa. Once Mimi smiled at her, Jolly headed to the outdoor kitchen she was ridiculously happy with.

			Mimi grimaced when everyone’s attention went back to the door as Tim entered and helped Pam down on the other side of the couch. This was the second jolt of pain she’d suffered in what she guessed was an hour, only this one lasted longer and was sharper. Her deep breaths were helping but she stayed quiet, not wanting to ruin the night.

			Desi placed her hand on Mimi’s forearm. “What’s wrong? And don’t lie and tell me it’s nothing. I can see it on your face.”

			She hesitated as the tightening band around her abdomen started to loosen. “It’s nothing, just a little stomach upset. Where’s Nico?”

			“He has a case of the sniffles, and his adoptive grandmother wouldn’t allow him out in the night air,” Desi said, and Mimi and Sophia laughed. “Harry’s convinced Granny Mona doesn’t put much stock in her medical degree when it comes to our little boy.”

			“I have a feeling my father’s going to be like that. He’s so excited about becoming a grandfather.” Mimi put her hand up. “Sorry, becoming Buddy. Sophia here is the same, and we’re thrilled she’ll be here to make sure we don’t drown. Three at once is kind of scary.”

			“Tell me about it,” Pam said. “After almost nine months of carrying, I’m ready, but not ready to deal with all this. Does that make sense?”

			“Totally,” Mimi said.

			“Pam, you know Vanessa and I are ready for baby duty,” Iris said. “We aren’t just aunts to the Andolini babies that belong to Mimi. We realize your mom will be here to help out, but we’re a phone call away.”

			“That goes for us too. Not only Harry and me, but Tony and Kenneth as well,” Desi said. “Tony couldn’t make it today, but he’s the best uncle, along with Harry’s brother, that Nico could ask for.”

			“That’s good to know since we aren’t close to our siblings.” Mimi accepted a glass of water from Sophia.

			Jolly entered with her group and put a platter on the table. Eating was the last thing Mimi wanted to do, but she didn’t want to cut the night short because of a little pain. She’d been looking forward to this break in their routine of television and napping.

			She accepted a plate from Jolly with a small steak and smiled up at her. Jolly had been so wonderful through the whole process, making her give thanks for the millionth time that Jolly not only loved her but adored her. It was hard swallowing the first bite, so she listened to Desi talk about her experiences with Nico and how special a time she’d had breastfeeding him. The way she described it made Mimi change her mind—she’d tell Jolly about it later.

			“Let’s see this workshop I keep hearing about,” Harry said, and Ricky waved her up.

			Mimi smiled when Jolly hesitated and nodded when she stood. She wanted Jolly to enjoy her night and their friends’ company. After her various mood swings, Jolly deserved it. She took Vanessa’s hand to get back to the couch, and the pain shot through her again, making her nauseated.

			“Would you excuse me? I need the restroom.” When she stood, the pain doubled, hitting her like a truck. Just as quickly, it felt as if something inside popped, followed by a warm gush of fluid down her legs. “Vanessa,” she said trying hard not to panic, but the pain was close to unbearable. “Oh, Sophia, get Jolly.” The wetness between her legs increased and her vision grew dim.

			“Harry! Jolly!” Desi screamed as Vanessa and Iris caught her before she hit the ground.

			“Save them,” she said with the last of her strength. Everything went black, and her fear went along with everything else. Her last thought was of Jolly and how close they’d come to having everything. This wasn’t normal, and it wasn’t how it was supposed to be. If she had to sacrifice herself, she would, just as long as their children survived.





 

    
            Chapter Seventeen





			Jolly beat everyone back to the room to find Mimi on the floor, her shoes and dress stained with blood. Why was there so much blood?

			“No,” she yelled, dropping to her knees. “Mimi,” she said, cradling her against her chest and touching her face. “Wake up, honey.”

			Fear crawled up her spine like a cold, evil serpent that stole every bit of their happiness. Mimi was slack and lifeless in Jolly’s arms, and the blood was a harbinger of loss that would destroy Jolly if it took Mimi from her.

			“Jolly, you need to help me, so pull yourself together.” Harry pressed her fingers to Mimi’s neck. When Jolly didn’t respond, Harry slapped her cheek hard enough to wake her from her grief-fueled stupor. “Help me help her.”

			“It’s too soon.” Why didn’t anyone understand that? Ellie kept preaching about how important it was to give the babies time.

			“Desi, get Ellie or Sam on the phone and have them meet us at the hospital. With this much blood, I’m thinking it’s a placental abruption. Tell them to try to beat us there.” Harry kept her fingers on Mimi’s pulse.

			“Should we call an ambulance?” Vanessa asked.

			“No time,” Harry said. She moved to grab Mimi’s feet. “Jolly!” she yelled when Jolly didn’t move fast enough. “Get ready to lift her so we can get her in my vehicle. We can’t wait on an ambulance. On three.”

			Jolly moved along with Harry until they were outside, and Desi opened the back door so they could load Mimi. Jolly crawled in after her to hold her.

			“Ellie, it’s Desi. We’re on the way with Mimi and Jolly.” The car started, and the phone transferred to the car’s speakers.

			“Harry, tell me,” Ellie said.

			“It’s been years since my OB rotation, but I think it’s a placental abruption. She’s not conscious. She’s got a thready pulse, is bleeding, but she’s still breathing.” Harry sped through traffic lights, blowing her horn.

			“Sam’s calling ahead, and we’ll be waiting,” Ellie said. “What’s your ETA?”

			“Five minutes,” Harry said, her attention on the road.

			“Mimi, please,” Jolly whispered to her. “Please don’t leave me.” From the night she’d told Mimi she loved her in every way possible, she couldn’t imagine life without this beautiful woman. She could feel the seat getting wet from what she assumed was Mimi’s blood, and that crushed her hope. It brought back Mimi’s insistence on making plans in case something should happen to her. She was grateful they’d gotten it all done so she could make medical decisions for Mimi. “You can’t leave me.”

			The SUV rocked when Harry slammed on the brakes at the entrance to the emergency room, Mimi was immediately loaded onto a gurney and rushed in. It was hard for Jolly to let go and even harder when she couldn’t follow Harry through the double doors. She put her hands up and noticed they were bloody.

			“Come on, Jolly,” Desi said, leading her to the staff restroom. She was kind enough to wash Jolly’s hands and get her a pair of clean scrubs so she wouldn’t have to face everyone with Mimi’s blood all over her. Desi led her back to a separate waiting room where everyone who’d been at the house was sitting.

			Her mom and Ricky put their arms around her, giving her permission to fall apart if she needed to. She didn’t have time for that when Harry came out and led her to the outside of the surgical suites. “Jolly, Ellie needs your consent to take Mimi into surgery.”

			Dr. Sam Casey walked through the doors and put her hands on Jolly’s shoulders. “Harry’s diagnosis was correct, and we need to deliver.”

			“It’s too soon,” Jolly repeated, not wanting to lose their babies. Mimi wouldn’t want that and would never forgive her if she was the one who made the decision that led to their deaths.

			“Jolly, listen to me,” Sam said, squeezing her shoulders hard. “We need to do this or risk losing all of them, including Mimi. I don’t mean to be so blunt, but we don’t have time for anything else. Let us try to save her and your kids.”

			She nodded, and Sam disappeared. “Mimi will make it, right?” she asked Harry.

			“It’s too soon for promises, buddy, but I trust Ellie and Sam to do everything in their power to make sure they all survive.” Harry took her hands and held them tightly. “Mimi’s young and healthy, and has plenty to live for. That means you need to hang on and be ready to be there for her.”

			Jolly joined her family and sat between Pam and her mom as they held her hands. The room was quiet, but she could feel the tension that permeated the space as the clock moved at a crawl. Her mom placed her hand on Jolly’s knee, making her realize she’d been bouncing her leg. She stood and put her arms around Vanessa and Iris, who appeared to be as upset as she was, and held them as they cried. Mimi’s loss wouldn’t devastate just her.

			“Jolly,” Sam said at the door.

			“Don’t tell me…” Jolly couldn’t finish. She would’ve fallen if Vanessa and Iris hadn’t been holding her up. “Don’t tell me she’s gone.”

			“Mimi and the babies are critical but stable. Listen to me, they are stable.” Sam spoke softly and slowly as she led Jolly to sit. “Something caused the abruption, which isn’t unusual in multiples, but they don’t usually bleed like Mimi did.”

			“Is she awake?” She wiped her face and hung on to the fact that Mimi and their babies had made it.

			“Not yet. She’s in recovery. She did lose a lot of blood, so that might set her back some, but there’s no reason for us to expect anything but a full recovery. Right now, we’re monitoring to make sure there are no complications.”

			“And the babies?”

			“They’re small, but they all made it. Congratulations, it’s three girls.”

