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PROLOGUE
“W hat are we looking at?”
“It looks like a shopping center to me.”
“Oh, it’s not just any shopping center,” Cory replied. “It's ours. You are gazing upon the Sloan Sisters' Shopping Extravaganza.”
At forty-four years old, Corrine Sloan was the oldest sister. She had thick blond hair and clear blue eyes that saw a vision of what this property could be.
“What are you talking about? I think I would remember buying a shopping center,” CeCe remarked.
Cecilia was the quintessential middle sister of the Sloan siblings. Her fiery red hair and crystal blue eyes matched her personality. She was a forty-two-year-old good time ready to happen and was usually responsible for the fun.
“We didn’t buy it,” Cat Sloan said. “Explain yourself, Cory.”
The youngest and therefore the baby sister, Catarina was thirty-seven. Her rich dark chocolate hair set off her blue eyes that matched her big sisters'. She was the quiet, reserved one, but not to be overlooked.
“Do you remember when Dad’s rich uncle died and gave us all that money?”
“Of course I remember,” CeCe scoffed. “He took us out to dinner and told us not to get any ideas about spending it.”
“Yeah, as far as I can remember that’s the only time he spent any of it,” Cat added.
“Well, Daddy set aside part of that money for us,” Cory said. “He left explicit instructions for us to do something with it together. This shopping center includes three stores, one for each of us.”
“Why are we just now finding out about this?” CeCe asked, giving her sister a measured look. “And why isn’t Mom telling us about it?”
“You know since Dad died Mom gave over all the financial stuff to me,” Cory said.
“Yeah, Dad’s been gone a year, Cory. What took so long for us to find out about this?” CeCe demanded.
“Dad had this in an investment that didn’t mature until now. Mom told me about it last month,” Cory replied.
“Why didn’t you tell us!” Cat exclaimed.
“Because I had to be sure there was plenty of money for Mom to live comfortably going forward,” Cory said defensively.
“I thought Dad made sure of that with his life insurance,” CeCe said.
Cory nodded. “He did, but there were other things we had to do to get the money. It was all documentation bullshit and as you’ve both told me numerous times, neither one of you cared to be bothered with that. Right?”
CeCe and Cat looked at each other and smirked. “So, tell us what happened,” CeCe said with a dramatic sigh.
“Mom told me about the investment. I contacted the company and they gave us an option of monthly disbursements or a lump sum.” Cory took an envelope out of her pocket and handed it to CeCe. “This is what Dad wanted.”
CeCe opened the envelope and held it so Cat could read over her shoulder. Tears welled in both their eyes as they scanned the handwritten letter.
CeCe looked up at her sisters with fire in her eyes. “I don’t know why he couldn’t have enjoyed this money instead of saving it for us! He kept working at that damn factory, building planes, when he could’ve retired and spent time with Mom or us!”
Cat put her arm around her sister. “He loved building those airplanes. Can you imagine him sitting around? No, that wasn’t who he was. The man was always building something. And did you ever hear Mom complain? Did any of us ever really want for anything growing up?”
CeCe sighed loudly. “We weren’t poor, but we damn sure weren’t well-off either!”
“This is what Dad wanted,” Cory said, taking the letter from CeCe’s hands. “Can you imagine how proud he would be if we owned our own stores, side by side? This is the place!”
“It’s not even finished yet,” CeCe observed.
“That’s the beauty of it. CeCe, you have always wanted to open your own salon. You can customize this space and make it yours. How many chairs do you want?” Cory asked.
“Hmm.” A smile grew on CeCe’s face. “I can see three on each side as you walk in and then two or three stations in the back to do nails and facials.”
“Okay, so CeCe gets her salon. What kind of store are you going to open, Cory?” Cat asked.
“There’s not a liquor store within ten miles of this area. Look at the storefront at the end. That’s about to become The Liquor Box,” Cory said proudly.
“What!” Cat laughed.
“That’s right,” Cory replied with a laugh. “I’m a lesbian and that’s what we do. We lick—”
“Stop!” CeCe and Cat yelled in unison.
“We know what you do. You’ve told us over and over,” CeCe said.
“We get it. The Liquor Box,” Cat added.
“I’ve already lined up my first big customer.”
“Who?” CeCe asked.
“You know that sapphic resort at the lake where the Hollywood gays go?”
“Yeah, Krista Kyle owns it with Julia Lansing. I’ve done their hair and they’ve brought several of their clients in over the last couple of years,” CeCe said.
“Didn’t you go out there for a party last summer?” Cat asked.
CeCe wiggled her eyebrows. “I certainly did. Those Hollywood folks know how to have a good time.”
Cory and Cat both chuckled.
“So CeCe opens a salon and you’re opening a liquor store. What do you have in mind for me?” Cat asked.
“Well, little sister. I have an idea, but if you could open any store you wanted, what would it be?”
“Hmm,” Cat murmured as she stared at the building.
“Oh, I know!” CeCe exclaimed. “It has to have something to do with books. You love to read!”
“That’s what I was thinking.” Cory nodded.
Cat glanced at her sisters with a sly smile on her face. “I’d love to open a bookstore, and in the back I’d have an exclusive toy store.”
Cory and CeCe gazed at their little sister with confused looks on their faces.
“A private, clandestine adult toy store,” Cat stated.
“Oh!” CeCe exclaimed as her eyes widened.
Laughter bubbled from Cory as she said, “Oh my God, Cat. That’s perfect!”
The three sisters gazed at the building as ideas flowed through their heads.
“What do you think? Will you join The Liquor Box?” Cory asked.
“I can see it now,” CeCe said, holding her arms out wide. “Salon 411. You’ll not only get the perfect hairstyle, but you’ll know everything that’s going on in town.”
“Oh, I like it,” Cory said. She turned to Cat. “Your turn.”
“Hmm, let’s see. How about Your Next Great Read?”
“Yes!” CeCe exclaimed.
“Do you have a name for the room in the back?” Cory asked Cat.
“Yeah, I think I’ll call it The Bottom Shelf.” Cat grinned. “But let’s not tell Mom about that part.”
Cory chuckled. “You have to watch out for the quiet ones.”
“So, little sister. Do we get a discount?” CeCe asked.
Cat laughed. “Do you think this is what Dad had in mind?”
“I can see it now!” Cory exclaimed. “Our clients can stop by and get a drink, a book, and get their hair done.”
CeCe held out her hand. “I’m in.”
“I’m in,” Cat said, placing her hand on top of CeCe’s.