			Jolly bent at the waist and sobbed. This wasn’t how they’d expected this to happen. “Thank you for saving them.” The relief made her want to vomit.

			“Like I said, they’re small, but don’t let that concern you. The next forty-eight hours will be critical, but I’m optimistic. The good thing is, all your girls are fighters, so we all have to have faith they’ll make it through.”

			“Can I see Mimi?”

			“Give us another hour, but there are three young ladies who can’t wait to meet you.”

			The staff in the NICU had her wash her hands again and gave her a cover to wear over the scrubs. There, in three incubators side by side, were three tiny babies. They all had pink caps, socks, and covers over their hands, and she fell instantly in love. She moved to the first one, and the nurse encouraged her to touch her. The baby appeared to be panting and shivered when she rubbed the tip of her finger along the bottom of her foot.

			“Wow,” Jolly said when the nurse removed the baby’s cap and she saw blond hair the same shade as Mimi’s. “Let’s hope you look like your mommy. She’s going to love everything about you.”

			She moved to the next baby and talked to her as she touched the fragile skin. This baby had the same hair, and it made her happy thinking of Mimi seeing them. The last baby’s hair was slightly darker, but it still was in the blond family. It was the same shade as Jolly’s when she was born. Her hair hadn’t darkened until she was around six.

			“This little girl is a bit heavier than her sisters,” Sam said, standing next to her. “She’s a bit longer too and the last to be born.”

			“Is there something wrong with their eyes?” All three girls had patches taped over their eyes.

			“It’s just to protect them from light. We do it as a precaution to avoid issues.” Sam spoke softly and reached to touch the baby. “Human contact will be important going forward. You’re going to have to visit and touch them as much as you can. Of all the stuff we can do for them, touching and talking to them is the best medicine.”

			Ellie joined them, appearing exhausted. “Congratulations, Jolly. They’re small but beautiful. Let’s go see Mimi. I need you to talk to her. She’s out of surgery but not conscious yet.”

			Mimi was the only person in recovery. She seemed small and fragile too, but she was alive and still with her. The tubes and machines Mimi was attached to made Jolly anxious. “Please tell me she’ll be okay,” she said and didn’t care who answered.

			“She lost a lot of blood, so it’s going to take some time, but I always have hope. Mimi’s young, and despite all that’s happened tonight, I strongly believe she’ll pull through. We have to have faith,” Ellie said, echoing her partner.

			That didn’t sound like a guarantee, so Jolly sat and tried to gather her shattered emotions. Mimi didn’t need to hear the terror she was experiencing and think she was giving up. That she’d never do. Mimi’s hand was cold, so Jolly moved it under the blanket and pressed her forehead to the bed for a moment.

			“Hey, love, you need to stay warm. We have three beautiful girls waiting to meet you.” Jolly wiped her face and took a breath. “You should see them. They look like their mommy. They’re all blondes, which means I’ll never have the heart to tell them no, same as with their mother.”

			There was no response from Mimi, so she squeezed her hand to see if she squeezed back. “I know you want to rest, but you really need to open your eyes. There’s so much I need to tell you, and we have to name them.”

			A nurse came over and lowered the blanket to attach Mimi’s blood pressure cuff. She seemed to notice something and pulled the blanket down until Jolly noticed the blood. “Dr. Casey,” the nurse said. Sam started barking orders, and they moved at a run to get Mimi out of there.

			“What’s happening?” Jolly yelled. In a moment, she was alone, and it was almost too much to take.

			Harry came in and held her while she cried. “Let me take you back to your family. I don’t have all the facts, but she’s back in surgery.”

			“Why is this happening? I’m going to lose her, and it’s not fair. All she wanted was to have a family and to be loved. We’re never going to get that.” She barely got that out through her tears.

			“You don’t know that, and you can’t give up on her. No one knows Mimi better than you, and you know she’d never give up. I saw that when we met and when you were hurt.”

			She followed Harry back to the waiting room and to Ricky, who appeared stricken. “She had to go back into surgery because she’s bleeding again. I’m so sorry.”

			“No, Jolly. You got nothing to be sorry for, because none of this is your fault. If my kid will pull through for anyone, it’ll be for you.”

			It took another hour before Ellie came out and sat with her. “We got the bleeding under control and stabilized her again.” Ellie told her how much blood they’d had to administer and how all they could do now was wait and see. “She’s going to ICU once she’s out of recovery. I want you to sit with her until she’s moved. Once we do, we’ll have to set up a schedule for visitation.”

			“Thank you.” Jolly sat and held Mimi’s hand again. She stared at Mimi’s slack features before turning her attention to her chest, willing it to keep moving with each breath. That was all she could do while she waited. She was convinced Mimi would wake any moment and fuss at her for all this over-the-top emotion. “I love you, I’m going to keep talking until you wake up and tell me to shut up.”

			Through the whole one-sided conversation, Mimi kept breathing, and that gave Jolly hope they’d be able to make it. No matter what it took, she’d do it to take care of Mimi. “You take your time, but you need to wake up. When you do, I’ll be here waiting.”





 

    
            Chapter Eighteen





			“Honey, you need to go home and sleep,” Sophia said, but Jolly wasn’t going anywhere. “Ricky and I will be here and will call if you need to come back.”

			Jolly shook her head and rubbed her temples. The stress of the last week was heavier than carrying any house she’d ever designed on her back, but she had to stay close to watch over Mimi and their family. Her days were split between sitting with Mimi and visiting with their girls. There was hardly time to sleep or eat, not that she had an appetite.

			Mimi was stable but still unconscious, and the babies were still fighting. So far, the smallest baby had stopped breathing twice, and the other two were fighting a severe lung infection. The medication they were on wasn’t helping them gain weight. It was like walking inches forward and stumbling feet back. They made it through every trial, though, like little troupers.

			“I’m fine, Mom. There’s no way she wakes up without me here, no matter how long it takes.” She was tired, but she couldn’t leave, especially to go back to their house and sit in that silence. The house represented her life and how empty it was because her family was here, at the hospital.

			“You have to know how Mimi feels about you. I realized that from the day you introduced us. The way you’ve always treated her and encouraged her made me think you’d finally give her what she wanted.” Her mom rubbed her back as Jolly ran her hands up and down her legs to bleed some of the anxiety out of her system. “None of that is going to be erased if you start taking time away from here.”

			“I know that, but I’m not leaving. She loves you too. We both wanted you to stay, but Mimi really wanted you around to help us.” She laughed, but she had no joy. “All this made me think about Phillip.”

			“Why would you do that?”

			“He spent most of his life bullying his employees and family, and nothing ever happened to punish him for that behavior. Mimi is the kindest person I’ve ever known, and look what happened.” She stretched her hands to keep from punching a wall. “That’s the best example of how unfair life is. Mimi didn’t deserve this, and our babies shouldn’t have to be in there struggling.”

			“I realize your father isn’t someone you agree with, but try not to compare your life to his. You’re better than that, but in a way, how he’s lived his life is the same as what’s happening to Mimi.”

			“How do you figure?”

			Her mom started running her fingers through Jolly’s hair, making her sleepy. “It’s not your fault. The way your father is has nothing to do with you, and what happened to Mimi isn’t punishment for something. None of this is on you, but you do need to take care of yourself.” Her mother kept moving her fingers and encouraged Jolly to put her head down on her lap. “When she wakes up, she’s going to need you more than ever.”

			“I’m about to lose my mind,” she said, really meaning it. “I love her too much to lose her.”

			“I know, sweetheart. Close your eyes for just a few minutes so you can go and visit your daughters. When you come back, you can tell Mimi all about them.”

			Jolly fell asleep so fast, she barely realized she’d closed her eyes, but it was nice to sit and watch Mimi work. It was a large canvas that mapped their life together from the time they’d met at that brunch her father had insisted on to introduce the two families to each other. Mimi appeared different, as if she’d aged, but she was still beautiful. When three young women appeared at Mimi’s back, she thanked whatever entity had spared her family.

			Mimi turned to her and smiled. “Jolly,” she said and held a hand out to her. “Jolly,” she said louder, and it woke her. “Jolly, don’t worry, I’m here to take care of you and take our children home.”

			“What?” Her exhaustion was adding to her confusion. Above her, with her head resting against the wall, her mother had fallen asleep with her hand on Jolly’s chest, and beside them, Ricky had joined them in a nap. The only thing out of place was Bianca hovering over her with a hand pressed to her cheek.

			“Why are you here?”

			“I heard you needed me, so I came to take you home. Once we’re settled, we’ll decorate the babies’ space, and you can start to heal.”

			“I’d listen to her, Jolly,” Kelly said as she joined Bianca. “Damn you to hell for not calling me and telling me what happened. Mimi’s dying because of you and all this crap you talked her into. Go with your whore, but the children are coming with me.”

			Kelly’s yelling woke Sophia and Ricky, who jumped to his feet at the sight of his ex-wife.

			“That’s not the deal we made, Kelly. The children will be better off with me and Jolly.” Bianca sounded as if none of them except her and Kelly had any say. “You get Mimi back.”

			“Kelly, I swear, if you don’t shut your mouth and get out of here, I’m going to hit a woman for the first time in my life.” Ricky’s voice was low, but Jolly could hear the menace in it. “She’s our daughter. Have some fucking respect.”

			“She’s the way she is because of you going along with all of this. You condoned it, and look what happened. We’re going to lose her, and that’s on you.”

			“Come with me, Jolly, we don’t have to be in the middle of this.” Bianca pulled on her arm until Jolly yanked away from her. “It’s time to stop being stubborn, love. You’ve made some mistakes, like I’ve said, but I’m willing to let all that go. Mimi isn’t going to live much longer, so it’s time to let go.”

			“Shut up—just shut your fucking mouth.” Jolly stood and pointed at Bianca. She’d never hated anyone, but she hated this bitch with a rage she could barely control.

			“Be realistic, darling. She could be like this for years. Are you going to waste your life sitting here waiting for her to wake up? You and the children will have a chance—”

			Bianca stopped talking when Jolly pushed her against the wall and glared at her. “You thought coming here was a good idea?” She slammed her fist into the wall right by Bianca’s head. “I told you the last time to leave us the fuck alone.” She punched the wall again, cracking the drywall. “I’m not going to warn you again.”

			“Jolly, calm down, buddy,” Harry said, somewhat breaking through her rage. “Let security take care of it.”

			“You’re nothing but a fucking ghoul.” Jolly cocked her fist again.

			“Jolly,” Harry said loudly from right behind her, and it startled her into throwing a punch when Harry grabbed her. The pain shot up her arm when she connected with flesh and bone.

			“Jesus, Harry, I’m so sorry.” She felt guilty when Harry slapped her hand over her eye.

			“It’s fine. I’m glad it was me and not her.” Harry pointed out a crying Bianca and a furious Kelly to the security guys who’d showed up. “Take her and the other lady out of here. This is no place for screaming. Please follow these guys.”

			“Mimi’s my daughter. You’ll have to drag me out,” Kelly screamed.

			“Ma’am, I’ll apologize to her for having tossed you out when she’s conscious, but you’re leaving. Please don’t make it any harder. Your behavior isn’t helping the situation.”

			“Pray it’s them that drags your ass out and not me,” Ricky said. “You didn’t even know Mimi was pregnant until Ms. Griffin told you. Be honest for once in your miserable damn life.”

			“Mimi called and told me, so you’re wrong,” Kelly shot back. “Stop trying to make me the monster.”

			“And what was your reaction to the news?” Jolly asked, facing Kelly. “Tell him or I will, and I’ll let Ricky know how long it took her to get over everything you said to her. What kind of mother does that?”

			“I love her.” Kelly seemed to lose steam. “All I want is what’s best for her.”

			“You love who you think she should be. Phillip and you dreamed about an interior designer married to a successful guy and a brood of kids.”

			“What’s wrong with that?”

			“That’s easy,” Ricky said, standing with Jolly. “She’d be as miserable as you. Go back to your perfect life and pretend you’re happy. Admit that Mimi would be the first one demanding you get thrown out of here.”

			The security guys and Harry left with the two women, leaving Jolly breathing hard.

			“Are you okay?” she asked Harry when she returned. Harry’s eye was already swollen and bruising. “You can report me if you want. I deserve it.”

			“Bianca tried to get me to share my number with her so we could do dinner and review her testimony against you when I sue you. She also mentioned how handsome I am and how she’d be devoted if I gave her a chance.” Harry laughed and winked with her uninjured eye. “I thought about taking it but giving her Desi’s number. If her call came right before Desi was getting ready to eat a chicken salad sandwich, which is her go-to craving snack, I’m sure Bianca would move out of town.”

			“Desi’s like Mimi,” she said with a smile. “Small but fierce.”

			“True, and my fierce lady called and told me to throw my weight around to make you feel better. How about a nap?”

			“I would, but it’s almost time to go in and sit with Mimi. Maybe after that.”

			Harry nodded and rocked on her feet. “Before you turn me down, let me show you where I want you to take a nap.” Harry got them into the ICU, and Jolly noticed Mimi had been moved over a bit, and they’d added a pillow.

			“I won’t hurt her?” She’d trade their house for a small tent to lie down with Mimi again.

			“In medical school, we’re taught that for the most part, medicine is black and white, and that’s true most of the time. I think, though, that those gray areas are just as important. What Mimi needs is a reminder of where she belongs. That might be your heart beating next to hers.”

			“Damn, Doc, that’s pretty deep.”

			“Yeah, get in there, and unless you call, the nurses will leave you alone. Get eight hours at least, doctor’s orders.”

			“Sorry again about your eye.” She took her jeans off and climbed in.

			“Make it up to me by getting as much sleep as possible.” Harry patted Jolly’s foot and waved. She dimmed the lights and stood at the door. “I’ll talk your mom and Ricky into going home for a bit, so sleep, and don’t worry about anything else. We’re here to support you.”

			“I’ve missed you, honey.” Jolly kissed Mimi’s cheek once they were alone and put her arm around her. “I love you.” Sleep came before she could fully process where she was. It was dreamless but restful, and it was still dark outside when she woke up. The best part was the feel of Mimi’s breath against her neck. This was how they woke up most mornings.

			“The babies are doing great. Everyone gained weight in the last couple of days, and their breathing is improving. In breaking news, Bianca and your mother showed up to fight over who would raise our kids.” She talked to Mimi every day, hoping Mimi heard some of it. “Seems I built her a house so we could bring our kids there. I would’ve turned the contract down if I’d known that.”

			Mimi moaned and took a deep breath. That in turn made Jolly hold hers since Mimi hadn’t made a sound since arriving at the hospital. “I…I hate,” Mimi stopped and took another breath, “to say she’s a bitch, but—” Her words were slurred, and she stopped when Jolly held her with more pressure than she probably should have.

			The joy exploding in her chest made her weak. “Thank you,” she said, holding Mimi, hoping she wasn’t dreaming. “Thank you,” was all she could think to say as her vision blurred with tears.

			“Jolly,” Mimi said as her eyes opened. She was still a bit sluggish in her movements, but she was awake.

			“Go slow,” Jolly said when Mimi tried to speak again.

			“I think I’ve been lost. Kept trying to get back.” Even with the dim light, Mimi blinked rapidly until her eyes adjusted. “That anesthesia was a doozy.”

			“It’s a little more complicated than that. You’ve been unconscious for over a week.”

			Mimi reached down and moaned like a wounded animal when her hand landed on her much flatter stomach.

			“No,” Mimi said, her eyes closing again. “Sorry. I’m so sorry.” She had gone from unresponsive to hysterical in a moment.

			“No…no.” Jolly held Mimi before she dislodged any of the equipment. “Ellie and Sam had to deliver early, but they’re doing so good. They’re tiny blondes who have their mom’s fighting spirit.”

			“They made it? You promise?”

			“Let me put my pants on and get someone. If everything checks out, they can wheel you up to see them. God, if I’m dreaming, I hope I never wake up.” She went to get up, but Mimi weakly hung on to her.

			“Would you kiss me first? It sounds stupid, but I’ve missed you even though I’ve been sleeping,” Mimi said as if there was a chance Jolly would turn her down.

			“You never have to ask, and I’m glad you’re awake to enjoy this one.”

			“I probably have nuclear bad breath.” Mimi smiled, and Jolly felt as if she’d rejoined the land of the living. She was tired of the limbo they’d all been in.

			“You think I care?” Jolly kissed Mimi’s forehead and worked her way down. “You’re my whole world,” she said before kissing her.

			“I love you, and I’m sorry I worried you.”

			“You came back, and the five of us will be a family. That’s all that counts.” Jolly kissed her again, swearing to herself never to take the opportunity for granted. “We’ll be fine.” That was all that mattered.
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        * * *

      

			Both Ellie and Sam came and examined Mimi, finding that aside from weakness from the blood loss and being confined to bed, there was nothing wrong with her. “Considering how you delivered, the pain is normal,” Ellie said.

			“Your body’s been through hell, so the last week could’ve been just its way of repairing itself. We’ll keep you a couple more days, but we’ll move you to get you closer to the cuties upstairs.” Sam put the flashlight she’d used on Mimi’s eyes back in her pocket and smiled. “Aside from the pain, is there anything else you want to tell us?”

			“Can I see them?” Mimi asked. Waking up and finding she was no longer pregnant had terrified her, but she trusted Jolly hadn’t lied to her about their babies’ welfare.

			“You can see them whenever you like,” Ellie said. “The more you interact with them, the faster you can bring them home. They have to hit four pounds before that can happen.”