“Watch out,” Cory said, placing her hand on top. “Here come the Sloan Sisters!”
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THREE MONTHS LATER
L aughing boisterously, Cory Sloan walked back into The Liquor Box through the opening that connected her store to her sister CeCe’s beauty salon.
“What’s so funny?” Taylor asked. She was the one employee Cory had hired so far and was standing behind the register ready for Cory to open the new store.
“Oh, Taylor,” Cory snorted. “My sisters wanted to have a quick toast before we unlocked the doors for the open house and Cat made the nicest toast about spreading joy and when we looked at CeCe she said…” Cory paused, holding up her champagne glass and chuckling.
“She said?”
“She said 'may we live happily-ever-after.'” Cory burst into laughter again.
“What’s so funny about that?”
“It’s kind of a strange toast to make when you’re opening up a store, don’t you think?” Cory chuckled.
“I guess so, especially since none of you have a girlfriend at the moment,” Taylor said.
“Exactly!”
“Still, it was a nice thing to wish.”
Cory quickly glanced around the store. “Are you ready?”
“Yes, boss. The samples are ready over there.” Taylor gestured to a display in the middle of the store. “We have discount coupons for CeCe’s salon and Cat’s bookstore at the register."
“And the wheel is set up over here for prizes and discounts,” Cory said, giving the wheel a spin.
“Like Wheel of Fortune!” Taylor laughed.
“Not exactly, Vanna.”
Each store had been completed with the occupants in mind. Cory’s had an open floor plan with rows of shelves for various liquors and wines. Refrigerated cases were along one wall that held cold beer, wine, and a wide variety of hard seltzers. In the back Cory had set up a small bar where customers could get a quick drink on their way home from work.
There was a hallway in the back that led to the restrooms and a storage room where Cory kept her inventory stocked. Her store was on the end and on the wall that she shared with CeCe’s salon they’d made a large opening so customers could walk from one store to the other. They hoped to help drive customers to each other’s businesses.
“Okay, let’s do this.” Cory unlocked the door and held it open to several people who were waiting outside. “Welcome!”
They had a steady stream of customers. Cory was having a good time helping people spin the wheel for prizes and assisting others looking for certain types of liquor or wine.
When she looked up a while later she saw Taylor waiting on a customer near the coolers and took a moment to catch her breath. Cory had been in marketing and retail since she was a kid. Her first job had been as a salesperson at a local hardware store. So when she went to college she majored in marketing and worked nights and weekends as a bartender. She loved creating drinks and introducing her regulars to new wines, beers, and liquors.
This store would give her a better opportunity to spread her knowledge of spirits than owning a bar and the hours were a lot better.
She heard a jingling sound that indicated a customer had just walked into the store. Cory looked up to see a woman with very dark hair walk through the door. She gave Cory a measured look as Cory walked towards her.
Cory could feel the woman’s eyes look her up and down before meeting her gaze. The woman had dark brown eyes to match her dark hair and Cory felt her heart skip a beat. But then she heard warning bells go off in her brain: caution, caution, caution.
Cory called up her best smile and flashed it at the woman. “Hi, welcome to The Liquor Box. Can I help you find something?”
“Such an interesting name and logo,” the woman said with a hint of a smile.
Cory was proud to be a lesbian and wanted her store to be obviously welcoming to the LGBTQ community. Her logo, which was part of the sign on the front of the store, was a mouth with a tongue sticking out, much like the Rolling Stones’ iconic emblem. She thought the combination of the logo with the store’s name was perfect. It made her smile every time she thought about it, even though it might seem juvenile to some people. Cory had a good time wherever she went and wanted the same environment for her store.
“We like to have fun,” Cory said with another charming smile.
The woman nodded and this time she smiled. “Do you also sell wholesale, or just retail?”
“We are happy to supply all your spirit needs. Whether it’s an event or restaurant or something else, we’d be happy to help.”
Again the woman nodded and Cory couldn’t help but feel like she was being sized-up in some way.
“I’ll just look around,” the woman said with a smile that didn’t reach her eyes.
“Let me know if I can help.”
A group of people came in from CeCe’s salon, taking Cory’s attention away from the woman.
Several minutes later Cory finished with a customer and saw the woman walking towards the door. “Hey,” Cory called to her.
The woman turned around just as she reached the door.
“Here’s my card. Give me a call if you need anything,” Cory said.
The woman looked at the card. “Corrine Sloan.”
“You can call me Cory.”
The woman nodded and smiled at her again then walked out.
Cory felt a flutter of butterflies in her stomach for just an instant when the woman smiled. She was beautiful when she smiled, but there went those warning bells again.
“Hey, Cory,” Taylor called. “Could you help me over here?”
Cory went back to her job, but couldn’t shake the feeling that the woman had been scoping out the store.


They had had a steady stream of customers for most of the day, but things had quieted down.
“Taylor, I’m going to run next door and check on CeCe and Cat. Text me if you need help.”
“Okay,” Taylor said.
Cory walked through Salon 411, but didn’t see CeCe so she kept going into the bookstore.
“Hey, Cory,” Cat said, getting her attention.
“Hi,” Cory said, walking over to where Cat stood with a customer.
“Cory, this is Elena Burkett. I was explaining to her that we’re all in this together,” Cat said.
“It’s nice to meet you. I’m the oldest sister and The Liquor Box is my store,” Cory said with a friendly smile.
“I love the name and logo.” Elena grinned. “Cat was just telling me about the opening between the stores. That’s a genius idea,” Elena said.
“Thanks,” Cory replied.
“I love the reading nook and plan to be here often,” Elena said, smiling at Cat.
“That’s why I created it,” Cat said.
“Hey, I’m going to get something from the back,” Cory said, giving Cat a knowing look.
“It’s okay, Elena knows all about The Bottom Shelf,” Cat said.
“Oh, okay.” Cory chuckled.
“CeCe is in there with Alexis Reed,” Cat said, raising her eyebrows.
A smile grew on Cory’s face. Alexis Reed was an esteemed doctor who also happened to be CeCe’s favorite client. Cory and Cat were certain they both had crushes on each other, but wouldn’t admit it.
“I’ll be right back,” Cory said.
On her way to the back of the bookstore Cory muttered, “Alexis may not be CeCe’s favorite client much longer.” CeCe had a rule about not dating her clients and it wouldn’t surprise Cory if Alexis had a new hairstylist soon.
A few minutes later Cory came back out of the room and stopped as she watched Cat giving Elena her purchases at the register. Cat and her longtime girlfriend had broken up a while back and Cory hadn’t seen her smile at another woman quite like she was at Elena Burkett.
Maybe that happily-ever-after toast CeCe had made earlier wasn’t so funny after all.
“Did you get what you needed?” Cat said with an inquisitive stare. “You didn’t embarrass CeCe, did you?”
“No, I did not embarrass our sister and I didn’t get anything for me.”
“Oh?”
“Brandy asked me if you had a certain kind of vibrator,” Cory said.
“Brandy? Why couldn’t she ask me? We’ve all been friends forever.”
“I don’t know. You text her.”
“Okay, I will.”
“Gotta go, sis. Come see me when you close and we’ll have a beer,” Cory said as she left the bookstore. She waved at CeCe as she walked through the salon and into her store.
“Hey,” Cory said to Taylor as she joined her at the register. “Everything okay?”
“Yep. I’ve made a few sales and oh—do you remember that woman who came in earlier? The one with the dark hair?” Taylor said.
“Uh, Taylor, a lot of women with dark hair came in today,” Cory replied.
Taylor chuckled. “You didn’t look at the other women the way you were looking at this woman.”
Cory furrowed her brow. “Are you talking about the woman who walked through the store and looked at everything, but didn’t buy anything? She was asking me about wholesale prices.”
“That’s the one.” Taylor nodded.
“I was looking at her differently because something didn’t seem quite right with her.”
“Right?” Taylor said with a grin. “She came back and bought one of the expensive bottles of wine then asked me about wholesale prices for the wine on that display.” Taylor pointed to a display near the front of the store.
“What did you tell her?”
“I told her she’d have to talk to you.”
Cory nodded. “Hmm, I wonder who she is. Something seemed different about her.”
Taylor shrugged.
“How did she pay? Did she use a credit card?” Cory asked.
“Yes,” Taylor replied, opening the register and searching through the receipts. “Here it is.”
They looked at the signature and the name above it.
“I knew it!” Cory exclaimed.
“What? I don’t understand,” Taylor said.
“It says her name is Violet Valdez, but below her name it says Spec’s Wine and Spirits,” Cory said.
“Spec’s, the big discount liquor chain all over the metroplex?” Taylor said.
“Exactly!” Cory studied the receipt. “I wonder why she would be coming to our open house. We’re just the neighborhood liquor store.”
“I don’t know.” Taylor shrugged. “You’re the marketing genius. I’m just your loyal manager.”
Cory smiled. “You are and I plan to get you more help, too.”
“I have a friend who needs a job. She’s tired of the restaurant bar scene.”
“Then why would she want to work in a liquor store?”
“She doesn’t want to wait tables, but she knows her beer, wine, and liquor.”
“Tell her to come by and talk to me.”
Taylor grinned. “Would you look at that, she’s walking into the store right now.”
Cory laughed and after Taylor introduced her friend, Randi, Cory took her to her office to fill out an application. She did a quick interview and was satisfied with Randi’s answers as they walked back to the front of the store.
“What’s happening at The Liquor Box?” CeCe asked as she walked into the store along with Cat.
“Let me introduce you to our new employee. This is Randi,” Cory said.
“Really!” Randi exclaimed.
“The job is yours if you want it.” Cory grinned.
“Thank you!”
“These are my sisters, CeCe and Cat. They own the other stores in the building.”
“Oh, I know all about the Sloan sisters,” Randi gushed.
"You do?” Cory asked.
“Oh yeah, the bar and restaurant scene has been buzzing about the Sloan Sisters' Shopping Center,” Randi said. “Say that fast.”
Cory laughed. “I told y’all this was going to be fun!”
CeCe and Cat looked at each other and shook their heads.
“I know Dad is happy. We’re working together. Sort of,” Cory said with a big grin.
“Come on, let’s break in that new happy hour bar of yours,” CeCe said. “I’m buying.”
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V iolet Valdez stared at her computer screen analyzing sales reports. “Come on, Vi, just a couple more accounts and the promotion should be yours,” she muttered to herself.
Spec’s was the biggest discount spirits chain in the entire state. Vi had been the top salesperson for the metroplex for two years running. The Vice President of Sales for this region was retiring in a few months and Violet planned to be sitting in his chair next.
She looked forward to turning her accounts over to the other salespeople so she could focus her attention on the stores. Violet had started working in a Spec’s store while she was still in college. Upon graduation they had seen her skill and ambition and had put her on their executive track to corporate headquarters. She had managed a store, then oversaw several stores, then she’d been promoted to learn the inventory side of things. The last five years she had been in sales and now at forty-five she had been with the company for over twenty years.
Vi chuckled to herself. “I don’t even like alcohol that much.”
“Hey, Vi,” her assistant, Penny, said, stepping into her office.
“Yes, Penny,” Vi said, looking up from her screen.
“The big boss came by while you were out earlier,” Penny said.
“Diane? What did she want?”
Penny shrugged. “I told her you were out checking on a new store that opened in the area you are working.”
Vi nodded. “I’ll give her a call. Thanks, Penny.”
“How was The Liquor Box?” Penny asked.
“Are you laughing at the name?”
“I love the name and the sign.”
“You’ve been there?”
Penny shook her head. “No, I drove by it on the way to my sister’s. I noticed the bookstore at first, but then I saw the names and logos of the other stores. They are quite creative, don’t you think?”
“I suppose so.”
“Well, how was it?”
“It was a liquor store.” Vi shrugged.
“That’s it? No competition for us?”
“I don’t think so. They’ve done some rather clever things though. There was a large opening in the wall of the store that adjoined it to the salon in the middle. I imagine there’s another opening so you can walk on through to the bookstore.”
“Hmm, I’ll have to tell my sister,” Penny said.
“What? Are you going to tell her to buy from the competition?”
“It’s not just a liquor store, Vi. There are books and a hair salon. Right?”
Vi raised her brows and nodded.
“Do you ever buy spirits anywhere but Spec's?”
“Of course not,” Vi said. “Oh wait, I did buy a bottle of wine from The Liquor Box. You know, checking out their prices.”
Penny nodded. “Right. Well, I’m through for the day. Do you need anything else?”
“No thanks, Penny. You go ahead. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
“Don’t stay too late. It’s been beautiful today. Go enjoy a little sunshine.”
Vi smiled and looked back at her computer screen.