			A nurse entered and started disconnecting Mimi from the equipment. Jolly scooped Mimi off the bed. She could see the fear in those beautiful blue eyes.

			Mimi kissed her and clung to Jolly when she put her down in a wheelchair. “I love you, Babe, and you can relax. Everything is going to be all right.” Jolly nodded.

			“Thank you, everyone,” Jolly said to the staff before they left.

			“You take care of each other,” the nurse said. “And be happy. Believe me, Mimi, none of us wanted to be the one who did anything to make Jolly angry when it came to your welfare. Dr. Basantes looks like she’s been in a bar fight,” the woman teased.

			“Jolly, what is she talking about?”

			“It was an accident,” Jolly said too fast. In the years they’d known each other Jolly had hardly ever lost her temper, and she’d only gotten physical once. A drunk idiot who hadn’t learned to keep his hands to himself while they were sitting on the beach had snapped Jolly’s leash. Mimi had appreciated it then, but she couldn’t imagine Harry doing anything to bring that out in her.

			When Ellie and Sam laughed, she knew it was something. “Tell me.”

			“I accidentally punched Harry.”

			“Good Lord, baby,” Mimi said loudly. “What in the hell for?”

			“I was in the middle of telling Bianca to stay away from us, and I punched the wall next to her head. She’d really pissed me off. Harry grabbed me to keep me from doing something stupid, and I accidentally punched her. It wasn’t my fault.”

			Mimi pulled on her hand and smiled. “We’ll talk about this later.”

			They were almost to the door when Jolly put her hand up. “Damn, I forgot to go out and get Ricky and Mom to let them know the good news.”

			“Daddy and Sophia are here?”

			“Harry went out to try to talk them into going home, but I doubt they did. We forced Vanessa and Iris to go to work, but they’re here every morning and afternoon. Mom, Ricky, and I have been here the whole time. There was no way you were waking up without me, and they felt the same.”

			“Let’s go surprise them,” Mimi said, holding Jolly’s hand when the nurse took over pushing the chair.

			Her dad and Sophia had their heads together in conversation when Mimi saw them through the glass. They appeared as worn out as Jolly, so it was time for all of them to concentrate on the good in all of this. “Hey,” she said, and the shock would’ve been comical if it hadn’t been so tragic. “Thank you for taking care of Jolly.”

			Her father stood and fell to his knees by the wheelchair and pressed his forehead to the arm as he cried. “Thank God…thank God.”

			Sophia had her hands over her mouth and was crying as well, so Jolly put her arm around her. It was no one’s fault what had happened, but Mimi did feel guilty for the pain she’d inflicted on her family.

			“Let’s all go see our girls,” she said, thinking their babies would lift the gloom.

			Sam opened the door to the NICU and allowed them to enter together. The girls were side by side, and they were so small. It was a gift they were all with them, and she laughed when one of them stretched and shivered, the other two repeating the move right after.

			“They look so much like you,” her dad said.

			Jolly helped her stand and kept her arm around her to steady her. “Go ahead and touch them,” Jolly said. “I come every chance I get and talk to them and touch them so they know they’re loved. Hey, kids, this is who I’ve been telling you about. It’s Mommy.” The baby’s hand opened as if asking for Jolly to hold it. “See, I told you she’d be here as soon as she could.”

			Mimi put her hand in and placed it over the baby’s back. “You’re so beautiful, and your mom is so dead if she named you Larry.” She looked at the names on the incubators—the other two were Moe and Curly Andolini.

			“You think I’m brave enough to name them by myself?” Jolly put her free hand in the next incubator and touched the little girl’s hand with her fingertip. “The nurses have been after me to make a decision, but the names are up to you. It’s only fair since you carried them and suffered morning sickness and the weird cravings.”

			“We’re going to do it together.” She smiled when the baby moved under her hand. “I’ve been thinking about it. When I surprised you with this pregnancy, I told you it was my way of giving you a piece of you, Tim, and your grandfather to love. It never crossed my mind I’d give you three at once.”

			Jolly laughed and moved them to the next baby. “You’re an overachiever, baby.”

			They moved to the last child before Jolly sat her back down. “I hope this baby inherits Francois’s giving nature and strength. How about Frances?” she asked. giving the baby a version of Jolly’s grandfather’s name.

			“I love it,” Jolly said, and Sophia appeared thrilled. The baby with the darker hair fell asleep after getting her name.

			Mimi pointed to the middle baby. “When I see this light blond hair, it makes me think this little girl along with her sisters will steal your heart. I’ll be happy to teach them how sweet you are, and how much you love us.” She kissed Jolly’s hand. “If you ask Daddy, it’s going to be hell surviving their teenage years.”

			“Then this little girl should carry a name that’s part of you. How about Laine?” That was Mimi’s middle name, and her dad smiled. Laine had been his mom’s name, and Mimi remembered talking in her kitchen about life and whatever came to mind. She was as cool as her dad, and it’d be nice to remember her every time she said their daughter’s name.

			“Are you sure? I didn’t mean for you to name her after me.”

			“I’m as positive as I am about that teenage years thing. Maybe I should take a picture of Harry’s black eye as a warning.”

			That made Mimi laugh. “Then our last one should be Maxime after you. Sophia stole Jolly from me,” she teased, “so Maxime it is.”

			“Frances, Laine, and Maxime Andolini, welcome to our family,” Jolly said as a nurse handed her a notepad to write them down.

			“Your room is ready. We’ll let you back in whenever you want, only in smaller numbers,” the nurse said.

			Jolly rolled Mimi in that direction and helped her into bed. She moved slowly to get comfortable. When she lay back she realized her breasts were killing her, and her gown had wet spots.

			“Honey, why do my breasts feel like they’re about to burst?” She covered them with her hands to release the pressure, but it wasn’t helping.

			“They asked my permission to give you something to make you stop producing milk, but I wanted you to make that decision. I know we talked about it, but you didn’t decide one way or the other. The nurse taught me how to pump and feed the babies, so that’s what I’ve been doing. Even when you didn’t know it, you were helping the girls gain weight.”

			“You have to forgive me for doubting that I wanted to breastfeed. I was miserable at the time, but after talking to Desi, I really wanted to. I didn’t get the chance to tell you that night, so thank you for giving me the opportunity.” She lay back and listened to Jolly explain as she went through the steps of using the pump and how the nurses stored the milk to feed the girls.

			She smiled when Jolly carefully packed and delivered it. Being with Jolly had always made her feel special, but being a parent with Jolly was going to be next level. When Jolly came back, Mimi patted the spot next to her so she’d join her on the bed. They both needed to be close. “Are you ready for this?” she asked when Jolly put her arms around her.

			“I’ve been talking to you and our girls about that. We have it all planned out,” Jolly said, running her fingers up and down Mimi’s arm. “They’re going to give us an incredible life, and years from now, we’re going to have a yard full of grandkids. Inside the house, the walls will be covered in art the four of you created.” She laughed at that. “And because they’re related to us, they’ll sell us that art at a reasonable price.”

			“You don’t think there’ll be a carver in the bunch? At least one of them will be wild about construction and owning three hundred chisels.” She rubbed circles on Jolly’s chest. “Do you know I love you and I’m happy?” This was a good time to start defusing Jolly’s emotions and get her back to believing everything would be what they’d planned. They might have a little ways to go, but they’d get there.

			“I’m happy too,” Jolly said, running her fingers through Mimi’s hair.

			Mimi smiled and lifted her head. Jolly had a faraway look on her face, and it made Mimi hope Jolly was thinking about her.





 

    
            Chapter Nineteen



			Eight Months Earlier

			“Ricky, call the lumberyard and tell those idiots they delivered two by tens and I specifically asked for two by fourteens. If they don’t get their asses here in an hour, I’m going to have to send all these guys home. I’ll be happy to find some trees and cut it myself if that fucking happens.” Jolly was screaming but Ricky seemed not too bothered.

			Jolly and the guys had been working overtime on the building off Napoleon Avenue, trying to get it finished before they left for Venice. That was still almost four weeks away, but they’d been rained out for the last couple of days, so Jolly had used the break to fine-tune a few things at Alexandro’s place and to spend time with Mimi. She’d spent so much time with Mimi her legs were weak, but she’d enjoyed every second of it.

			“Will do, boss, and since you’re already pissed, I’ll go ahead and tell you now that I’m leaving early.”

			Jolly glanced up at him from the blueprints and wanted to start cursing again. “What in the hell for?”

			Ricky twirled a nail punch in his fingers and smirked. “I’ve got a date tonight, so I want to go home and wash my hair. I’m taking Maria out, and the riverboat leaves at four.”

			“If you have to do all that hair, you should leave now,” she teased.

			“Bite me.”

			“You better not let Mimi hear you threatening me like that.”