She heard Penny leave and looked down at the business card she’d been fingering when Penny came into her office. Violet ran her thumb over the name and smiled at the logo on the card. “Corrine Sloan,” she mumbled. “Stay in your lane, you-can-call-me-Cory, and stick to retail. Leave the wholesale business to me and your little Liquor Box will live happily ever after.”
Vi decided to take Penny’s suggestion and gathered her things to go enjoy the warmer weather of spring. She worked late most nights because her customers were often the managers of bars and restaurants and worked evenings.
As she headed for the elevator she noticed the light on in her boss’s office. She decided to stop by and see what she wanted earlier.
Vi tapped quietly on her boss’s door. “Diane? Penny said you stopped by my office?”
“Hi, Vi. Do you have a minute?”
“Sure,” Vi said, taking a seat across from her boss.
Diane smiled at her. “I want you to know that your hard work is not going unnoticed.” She paused. “Continue with those sales numbers and you’ll end up in the VP of Sales office.”
“That’s the goal,” Vi said.
“Can I give you a little advice?”
“Of course,” Vi said, sitting up a little straighter in her chair. She respected and looked up to Diane. As her boss she had always been fair and shared her knowledge of the company.
“I know your goal has been to be the VP of Sales. You have worked hard and it’s paying off. But…”
“But?” Vi’s heart began to thump in her chest.
Diane smiled. “Don’t forget to live a little. I’ve been where you are. Don’t let your job be your entire focus.”
Violet breathed a sigh of relief, but thought about what she said.
“Looking back,” Diane continued, “there are things I missed with my family that I could’ve and should’ve been at instead of working.”
“I play volleyball,” Vi blurted.
“What?”
“The gym I belong to has a volleyball league. Our season is about to begin again. Work isn’t all I do.”
Diane stared at her and narrowed her gaze. “Okay.”
Volleyball was about the only thing Vi did other than work. It was her outlet and she had a feeling Diane knew this.
“I was just leaving to enjoy what’s left of this pretty day,” Vi said, getting up from her chair.
“I’m right behind you. See you tomorrow,” Diane said as she looked back at her computer.
Vi walked out of the building and stopped to look around her. It really was a pretty day. As she got in her car she wondered how the open house was going for Cory Sloan and her sisters. While she’d walked around The Liquor Box earlier she’d overhead Cory explaining that the adjacent stores were owned by her sisters.
Vi could hear the pride in Cory’s voice that she and her sisters were working side by side and owned their own businesses. She had to admit that the shopping center was eye-catching, especially with those clever names. That was quite a shrewd marketing technique. The Sloan sisters had that going for them.
Before Vi realized, she was driving near the Sloan sisters’ stores. She never went straight home from the office. She usually went by to see a client, but there were no clients in this area. That’s why Cory’s new liquor store had come up on her radar.
Vi wanted to hit the bars and restaurants in this area, which was new to her. Without a liquor store nearby, most of the managers and owners would either come to Spec’s to pick up their order or pay extra for delivery. Vi saw an opportunity to bring them in as new customers. Once she’d established the accounts and had the clients ordering regularly, the VP of Sales job would be open.
But with a brand new local liquor store, she could see Cory getting the business she planned to cultivate. That wasn’t going to happen. No one beat Violet Valdez out of a sale.
She looked up and the sign for the shopping center came into view. Cory had made sure the logo and name was large enough for any passersby to see.
Vi couldn’t keep from smiling. When she mentioned the logo to Cory she had simply said they liked to have fun. As a card-carrying lesbian Vi understood Cory’s meaning behind the logo and name of the store. It was a bit sophomoric, but it also conveyed a welcoming sign of inclusivity. At least it did to Vi. She imagined most of the LGBTQ community would understand the meaning as well.
She could almost hear how Cory surely said the name when she first told her sisters: lick her box. Vi chuckled and continued to grin as she drove by the stores.
While she was in The Liquor Box earlier, she not only looked at the inventory and prices, she also observed Cory Sloan. She seemed excited and happy waiting on customers. Vi got the impression that Cory indeed liked to have fun.
Maybe when she got her promotion and didn’t have to work late every day she’d have a little fun, too. She couldn’t remember how long it had been since she’d been on an actual date. Seeing clients in the evenings didn’t exactly line up with dating or at least that’s what she told herself.
Vi could see Cory Sloan’s golden hair that almost looked like a halo and those clear blue eyes. Where did that come from? But then she remembered how Cory smiled at her. It felt like Cory was genuinely happy to see her. For a moment she felt her heart skip a beat and then she quickly reminded herself why she was there.
But Cory had noticed how Vi returned her smile so she just as quickly shut it down. Vi could see confusion pass over Cory’s face, but then she quickly asked how she could help. Yep, Cory Sloan was a nice person. Vi hoped Cory wouldn’t try to sell wholesale because she’d hate to take Cory’s business away when she had such a nice smile.
Vi had always been competitive, even when she was a kid. She played all the sports offered to girls in school. When she graduated from high school, the after school fun was over. She went to college and worked evenings and weekends.
Vi sighed as she thought back to those game nights in high school. Her parents would come when they weren’t working, but they missed a lot too. Vi’s inner drive to win may have started with games, but it translated into her school work, too.
Her parents owned a convenience store in a small town outside of San Antonio. She saw how hard they worked and when an employee called out, one of them had to take that person’s shift. Vi never understood what they loved about that store. They worked together most days and Vi was expected to help out when she was old enough.
Vi worked in the store until she found better paying jobs to fill her summer months when she wasn’t in school. But once she left for college she never looked back. She was determined to do more and be more than just a convenience store owner.
Yes, she had worked in a store much like her parents in the beginning, but that was just so she could get through college. From there she was on the move, climbing the ranks in the company and she planned to keep going.
A smile crossed her face as she thought about her parents. Alberto and Josie Valdez were hard-working, happy people. She hadn’t been home since Christmas and hadn’t talked to her family in a while. Perhaps it was time to call them. She pulled up her contacts and connected the call.
“Violet!” Her mom’s voice echoed around her car.
“Hi, Mamá. How are you?”
“I’m happy now that I’m talking to my beautiful daughter,” Josie said.
Vi could hear the smile in her mom’s voice. “Thanks, Mom. How’s Papá?”
“I’m right here, Violet. How are you?” Alberto said.
“I’m fine, Dad. Are you at the store?”
“Yes, honey. Someone called out,” Josie replied.
“Of course they did.” Vi shook her head as she turned into her driveway.
She could hear her parents chuckle on the phone.
“You often work late, so I don’t know why it bothers you so much when we’re here in the evenings,” Alberto said.
“One of these days you’ll understand that it doesn’t matter if we’re here at the store or at home. As long as we’re together, we’re happy,” her mom said.
“I’ll have to take your word for it because I don’t plan on working in a store again,” Vi said. “Catch me up on the family.”
Vi listened as her mom and dad took turns telling her how her brothers and their kids were doing while they waited on customers.
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C ory loaded the last case of tequila into the back of her pickup truck. She had several deliveries to make this afternoon and evening.
“Hey!”
Cory turned around to see CeCe waving at her from the back door of her salon. She waved back and walked over to her little sister.
“Hi,” Cory said as she got closer.
“Are you off to make deliveries?”
“Yep. I’m going to Betty’s and then to the Neon Rose.”
CeCe smiled. “Those are our old haunts.”
“Just because you haven’t been to them lately doesn’t mean I haven’t,” Cory said.
“I hope it’s okay, but I invited Alexis to come to your birthday drinks on Friday.”
“The more the merrier.” Cory gave her sister a sly smile.
“What?”
“You know what,” Cory replied, raising her eyebrows. “Please admit you have a crush on Dr. Alexis Reed because I’m quite certain she has a crush on you.”
A smile grew on CeCe’s face.
“Good for you, sis.” Cory grinned. “I’ve got to go.”
“I wish I could go with you. A beer at Betty’s sounds divine right about now.”
Cory chuckled. “I’ll think about you when I take my first sip.”
“Thanks a lot…bitch.”
Cory laughed. “Then go with me!”
“I can’t. I have two more clients before my day is done.”
“Come over when you get through and we can have a beer at my little happy hour bar,” Cory said, walking back to her pickup.
“Sounds good. See ya,” CeCe waved, going back into Salon 411.
Cory was still laughing when she got in her pickup and drove away. She and CeCe and Cat had their differences from time to time, but Cory knew, no matter what, two people would always be on her side. Sometimes she was closer to CeCe and other times it was Cat. Cory considered herself lucky she always had someone in her corner if she needed to talk. There may have been times they fought more than agreed, but she wouldn’t change growing up with two little sisters for anything in the world.
Cory smiled, thinking back on their antics growing up. She was the oldest and CeCe was only two years younger than her. Cat didn’t come along until five years after that. Cory and CeCe loved to torment her when they were younger, but they also were her protectors if need be. Cat was more reserved than Cory and CeCe and sometimes her quietness was mistaken for softness. Cat was tough. She was going through a hard time right now, but Cory knew she’d be okay.
Enough reminiscing, Cory thought as she pulled into the parking lot of Betty’s Bar. This was one of her favorite places and she’d worked here a couple of summers before she graduated from college and occasionally worked weekends when they needed help after that.
She unloaded the dolly from the back of the pickup and stacked cases on it before wheeling it toward the building.
“Hello!” she called, opening the back door and backing through it with the dolly.
“She drinks, she bartends, she supplies, and now she delivers!”
Cory laughed. “Hi Chris. Do you want all of this back here or do you need some up at the bar?”
“Let’s put these three back here and take that case of wine to the bar. Did you bring the beer?”
“Yep, it’s in the back of my truck,” Cory replied.
She dropped the case of wine and went back out to her truck to get the beer.
“You can take the beer up front,” Chris said, opening one of the cases in the storeroom.
Cory wheeled the beer to the bar and started to empty one of the cases into the cold case under the bartop.
“Oh my gosh, she’s unloading it, too!” Chris exclaimed.
“We are your full service liquor store. Besides, it looked empty in here,” Cory said, stacking the other case out of the way.
“Cory!” a woman exclaimed, coming behind the bar and giving her a hug.
“Hi Jelena, it’s so good to see you,” Cory said.
“I missed you on your last two deliveries. Sit for a minute,” Jelena said, coming around to the other side of the bar and patting one of the stools.
As Cory made her way around the bar, Chris poured two beers on tap and set one in front of Cory’s stool.
“What’s this?”
“We know your birthday is coming up,” Jelena said, taking the other beer from Chris. She clinked it to Cory’s and took a sip. “Let’s see, is this birthday number forty-four?”
Cory smiled. “Yep.”
“Wow, where does the time go,” Chris said. “We started here together when we were both twenty-one.”
Jelena chuckled. “Oh, God. You were babies. I remember trying to teach you two to be faster when the rush came in.”
“I don’t know how many times you covered for me,” Chris said to Cory.
“You got the hang of it,” Cory said, taking a sip of her beer. “And now you own the bar.”
“You were always a better bartender than I was,” Chris said.
“I have to agree, but you are a good manager and now owner,” Jelena said.
“That’s because you’ve stayed to help me. Owning the bar is different from managing it,” Chris said.
Cory chuckled. “I’m glad you didn’t change the name. Chris’s wouldn’t have the same ring to it.”
“I wouldn’t have sold it to him if he changed the name,” Jelena said.
“Betty’s is a great name, even if you named it for your dog. I used to make up all kinds of stories on how this place got its name.” Cory laughed.
“Oh, I remember how you two tried to outdo each other when someone would ask,” Jelena said.
“I think the best one was when we came up with the contest. Which was a lie and which was the truth?” Chris said. “We sold a lot of drinks with that one.”
They all laughed and sipped their beer.
“How’s the new business doing?” Jelena asked.
“It’s good. We have steady traffic in the liquor store. The little bar I put in the back is working how I’d hoped. Folks come in, have a drink, buy something, and then go home.”
“Or they come to Betty’s,” Chris added.
Cory chuckled. “Yes, or they come here.”
“How about the wholesale part of it?” Jelena asked, quickly glancing at Chris.
“It’s great. I’m adding new customers every week.” Cory noticed the shared look between Jelena and Chris. “Why? Is something wrong with your order? Do I need to deliver more often? I’ll do whatever you need.”
“No.” Jelena reached over and squeezed Cory’s forearm. “We are very happy with your service.”
“It’s just that a sales rep from another supplier came by and wanted to make us a better deal,” Chris said.
Cory furrowed her brow and then realization dawned. “Was the sales rep a woman?”
“Yeah.”
Cory sighed. “I knew it! Did she have dark hair, dark eyes, and a really nice smile? Was she from Spec’s?”
“Yeah, that’s her,” Jelena said.
“Damnit! She came by The Liquor Box at our open house and was snooping around. I knew something was off with her, but couldn’t put my finger on it. She asked about wholesale prices.”