			He stopped his twirling and glared at her. “I’m not the whipped one, smart-ass.”

			A swift pinch to the back of his arm made Ricky drop the tool. “Daddy, I’d appreciate if you didn’t tell Jolly she’s whipped. That’s supposed to be a secret.”

			“Damn, girl, that hurt like hell.”

			Mimi ignored him and lifted to her toes to kiss his cheek.

			“I tried to warn you, old man.” Jolly straightened and adjusted her tool belt. Mimi had on jeans they’d have to talk about later, since they were sexy as hell. That thought made her glance around to make sure no one was staring at Mimi’s ass. “Hi, baby.”

			“Hey yourself. Busy?”

			“Waiting on my right order of wood to get here.” Jolly pulled her cap off and wiped her forehead. Despite the chilly weather, she was sweating, even though she’d worn shorts a little longer than the ones she wore in the summer. “Any more delays and we’ll start losing money out here.”

			The project was one she’d agreed to do on a shoestring budget, so she was watching the bottom line as much as possible without making the work suffer. It wasn’t fair to Tim to share the costs of her good deed. They were repairing parts of an old retirement home near the park as well as adding a rec center for the residents. The peeling paint and worn exterior needed more work than the project had money for, but she was determined to stretch every cent to bring the historically registered building back to life.

			“How long before the wood gets here?” Mimi asked.

			Ricky put the phone down and held up two fingers, making Jolly’s smile disappear. “Two fucking hours?”

			“Maybe one and a half, but I’d count on about two and some. Stop bitching, we can pull that rotten wood out of the back corner until it gets here. That way it gets done and no one goes home. I’m pretty sure we have enough materials to finish that part.”

			“Thanks, man,” Jolly said. Mimi smiled at the news, which was strange. “Go ahead and start, I’ll be there in a minute.”

			“Sure thing.” Ricky laughed as he stared at Mimi for some reason.

			“Hey, beautiful, sorry about that. What brings you down here, besides making me appreciate denim?”

			Mimi walked toward her, slowly tapping her fingers over her heart when she was close enough. “I came to ask you a favor.”

			“You can ask anything you want. What can I do for you?”

			“The door to the studio is stuck, and I can’t get it to open. There’s a piece I really wanted to start today, and I’m at a standstill unless you help me.”

			Jolly yelled at Ricky to let him know she was running to Mimi’s.

			She arrived to find Mimi’s car parked in its usual spot, but it was empty. “I didn’t give her that much of a head start,” Jolly said to herself as she reached over for her tool belt. In full forward stride, she turned the knob for the front door and crashed into it when she found it was locked. “What the hell?” She knocked and had to ring the doorbell twice before Mimi opened the door and stared at her like they’d never met.

			“Can I help you?” The annoyed comment fled her head when she noticed Mimi had changed. “Are you here about the door?” Jolly just nodded. “Good, come with me, I actually have a little project in the bedroom for you to do first.”

			Mimi waited for her to stop in the middle of the bedroom before saying anything else. “Have I ever told you how hot you make me in this outfit?”

			The question made Jolly widen her stance, needing to steady herself. It was crazy how fast Mimi turned her on. “No, ma’am, you haven’t.” She played along, figuring this was leading somewhere good.

			“Believe me, it does. When I was growing up, all my friends talked about their latest crushes, but I never got it until I saw you.” Mimi stepped behind her as she spoke and ran her hands over the T-shirt covered back. “You look so sexy with that tool belt hanging around your waist and all these muscles showing.” Mimi’s hands moved down to her legs, making her breathe through her nose.

			With a quick move, the button on her shorts popped open and the shorts dropped to the ground, taking the tools along with them.

			“You left this morning, and I started to ache for you.” Mimi pulled the tie of her robe open and dropped it on her tools. She then put her hand up and moved away and sat naked on the bed. “It made me crazy that you weren’t here to take care of it.”

			Jolly watched Mimi’s hand move over her abdomen to her right breast, circling the nipple with her finger until it got so hard, Jolly had to suck on it or die, but she stayed put. This was Mimi’s show, and she’d let her have her way. “I think about you, and like the song says, I want to touch myself.” The lucky finger moved to the other nipple, and Jolly had to close her eyes to keep from taking over. “Thing is, I’d much rather it was your hands on me.” Mimi stopped circling and pinched both nipples, making Jolly almost drop to her knees.

			“Oh God.”

			“I think about your hands on me, and it makes me want to make love.” Mimi’s hand went slowly from her breast down her body. She leaned back and put both feet at the edge of the bed. Jolly licked her lips when Mimi dipped her fingers into her own wetness and held up glistening fingers. “Does it do that to you?”

			That was it, she couldn’t wait any more. She moved across the room and buried her face where Mimi’s fingers had just been. Just a little taste was all Mimi was willing to give before she pulled her hair to stop her. “I want to feel you on top of me, baby, but lose the boots. I want you between my legs so you can hear what you do to me.”

			Jolly moved up and kissed Mimi as she slid two fingers into her, moaning at how wet she was. Mimi raked her nails up Jolly’s back and bucked up into her. It was hard to go slow and make this last, but they had all afternoon. At this point she’d wait until they really did cut down more trees to make the wood she wanted. There was no way she was leaving this bed.

			“Baby, please, just touch me.” Mimi sounded desperate, and her legs spread wider as she put her feet on the small of Jolly’s back. “I’ve been thinking about you since you left.”

			“I’m going to touch you, don’t worry.” She took her fingers out and moved them to Mimi’s clit and squeezed. The move got Mimi to buck up into her and groan.

			Mimi clawed at her back, pulling her T-shirt up until she could feel her skin. “Take this off. I need to feel all of you.” She sat up and pulled the shirt and sports bra off, which gave Mimi the chance to put her hand between her legs over her tight boxers. “Are you hard for me, honey?” Jolly almost broke her leg getting the damn things off at that question.

			She dropped back down, holding her weight on her elbow as Mimi held her breast up for her. The invitation was clear, so she sucked and put her hand back between Mimi’s legs. Her fingers glided over Mimi’s clit and Mimi arched on the bed, making Jolly want to devour her.

			“You ready for me?”

			“Fill me up and make me come. I want you,” Mimi said and moaned so loud Jolly felt it in her chest. She moved her thumb over Mimi’s clit as she moved her fingers in and out. Mimi pulled her down to kiss her. “Yeah, like that…don’t fucking stop. Don’t stop.”

			Jolly went slow, wanting Mimi’s pleasure to last, but when Mimi wrapped her legs around her waist, she gave in and moved at a faster pace. Mimi’s inner walls squeezed her fingers so hard, she stilled her hand, waiting for the orgasm to burn itself out. She kissed Mimi again as she seem to melt into the bed and went to roll off and pull out. That made Mimi roll her onto her back so she could straddle her waist.

			“There’s something else I’ve been thinking about since you left this morning.” Mimi moved down a little and squeezed her hand between Jolly’s legs. “Something tells me you might’ve had the same idea.” Jolly was about to start begging when Mimi kept going down the bed. “I really love putting my mouth on you.” She spread Jolly open and blew on her clit, driving up her need and making her desperate.

			“Whatever you want, I’ll give it to you,” she said.

			“I already have you, and I’m going to have you,” Mimi said before she put her flat tongue on her and swiped up, coming down and circling with the tip of her tongue. “Do you want me to suck you?” Mimi asked, repeating the move.

			“Fuck yes,” she said but needed to kiss Mimi before they did anything else. It wasn’t hard to miss how Mimi pressed down on her abdomen when she pulled her up. As much as she wanted Mimi’s mouth on her, she wanted this more. She put her hand between them and touched Mimi again.

			“Don’t you want me to?”

			“We have time for that, but right now we’re going to do this together,” she said, surprised when Mimi climbed off her. “Where are you going?” she asked as Mimi walked away from the bed.

			“I just have to run to the restroom. Don’t start without me.”

			She was about to go looking for Mimi when she came back out and climbed on top of her. They kissed and she sensed Mimi wanted slow and gentle this time, so that was what she gave her. She rolled them over again when Mimi asked her to, and they moved together until they were both frantic. They came together, and Jolly couldn’t hold herself up and dropped onto Mimi once she was done.

			“Sorry,” she said and started to move off.

			“No,” Mimi held her in place and kissed the side of her head. “This is exactly what I wanted. You’re what I want, and I want to give you everything.”

			“You already do. I love you.”

			“I love you too, and you make me happy. Remember that about today and every day we spend together.”
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        * * *

      

			Present Day

			“Where did you fly off to?” Mimi asked when Jolly kissed her.

			“I was daydreaming about stuck doors.”

			Mimi felt her face warm at that.

			“Mimi, after everything you did to me that day, you’re blushing now?”

			“I love that memory. It’s the day you got me pregnant.”

			“It was?” Jolly asked, appearing surprised.