“She quoted a price that was significantly lower than yours,” Chris said. “But there’s no way we’d buy from her, Cory. You’re family.”
“Fuck,” Cory said softly. “If you can save money, why wouldn’t you? I promise I’ll make up the difference to you in other ways.”
“You don’t have to promise or make up anything,” Chris said. “Betty’s is buying from you.”
“What you need to figure out is why Spec’s has taken an interest in our area, hon.” Jelena sipped her beer. “They’ve never worked around here before. I wonder if they’re thinking about opening a store in this area.”
“Oh, God!” Cory exclaimed. “That’s one reason I chose the shopping center. There aren’t any liquor stores in the area. You can buy beer and wine, but not liquor.”
“If they would’ve wanted to put a store in this area I think they would’ve done it a long time ago,” Chris said. “Do you think they want your business?”
“Hmm, she didn’t ask about anything but the wholesale prices. Did she offer to deliver?”
“Nope. She said she would cut the price enough to make it worth our while to pick it up. We could get the same deal at any of their locations,” Chris explained.
“Damn, any location?”
Chris nodded.
“Well, I deliver whenever you need it—”
“Stop! I already told you, we’re buying from you. I just thought you should know she came by,” Chris said.
“Thanks,” Cory said, taking another sip of her beer. “I’d better go. I have another delivery.”
“Hey,” Jelena said, grabbing Cory’s face with her hands. “Your charm is worth so much more than a cheaper price on booze. It’s priceless.”
“Aw, thanks Jelena,” Cory said and hugged the older woman. “I’ll see y’all next week.”
“Happy birthday,” Chris said, giving her a hug.
“Thanks.”
“Hey, don’t let this Spec’s woman ruin your birthday. People know you, Cory, and that matters,” Jelena said.
Cory nodded, grabbed the dolly, and wheeled it out the back door.
On the way to her next delivery she couldn’t keep from thinking about what Chris and Jelena said. Why would Spec’s be selling in this area now? Cory wasn’t afraid of a little competition because she did have qualities the discount store didn’t, but would it be enough to offset a low price?
“I guess we’ll find out,” Cory muttered to herself as she pulled up to the back door of The Neon Rose.
“Hi, Talia,” Cory said, wheeling the loaded dolly into the bar.
“If it isn’t the sexy Cory Sloan,” Talia said, putting her arms around Cory’s shoulders. She smiled and kissed Cory softly on the lips. “Happy birthday, gorgeous.”
Cory smiled. “Thank you.”
Talia patted Cory’s cheek and grinned. “Mmm, mmm, mmm. Why hasn’t some pretty lady snatched you up?”
“I ask myself that every morning when I look in the mirror.” Cory smirked, unloading the dolly.
“You little smart ass,” Talia said, slapping Cory on the butt. “Are you sure you don’t want to give us another try?”
Cory stopped and gave Talia a playful smile. “If I said yes, you would be backing out of that door then turning and sprinting away from this building like a track star.”
Talia threw her head back and laughed. “We had a good run while it lasted. What’s it been, fifteen years?”
“We did.” Cory smiled and began to stack the cases behind the bar. She checked the cold cases and loaded one of them with beer just as she had at Betty’s.
“You don’t have to do that, love. I can get it,” Talia said.
“I want to do it. You’re my friend,” Cory said with a smile.
“And you’re my friend. Listen, babe, there's a hot Latina chick trying to undercut you,” Talia said.
Cory looked up with surprise. “What? Not you, too.”
“Me, too?”
“I just made a delivery at Betty’s and the same woman had been to see Chris and Jelena. She was at my open house for The Liquor Box.”
“Don’t you worry, darlin’. You are my supplier!” Talia said firmly.
“Thanks, Talia,” Cory said with a smile. “I’ll make up for the higher price in other ways.”
“Hmm, I can think of a few…” Talia said, raising one eyebrow.
Cory smirked and folded both her arms across her chest.
“Like having a birthday drink, for one,” Talia clarified.
Cory chuckled. “I can’t today.”
“Then you have to come by on your birthday,” Talia said.
“Are you working Saturday?”
“Yep. I’ll be here.”
“Okay. I’ll see you then.”
Talia put her arms around Cory and pulled her into a hug. “Everything will work out the way it’s supposed to, just like we did.”
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“I ’m out of here, Vi. Have a nice weekend,” Penny said, standing in the doorway to Vi’s office.
“Thanks, Penny. You, too.”
“Do you have any big plans for the weekend?”
“Not really. I’m going by a couple of bars and hoping to bring them in as new customers. I’ve already stopped in once, so it’s time for a follow up,” Vi explained.
“Good luck, but I know you don’t need it. You're the best there is.” Penny smiled.
“Thanks, Penny. You know, praising the boss isn’t part of your job.”
Penny smirked. “It can’t hurt,” she said over her shoulder as she walked away.
Vi smiled and went back to her computer. She’d pulled up a map and studied the bars and restaurants in the area she’d been working. Her eyes were drawn to The Liquor Box. Vi had visited a couple of bars this week that bought their spirits and beer from the new liquor store. They listened to her pitch, but weren’t willing to give her a try just yet. Sometimes it took several visits before they’d buy an initial order.
Vi got her things together. She planned to go by one of the bars this evening and have a drink. Sometimes she could get a better idea of what the bar needed during their busier times.
The bar she was going to tonight was on her way home. She’d talked to a man and a woman who she found out were the owner and previous owner when she was there earlier in the week. When she gave them the wholesale price on several popular liquor brands, the woman didn’t even bat an eye. She explained her loyalty to their current supplier, who Vi was pretty sure was Cory Sloan, but Vi wasn’t sure what the woman’s role was as the previous owner. However, Vi could tell she’d gotten the current owner’s attention when she listed what brands she would price at a very low rate for him as a new customer.
She pulled into the parking lot and noticed there were several cars there. It was Friday evening, so business usually picked up.
Vi looked up at the sign and smiled. She liked the name of this place. It was simple: Betty’s. She walked in and found an empty seat at the end of the bar. She could see the front door as well as most of the tables from her barstool. The bartender came over and she ordered a beer on tap. Vi knew she could nurse the beer for a while while she got an idea of what the bar sold.
She hadn’t been there long when she saw Cory Sloan walk in with several friends. They gathered around a large table and the waitress hugged Cory as she took their orders. Vi overheard the waitress tell the bartender the group was celebrating Cory’s birthday. After a few moments the owner came out from the back and went over to Cory’s table and hugged her as well.
Vi couldn’t keep from smiling as more people joined the group. They all obviously loved Cory. She thought about sending Cory a drink, but Cory didn’t even know who she was.
“Well, hello. I didn’t see you over here.”
“Hi, Chris,” Vi said to the owner. “I thought I’d come by and see if you’d thought about my offer. I also wanted to get an idea of what you sell and maybe I can tailor a better plan for you.” Vi gave him her best smile.
Vi watched him smile and look over at Cory’s table of raucous friends.
“They’re having a great time,” Vi commented.
“Yeah, do you see the blond at the end of the table?”
Vi nodded, knowing he was talking about Cory.
“She and I started working here together over twenty years ago. Tomorrow is her birthday and she chose to bring her friends here,” Chris said, still gazing at Cory. He looked back at Vi and smiled. “She now owns a liquor store and supplies all our beverages.”
Vi took a sip of her beer.
“Your prices are lower than Cory’s, but Ms. Valdez, price isn’t everything.”
Vi smiled. “I get that, Chris. If you change your mind just give me a call.”
“This one is on me,” Chris said, nodding at Vi’s beer. “You’re welcome to stay and come back anytime, but I assure you, Violet, I won’t change my mind.”
Vi watched Chris walk away and go back to Cory’s table. She wouldn’t get Betty’s business so she may as well go home, but she couldn’t take her eyes off Cory and her friends. They were having such a good time. Vi had been so focused on work the last few years she didn’t have friends outside the people she worked with. The only time she had drinks out was when she was trying to close a deal with a new client, just like tonight.
Vi sipped her beer and imagined what it would be like to be at that table. There was so much laughter and Cory was the center of attention. Vi could hear Cory laughing all the way over to where she was sitting at the bar. What a nice laugh.
Vi decided she’d been eavesdropping long enough. She left money on the bar and made her way towards the door, but before she walked through it, she glanced at Cory one more time. “Happy birthday,” Vi muttered under her breath and left Betty’s.


“What’s the matter?” Cat asked as they all walked out of Betty’s.
“I’m seeing things,” Cory replied, shaking her head. “I thought I saw that woman from Spec’s who’s trying to ruin my life.”
“So, you’re going to be more dramatic at forty-four.” Brandy laughed. “I’m sure she’s not trying to ruin your life.”
“It feels like it. We’ve poured our lives into these businesses and it’s important to get a good start.”
“As I stated earlier, you are the sweetest Sloan sister, so charm the woman,” Brandy said.
“I may be sweet, but when it comes to business, that doesn’t mean I’m a pushover. I’ll compete with Violet Valdez and I’ll win those accounts with my service.” Cory sighed. “Besides, I don’t even know her!”
“Maybe you should get to know her,” Cat suggested.
Cory stared at her sister. “How would I do that? She’s not coming back to my store.”
“Go to her. She may not be in a store, but I’m sure she has an office,” Cat said.
“I don’t need to know her. I just need her to sell her liquor and spirits somewhere else.”
“I’m sure you’ll figure it out,” Brandy said, giving Cory a hug. “Happy birthday.”
“Thanks for coming tonight, Brandy. This was fun.”
Cory and Cat watched her drive away. “Everything will work out,” Cat said. “Please don’t stress about Violet Valdez. It’s your birthday tomorrow and we want to celebrate you.”
Cory smiled. “I won’t. Hey, did you notice what a good time our sister was having with Alexis?”
“I did. I’m pretty sure I walked in on something between them the other evening,” Cat said.
“Good for them. I’ll see you tomorrow, Cat,” Cory said.


“Another wild Saturday night,” Vi muttered to herself as she pulled into the parking lot at The Neon Rose. She didn’t have any luck at Betty’s last night and understood she never would when she learned the history between the owner and Cory Sloan. Perhaps she’d have better luck tonight.
The Neon Rose was the closest thing to a lesbian bar in this area. Vi hadn’t been on an actual date in such a long time. Maybe if she didn’t convince the bar owner to buy from her she could at least make a connection with someone. It had been too long since she spent time with someone who had nothing to do with her job.
That was one reason she was glad the volleyball league was starting back up. She could go to practice or games and not think about sales or how to make their stores better. Vi could play and laugh with other women as well as compete. She loved a good competition.
The music was playing and the hint of stale beer hit Vi in the face when she walked in. It was dark inside and Vi stood just inside the door for a moment so her eyes could adjust. She remembered where the bar was and made her way through several women standing around a table. There was an empty stool at the end of the bar, so Vi took a seat.
“What can I get you?” the bartender asked as she set down a coaster.
Vi ordered a beer on tap just as she had last night at Betty’s.
“Are you usually this busy on a Saturday night?” she asked the bartender when she brought over her glass.
The bartender looked around and shrugged. “You never know.”
Vi nodded and sipped her beer as the bartender waited on other customers. She looked around, but didn’t see Talia, the owner. Her gaze, now accustomed to the low lighting, scanned the bar. There were two large groups that had several of the tables pushed together. Most of the stools at the bar were occupied and women reached between those sitting to refill their drinks. The vibe in the bar was one of fun and laughter. In between songs the rumble of the crowd would quiet some, but then it was a constant in the background when the next song started.
Just being around the laughing and smiling women had Vi smiling, too. She was looking towards a lively group of women when she felt someone slide onto the bar stool next to her. When she turned around she looked right into the most beautiful blue eyes she’d ever seen.
“You’ve got to be kidding me!”
Vi refocused and realized she was staring at Cory Sloan. How had she not seen those clear blue eyes when she’d met her at The Liquor Box? “Uh, hi,” Vi managed to squeak out.
“There’s the birthday girl!” Talia exclaimed.
Vi shook her head; it was like Talia had materialized from behind the bar.
“You kept your promise,” Talia said, giving Cory a big hug.
“I always do,” Cory said, grinning at Talia.
Talia grabbed Cory’s face and kissed her sweetly. “Happy birthday.”
They stared at each other for a moment and Vi felt like she was invading a private moment, but she couldn’t look away.
“I’ll be right back,” Talia said, stepping back.
Vi tried to lean out of their way, but Talia stopped and realized who Vi was.
“What are you doing here?”
Vi smiled, but before she could say anything Talia kept talking.
“This,” she said, putting her arm around Cory, “is my supplier and who I will be buying from. It doesn’t matter what kind of price you quote me.”
Vi’s eyes widened as Talia’s voice got higher and higher.