			“Honey, it’s not normal for me to run to the bathroom in the middle of being with you. I wanted our baby to be born because we loved each other. Obviously, our love is bigger than we thought,” she teased. “You do make me happy. I’m so lucky to be sharing all this with you.”

			“That’s how I feel. You’re my perfect match, and I’m always going to follow you home from a jobsite no matter how busy we are.” Jolly hummed when she kissed the side of her neck. “Get some sleep, and if you want to see the girls again, wake me up.”

			Mimi listened to Jolly’s breathing even out and closed her eyes. It was hard not to wish time would move faster so they could all fall asleep in the great house Jolly had built for them. To see the girls in those beautiful beds would be the highlight of her mornings and nights, but she was anxious to get back to the bed she shared with Jolly.

			“Sweet dreams, my love, you deserve them.”





 

    
            Chapter Twenty





			Jolly was in a deep sleep when her phone started ringing. She groaned. Answering meant getting up, since the phone was in her pants on the floor, and she didn’t want to wake Mimi.

			“Answer it before I demand you kill it,” Mimi said, sounding drunk.

			She stood in her underwear and saw Tim’s name on the phone. “What’s wrong?” It was one in the morning, so it had to be something.

			“Pam’s water broke, and the contractions have really ramped up. We’re in the emergency room waiting for a labor room.”

			“What?” Mimi asked, and put the phone on speaker.

			“Did Mom call you about Mimi?”

			“She did, but we wanted to give you guys some time. You deserve some peace for a little while anyway.”

			They heard Pam. “Oh shit, this hurts.”

			“Breathe, sweetie,” Tim said.

			“Tim, stop talking,” Pam yelled. “Mimi, we’re both happy for you guys, and those girls are beautiful. Having you back makes today even better than losing a bunch of weight in a few hours.”

			Tim promised to keep them informed. They were fully awake, so Jolly put her pants on and pushed Mimi to the nursery. All three babies were moving around, and she hoped they weren’t going to be night owls. As she stood Mimi up, she saw there was a message on her phone.

			“Hey,” she said, calling Vanessa instead of typing. “Before you ask, I know what time it is. I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t important. Pam’s in labor, so pick up Iris and meet me at the hospital.” Mimi hadn’t been awake that long, but Jolly was still an asshole for not calling two of the most important people to her. “I hope they forgive me for taking so long. They along with Desi and Harry kept me sane and fed while we’ve been in here.”

			She got Mimi back in bed and texted Tim for an update. Vanessa and Iris took thirty minutes to arrive and knocked on the door to their room, appearing surprised they’d been moved. They opened their mouths but she waved them in before they could speak. When they saw Mimi sitting up and smiling, the tears started, and the group hug lasted a long time. These two truly loved her.

			“Don’t ever scare us like that again,” Iris said standing next to the bed, her hand on Mimi’s leg. “We were terrified, but those babies are precious.”

			“Their cousins should be here soon,” Mimi said. “We really need to find you guys a house close to us. We’re going to need the help.”

			“We’ll be there, don’t worry about that,” Vanessa said. They sat and talked until Mimi’s eyes drooped and she yawned. “Get some sleep and we’ll be back.”

			Vanessa kissed Jolly’s cheek and held her hand. “Call us if the rest of the Andolini invasion gets here before then. I’m so happy for you, Jolly. Take care of her.”

			The three girls Pam and Tim welcomed didn’t come until three that afternoon, and they joined their cousins in the NICU for observation. Jolly and Tim stood together staring at their families, and in a way it was surreal. Tim appeared shell-shocked, and she smiled, thinking it was because of all the cursing from Pam he’d endured.

			“A year ago, did you think this would be our lives?” Jolly asked, her hand on his back. “I never did thank you and Pam for giving us a chance to share in this.”

			“We’re going to be busy for, like, ever.” He laughed. His girls all had darker hair and weighed double what Jolly’s did. “And no thanks needed. Those three are yours in every sense, and I’m thrilled to finally be an uncle.”

			“Once they gang up on us, it’ll be over, so it’ll be nice to have allies living next door.” She glanced back when the nurse called her over to wash her hands. “Did they not appear clean enough?”

			“You’re going to help me make a special delivery, so go ahead and scrub them. You too, Tim.”

			She was about to ask questions when the nurse opened Laine’s incubator and waved her closer. “Really, I can?”

			“Watch her head and lift her out. Dr. Eschete wants to see if they’ll latch on. If they don’t, they still have plenty of time, but they still need skin-on-skin contact.”

			Jolly picked Laine up and laughed when she spread her arms and shivered. “Hey, let’s go see Mommy.” She put her down in the bassinet and picked up Max and Frances. “Are you sure they’ll be okay?” she asked because everyone was crying.

			“Just wait.” The nurse left with her, and another one stayed behind with Tim. She guessed Pam was about to get a surprise as well. “Are you up for visitors?” the nurse asked Mimi.

			“Really?” Mimi echoed her reaction.

			“Jolly, sit next to Mimi and remove your shirt.”

			She sat up in the bed and did the same. The nurse handed Frances to Mimi and placed Laine and Max on her chest. All three girls stopped crying once they were settled, and Jolly was in heaven, not only from holding them but from watching Mimi breastfeed Frances. It took a couple of times, but she finally latched on, and they traded out until all three had a turn and had been burped.

			“We’ll do this at least three times a day until they’re ready to be out of the incubators permanently,” the nurse explained. “We still want you to visit them throughout the day and pump when you need to. This will help you to bond and will speed the process of taking them home. It won’t take as long as you think.”

			They spent the next few days establishing the routine the nurses had mentioned, adding walking with Mimi up and down the hallway to build her strength. In a week Mimi was ready to go home, but the girls were not.

			“Honey, tell them,” Mimi said when Sam informed them they were discharging her. “We can’t leave our babies here alone.”

			“They won’t be alone. We’ll be here every day. We’re going home but you still have to feed them, and we have to keep up with our bonding sessions.” She tried to avoid the coming meltdown, but it was difficult since she agreed with Mimi. Leaving their daughters behind was like leaving their hearts and expecting them to survive outside their chests.

			“They’re going to think we’re abandoning them because they’re not perfect.” That got the tears started, so Jolly pressed Mimi to her.

			“Love, I took three months off, so no matter when you want to see them, I’ll bring you. And you’re wrong. They’re perfect down to their tiny toes.” She rubbed Mimi’s back and rocked her in comfort. “Both Sam and Ellie said it won’t be more than a month until they’ll be with us all the time.”

			“It’s so drab in here. Do you want them to spend so much time not being stimulated at all?” Mimi was an artist at heart, and this place was like a prison. Their decorator was obviously allergic to color.

			Jolly wasn’t going to mention that the girls still had patches over their eyes most of the day since she didn’t want to sleep in the guest room. Sam was at the nurse’s station, and the white lab coat gave her an idea.

			“Are you even listening to me?”

			“I hear you, but give me a minute.” Jolly entered the room where the babies were, and she headed toward Sam.

			“Hey,” Sam said. “Ellie told me Mimi’s not taking this well. I expected that, but my hands are tied.”

			“She’s not taking it well at all, but you can fix that.”

			Sam put her hands on Jolly’s shoulders and shook her head. “I can’t lie to the insurance company by saying she needs to be here. Mimi’s still recovering, but she’s doing great.”

			“I’m not asking you to lie, but this is supposed to be one of the happiest places in the hospital.” She pointed around them. “It’s like a beige hell.”

			“Trust me, administrators do not like to spend money on decorations. The best they could do was the generic framed prints that are the same on every floor. They’re nice but monotonous.”

			“It’s lucky for you that the daughters of one of the city’s best artists will be hanging out here for the next month or so.” She stared at Sam, waiting for her to catch on.

			“I see where you’re going with this, Jolly, but the administration is not going to pay for Mimi to paint anything. I’ve seen how much her stuff goes for. Hold your breath that the guys in charge are going for that even if I’d love it.”

			“Just ask her after you offer to spring for lunch and let her hold the kids whenever she wants. You’ll end up with something you’re going to love, and it’ll keep her sane until I can check them all out of here.” She was convinced this was the best deal for everyone.

			“Are you sure she’ll agree? I don’t want to get the administrators’ hopes up of getting a Mimi Mulle and then she says no.”

			“Soon to be Andolini, and I doubt she’ll turn you down.”

			“Turn down what?” Mimi headed toward them, still moving slow but not needing support any longer.

			“I was thinking about what you said about how drab it is in here, and I believe you’re the perfect person to change that. How about donating your talents? Whatever you decide to paint, we can bring the girls when they’re older and show them.”

			Mimi walked the hall to the viewing windows, focused on the walls. She nodded every so often and finally smiled. “This will be fun.” Mimi put her arms around Jolly and kissed her chin. “Thank you for knowing me so well.”

			“I love you, and I love those girls. The more time we’re here, the better it’ll be for them. Let’s go home and we’ll come back with your sketchbook.”

			They drove home, took a shower, and napped until Mimi’s breasts started to hurt. Back at the hospital, Jolly held two babies while Mimi fed one, and they handed off until everyone was done. The feel of her children against her skin was the kind of miracle she didn’t know existed.

			While Mimi started sketching, Jolly visited Pam and Tim, who had one more night. When she came out of Pam’s room, the nurses and some of the patients were watching as Mimi put the outline of what she had in mind on the wall.

			“She’s amazing,” one of the nurses said.

			“I’ve always thought so.” The way Mimi wielded her wax pencil was mesmerizing, and her imagination was the key to her success because this was very different than anything she’d ever done.

			It took a couple of days for Mimi to finish her outline and start painting the hallway around the viewing window. She did that for two weeks, taking time with the girls and having lunch with Jolly. At night when the ward was quiet, she worked on her back with the simple scaffold Jolly had brought. In that time, their girls gained weight and were spending more time out of the incubators.

			“You think their eye color will change?” Mimi asked the nurse as she fed Frances. The eyepatches had come off completely, and all the girls had blue eyes like Jolly.

			“They do at times but usually stay within the same color palette.”

			“I hope that’s true, since Jolly’s eyes are gorgeous.”

			“After how hard these little ones fought, and how attentive your partner has been, let’s hope they keep that bit of Jolly.”

			“Come on, little girl.” Mimi tickled Frances’s cheek to get her to finish. Jolly smiled as she held Laine and Max.

			“These guys are out,” Jolly said, and the nurse lifted them off her and placed them in the bassinet. They were almost at three and a half pounds and seemed to enjoy being together, so they napped together in one bassinet. “Visiting hours are over, so you can finish the ceiling while I seal the section you did this afternoon.”

			Mimi had concentrated around the viewing window and a little past it. Along the ceiling were dragons carrying flowers in their claws, clouds, and the start of a rainbow. Right below that on the wall there were three little girls with hammers building the rest of the rainbow.

			Jolly ran a roller over the art on the wall to seal the scenes of children playing along colorful trees, dinosaur slides, and animal friends like bears and giraffes. The children were the kids who’d visited their new siblings in the ward. It really wasn’t like anything Mimi had painted, and the kids loved it. Mimi was done a week later, and the girls were ready a few days after that.

			The administration had a dedication ceremony and invited her to come back and add to it whenever she liked. “We really do appreciate this, Mimi,” Sam said. Mimi had included her and Ellie’s daughter as well as Nico and Pam and Tim’s three girls.

			“Thank you and Ellie for everything you did for us,” Mimi said. “I owe you my life and the lives of my girls. You two, Harry, and Desi have been good friends.”

			“We were honored to take care of you and your family. Don’t be strangers.”

			Jolly nodded and put her hands on Max’s back. She was the only baby who was awake, but her sisters would be up once they missed her. They always seemed to know when they were apart. That closeness was something Jolly hoped they carried through life, since she and Mimi hadn’t had the same luck with their siblings.

			“Two more days,” Vanessa said, holding Laine.

			“Then we can really start spoiling,” Iris said with Frances.

			“Then make sure you’re around for those early morning feedings,” Desi said. “That’s when you’ll figure out why sleep deprivation is used as torture.”

			“That’s why they’re so cute,” Harry said with Nico on her hip. “It keeps you from howling at the moon when you lose your mind.”

			“We’re looking forward to it all.” Jolly laughed thinking of Avril, Cristina, and Sami living next door. If their girls and their cousins were on the same sleep schedule, she and Tim would never design another thing. “But I’m thankful for all the backup. We might have to add onto the house to keep them around.”
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        * * *

      

			“Are you ready for this?” Mimi asked. They were dressing the girls in onesies they’d agreed on for bringing them home. Their kids were healthy but still on the small side. That wouldn’t last long once the Andolini genes kicked in.

			“I’m a bit terrified, but it’ll be nice for all of us to be home together. We have eighteen years to get it right. After that they’ll only want to know us to ask for money.” Jolly looked so attractive to Mimi as she struggled with the tiny clothes and snaps.

			“I told you,” they heard someone scream, “she’s my daughter, so move.”

			“Unbelievable,” Mimi said when she recognized her mother’s voice. “Have you heard from her since she was here with Bianca?”

			“Not her, no, but I called Phillip and told him I’d call the police if Kelly showed up here again making threats. How and when she can see the girls is up to you.” Jolly finished dressing Max and put on the little cap her mom had found with panda ears on it. “I was clear about that.”

			“What do you want to do, since that advice wasn’t exactly taken seriously?” Mimi placed Laine and Frances in their car seats, which only made them look smaller. Jolly put Max in hers, then snapped them all into the stroller. Mimi looked at how cute they all were and took a picture of them and Jolly. Her mother was not going to ruin their day.

			“Can you wait here for a moment? My mother and I need to have a chat.”

			“Don’t expect me to stay in here if she’s like she was that day.” Jolly already appeared pissed, so Mimi nodded, but she wouldn’t be needing any backup.

			Her mother was standing at the nurse’s station making demands while Phillip stood as if ready to step in if they weren’t cooperative. What in the hell was this about? Mimi’d be lucky keeping Jolly out of jail if she saw her father.

			“In case you’ve forgotten,” Mimi said, getting everyone’s attention, “this is a maternity ward. Making a scene is not only unnecessary but rude. What do you want?”

			“Jolly refused to let me and your father see you and the babies,” her mom said, dabbing her dry eyes. When Mimi was ten she might’ve fallen for that, but now she knew her mother was a bit of a drama queen when she wanted something. “I was only here to protect you and the children from Jolly. Then your father got a distressing phone call from her, making threats.”

			“Protect me from Jolly? Are you being serious right now?” She lifted her hand for quiet when her mother went to speak. “You do understand they’re Jolly’s children too, right?”

			“This doesn’t have to be your life.” Her mother sounded almost pleading.

			“You’re right,” she said, and both her mom and Phillip stared at her with an expression that she guessed was glee that she’d finally come to her senses. “I want you both to leave. Jolly left it up to me how to proceed, so I want you to take Phillip and go. My father is waiting at home for his grandchildren, as is Sophia.” She pointed at Phillip next. “And you,” she said in a low voice. “Stop lying about your daughter and man up to what you’ve done. Jolly doesn’t want to talk to you because you treat her like crap.”

			“Listen, young lady,” Phillip said.

			“No, you both listen. You threw down ultimatums for both of us, and we weren’t interested. I’m free to do what I want because of Jolly. You aren’t entitled to anything, much less seeing our children.” She stopped and took a breath. “That you came here and did this means having a relationship with any of us won’t happen anytime soon.”

			“You can’t keep me from seeing my grandchildren,” Phillip said.

			“Mimi’s free to do whatever the hell she wants,” Jolly came out and said. “Aren’t you the one who said it was either your way or no way when it came to my life and career? That’s how it’s going to be with you. Only it’s our way or fu—”

			“Jolly, there are children,” Mimi said even though she agreed. “Leave, and if I find out you brought Bianca Griffin with you the last time, don’t plan on a touching reunion.”

			“Jolly, we’re your parents, for God’s sake,” Phillip said.

			“Kelly is your wife, that’s it. You abandoned my mother, but she’s doing great and thinking of moving back here permanently to help with the kids. Go back to your lives and forget about us.”

			“So there’s no forgiveness?” Phillip asked.

			“That’ll come after some heartfelt apologies and respect. Those two things don’t fit into how you treat people, but that’s fine. Be happy with your choices, I know I am.” Jolly put her arm around Mimi and waited. “Before you decide to try, know that Mimi and I are getting married and we’re going to raise our children together. Those children have plenty of family who’ll love them already. You won’t be missed if you decide you can’t accept it.”

			“Who knew we were one screaming match away from a reality TV show?” Mimi said, watching her mother and Phillip walk away. “Let’s get going.”

			“Life has always been more exciting with you around, honey.”

			Some of the staff went down with them to help put the girls into the car and make sure they were safe. Jolly drove slowly and turned to stare in the back at the three car seats.

			There was a gang waiting at the house, so Jolly carried in the bags while her dad, Sophia, and Desi each took a baby.

			Their support group, including Tony, who had cooked, waved goodbye once they were settled. He and Mimi had become such good friends she knew she’d made the right decision to work with them going forward. They ate with Sophia and her dad, then went to the babies’ room to get them ready for bed.

			Laine was the last one to get fed and changed, and she fell asleep with her sisters in one baby bed, which they’d moved into their room for the time being so they’d be okay until they were ready to retire themselves. Right now, she wanted some time alone with Jolly.

			She smiled when Jolly came in to look at their girls. Her expression was a mixture of happiness, awe, and pride. “It’s amazing, isn’t it?”

			“Whoever doesn’t believe in miracles should have children. This is the best.”

			“You have a way with words, Babe.” Mimi sat in Jolly’s lap and tugged on her hair. “Wanna take me to bed?”

			“No,” Jolly said too fast.

			“No?” She stood up, thinking her fears about her post-baby body weren’t so unfounded. “I promise I won’t always look like this.”

			“What are you talking about?” Jolly’s attention went from the bed to her.

			“You don’t want to take me to bed.”

			“I’d ask if you’re insane, but I’m not insane enough to do that. You’re beautiful, love, and there’s no changing that.” Jolly kissed her as she stood holding her like a bride. “And while taking you to bed is one of my favorite things, I should’ve said not yet.”

			Jolly walked to the back of the house and sat Mimi down outside. The fence across the back had been finished to keep their kids safe and penned as Jolly joked, and their yard and the one next door had been merged. There was a tree house in the oak and another one in the elm, both spectacular.

			“I figure they’re not always going to get along and they need their space,” Jolly said as she glanced up. “There was something I promised, and Ricky helped me while you were painting the mural.”

			The new gazebo at the corner of the yard was beautiful in every detail, and the garden around it was full of the flowers Mimi used in her tints when she mixed paint. “It’s beautiful,” she said, taking Jolly’s hands to move closer.

			They climbed the two steps, and she noticed half the roof was just beams so she could see the sky and the other half was solid so she could be out there in the rain.

			“This was the finishing touch.” Jolly showed her a plaque with the date the girls were born and their names. “Eventually, we won’t have much time to ourselves, but when we do, I’d like to come out here and romance you a little.”

			“You certainly are talented in the art of love as well as romance.” She smiled when Jolly pulled out her phone and pressed play. It was one of their favorite songs, and she accepted Jolly’s hand.

			“Dance with me,” Jolly said.

			They did for one song, then Mimi put her hands behind Jolly’s neck. “Thank you for my surprise. I have one for you.”

			Jolly held her and kissed the top of her head. “You’re not pregnant, are you?”

			“Not yet, but I am fully recovered from being pregnant, and I’m really happy about it.” She gazed up at Jolly and waited for her hint to sink in.

			“Really happy?” Jolly asked picking up her phone.

			“Deliriously so.” She put her hand in Jolly’s shirt and scratched her abdomen.

			Jolly scooped her up again and headed toward their bedroom. “I love you happy or any way I can get you.”

			“You have me, Babe, and I belong to you. It’s time to prove it.” Jolly undressed her slowly and kissed her long and passionately.

			“I’m all yours, and I’ll prove myself whenever you want.”

			She wanted to reconnect with Jolly, so she placed her hands on her cheeks and kissed her softly. “Thank you for this life, Jolly, and for allowing me to find my place. That’s always going to be with you.”

			“No matter what, we’ll get through it together.” Jolly rolled them over so she was on top. “I love you.”

			“I know, so let’s get going.”





 

    
            Epilogue



			Five years later

			The yards were decorated with balloons and streamers for the giant birthday parties for both sets of triplets. Jolly and Tim had removed the ladders to the tree houses since Pam and Mimi didn’t want to deal with any broken bones in the middle of the chaos.

			It had been a whirlwind from the moment the girls were born, but seeing them chase her father and Sophia through the yard, Mimi would’ve never guessed they’d had such a hard beginning. Nico and his little sister Sydney were over often, and Mimi’s friendships with Desi and Tony had flourished. Her newest show was opening in a month, and she was grateful for kindergarten. It gave her hours in the studio not having to worry about someone sticking a screwdriver in an electric socket.

			“I love them, but they make me tired just watching them,” she said to Jolly. “Does that make me horrible for saying that?”

			“It’s not horrible if it’s true,” Jolly said, stacking boxes of cupcakes to bring outside. There were forty little kids along with parents coming in an hour, and Mimi wanted everything set up before that happened. “Sit and let me take all this out.”

			“I’m just grabbing the utensils and plates, not bowling balls. Do you think people will judge us for having a bar set up at a children’s birthday party?” Their outdoor kitchen had just that, complete with bartender.

			“Once we did it the first time, people expected it, so we can’t skip it. When the little hellions and their friends turn ten and their parents drop off their kids and drive away, we can set it up in the tree house and watch the madness from up there.”

			Their life was chaos, but they both loved every second of it. Frances had fallen in love with the easel and liked to paint with Mimi, which surprised her, since after her hair had darkened, she look like a miniature Jolly. Jolly had explained that it since she loved spending time with Mimi, it made sense Frances would too.

			Max and Laine owned a real set of tools and spent time with Jolly on small projects. The park now had a collection of original Andolini birdhouses scattered around that were now sought after. They were regulars at construction sites with both Jolly and their grandfather. It made Mimi completely crazy, but every member of the crew knew they were dead if something happened to them.

			She heard the door open, and Vanessa and Iris came in with bags of gifts. “I said one joint gift,” Mimi fussed.

			“They’re our godchildren, so zip it,” Iris said. They went out and all six girls ran over to greet their aunts. Her best friends had taken a couple more years than her and Jolly to figure out they were more than friends and had gotten married.

			“Just wait.” She kissed their cheeks when she followed them to the yard. “Jolly has a talent for finding toys that defy battery life, and I’ll be happy to send her shopping.”

			“Trust me,” Ellie said. “Don’t learn that the hard way. And I’m planning a marketing campaign around you guys.”

			Pam, Iris, and Mimi were all very pregnant, so the future wouldn’t calm down anytime soon. Mimi and Jolly had decided to try again now that the girls were in school, and she’d laughed at Jolly’s happy dance when Sam had confirmed it was only one.

			It took a village to get through the games, food, and presents for the next three hours before they were able to put everyone to bed. The kids still shared a room, but the baby beds were in storage, replaced by the twin beds Jolly had made with the same carved headboard concept. Their cousins were having a sleepover with them, so they were piled into the tent Jolly had set up in their room.

			“Try to go to sleep,” Jolly said. “Anyone I find roaming around is going to jail.”

			“Babe!” Mimi said through her teeth when they were outside in the hall. “Don’t tell them that.” Of course that was what Tim and Jolly had told their kids every night from the time they could climb out of their cribs.

			“Come on, you.” Jolly walked her outside toward the gazebo. “I want to dance with my wife.”

			“Did you happen to drive down Magazine Street lately?” she asked when Jolly held her from behind and swayed to the music.

			“I have, and the For Sale sign surprised me. According to the neighbors, Bianca left a year ago and let the mortgage lapse on the gallery. The house is up for sale as well.” Jolly kissed her cheek and took her hand to turn her around.

			“Where’d she go?” They’d had a few more run-ins with Bianca until the police had gone and had a chat with her. That she was gone was welcome news. “To Antarctica perhaps?”

			“Back to San Francisco and her parents,” Jolly said, kissing her lips this time. “Not important, and I want to talk to you about something else.”

			“What?”

			“I wanted to be closer to you and the girls, so Tim and I purchased the gallery from the bank, and we’re going to renovate it into our new offices. It’s bigger than our current office, and the new guys we hired will share the front space. There’s still room for offices for me, Tim, and Pam. That back room will make a great conference room.”

			“That’s great,” Mimi said, feeling the baby kick. “You could come to lunch more often. What are you doing with the old place?”

			“It’s going on the market, and the construction side will be a couple of doors down from us at the new location. The place we found will give your dad and Marlin an office, and it came with warehouse space.”

			“I can tell there’s more, so let’s have it,” Mimi said. One of the best things about the last few years was her father settling down. The relationship with her, Jolly, and the girls had cured his happy feet.

			“HGTV is coming back for our new project in the Quarter. They’ll be filming for six months of the contract.”

			The public, mostly women, had fallen in love with Jolly because of the houses in Florence and Atlanta. Both places had turned out great and had gotten them more work than they could keep up with.

			“Just remember, studly, you’re married and have a bunch of kids.” She smiled and Jolly kissed her.

			“I’m sure if I forget they’ll remind me,” Jolly pointed to the glass doors at the back of the house.

			There, lined up with matching pajamas and waving frantically, were their three girls and their cousins. That made her smile and lean against Jolly. Her wife had taught the girls plenty, but the most important lesson had been watching out for her.

			“You know something, Babe?” she said, waving back.

			“If I don’t, I’m sure you’re going to tell me.” Jolly went back to holding her from behind so they could be close.

			“You are what gives my life meaning, and I’m still madly in love with you. Thank you for all this. It couldn’t be any more perfect if I painted it myself.” She laughed since the kids were all now dancing in one big circle.

			“Just think,” Jolly laughed with her, “there’s so many more memories to make. If I had a glass, I’d toast to days like this.”

			“And to all the ones we have to come.”
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