“It’s okay, Talia,” Cory said, smiling at the woman.
Vi saw Talia visibly relax. She smiled at Cory and kissed her on the lips once again. “I’ve got something for you.”
Talia disappeared behind the bar and into the back.
Cory sat back down and looked at Vi. “It’s Violet, isn’t it?”
Vi nodded. “Violet Valdez,” she said, holding out her hand. “You can call me Vi.”
“Oh,” Cory said, taking her hand and holding it firmly. “Is that the name you let all the people you’re undercutting call you?”
Vi smirked. “It isn’t like that, Cory.” She watched as Cory’s blue eyes held a spark of amusement.
Cory finally let her hand go and for a moment Vi wished she hadn’t.
“Were you at Betty’s last night?”
“Um…” Vi muttered. What was wrong with her? She cupped her hand around her glass and nodded. “Yes, I saw you with your friends. Y’all were having a good time celebrating your birthday.”
Cory smiled and Vi felt her insides melt a little. What the hell?
“My birthday is actually today,” Cory said.
“Oh, well, happy birthday,” Vi said.
“Do you want to give me a gift?”
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A  slow smile crossed Vi’s face. “I don’t think your girlfriend would like that.”
Cory’s brows knit together and she tilted her head. “My girlfriend? Oh, you mean Talia.” Cory shook her head. “She’s not my girlfriend.”
“Oh,” Vi simply said.
“So, about that gift?”
“Happy birthday to you,” Talia sang as she came out from the back with a cupcake and a lit candle on it.
“Talia, you didn’t have to do that,” Cory said with a smile.
“Make a wish,” Talia said.
Cory grinned, glanced at Vi, then blew out the candle. The people at the bar clapped.
“Enjoy,” Talia said. “I’ve got to help my bartender. I’ll be back.”
Vi waited until Talia had walked to the other end of the bar before leaning over. “What’d you wish for?”
Cory took the paper off the cupcake and held it up to Vi. “Do you want a bite?”
Vi looked at the cupcake then into those blue eyes. How are they so blue?
When Vi paused Cory leaned over the bar and reached for a knife. She cut the cupcake into four pieces and handed one to Vi.
“Thank you. Happy birthday.”
Cory put a piece of the cupcake in her mouth. “Mmm, this is good.”
“It is.” Vi swallowed then took a sip of her beer. “Your wish?”
Cory chuckled. “I wished that we could be friends, Violet.”
“What?”
“It’s a lot harder to undercut a friend,” Cory explained.
“Oh, Cory. That’s business. It’s not personal,” Vi said firmly.
“I have feelings about my business and my customers, Violet. Don’t you?”
The way Cory stared at Vi with those blue eyes and the way she said Violet sent shivers through her. “Cory… I…” Vi stammered. Why couldn’t she seem to talk around this woman?
Cory leaned in a little closer. “Are you here to try and get Talia’s business?”
Vi nodded. “I was, but I can see that’s not going to happen.”
“Were you planning to stay around for a while?”
Vi shrugged. She kind of liked this back and forth with Cory.
“Talia might not be as nice when she gets finished bartending.”
Vi raised her brows. “I thought you said she wasn’t your girlfriend. Will she get jealous?”
“She used to be my girlfriend a long time ago, but she’s still very protective when someone does me wrong,” Cory said, raising one shoulder.
Vi sighed in exasperation. “I’m not doing anything to you.”
Cory smiled, obviously enjoying Vi’s discomfort.
“Ugh,” Vi groaned. She reached in her pocket and was about to throw money on the bar when Cory put her hand over hers.
“It’s okay, Violet. I’ve got you.”
Vi froze when Cory’s hand wrapped around hers.


Cory watched Vi slowly get up after she’d let her hand go. “Don’t forget my present,” she said with a grin.
Vi scoffed. “Happy birthday, Cory.”
“Maybe my wish will come true.” Cory got the feeling that Vi didn’t really want to leave, but she knew Talia wouldn’t ease up on the snarky comments.
As Vi walked away Cory followed her with her gaze. Those dark brown eyes.
I could fall into those eyes if I didn’t think she’d drown me. Cory chuckled to herself. Violet Valdez was cunning and Cory thought she could be quite charming when she wanted to be. She wanted nothing more than to stop Cory’s wholesale business, but then she wished her a happy birthday.
Why in the world did Cory want to follow Vi out of the bar?
“Oh no,” Talia moaned from across the bartop.
“What?” Cory said, spinning around to face her.
“You have a look of longing all over your face,” Talia said.
Cory furrowed her brow then noticed the uneaten cupcake. “Here, have a bite,” she said, holding a piece up to Talia’s mouth. “It’s really good.”
Talia closed her mouth around the cake and chewed. “She’s beautiful,” she said.
“Who?”
Talia smirked “Don’t be like that. I know you, Cory Sloan. That woman has caught your eye.”
“Well, yeah. She’s trying to end my hopes of selling wholesale at my liquor store,” Cory said, defending herself.
“Are you trying to convince me or yourself?”
“Talia.” Cory sighed. “Yes, she’s beautiful, but there’s something else. I want to find out why she’s suddenly selling in this area. And why she chose now to do it. I got a feeling there was something else going on.”
“How are you going to find out what it is?”
Cory shrugged. “I don’t know. Hey, did she leave you a business card?”
“Yeah, I remember her handing me one, but I probably threw it away.”
Cory gave Talia a sweet smile. “Would you mind checking?”
Talia shook her head and patted Cory on the cheek. “Well, it is your birthday.” With that Talia walked to the back.
Cory ate the last of her cupcake and couldn’t stop thinking about Violet Valdez. She wasn’t kidding when she told Vi she’d wished they could be friends. Vi’s comment about business and it not being personal kept playing through her head. Of course it was personal.
“Here you go, sweetie,” Talia said, handing Cory the business card.
Cory read it then looked up at Talia. “Thanks.”
“Can we get back to celebrating your birthday now?”
“Yep,” Cory said as she slipped the card into her pocket.


Vi was looking forward to leaving work because she had volleyball practice this evening. After striking out on two accounts that Cory Sloan had locked down, she needed an outlet for her frustration.
She wasn’t used to losing. When she went into a new bar, like Betty’s or The Neon Rose, she expected to convince the owner or manager to at least give Spec’s a try, even if it was a small order.
Vi had been researching other bars and restaurants in the area all day. She planned to visit several locations tomorrow, but tonight she could take out her frustrations on the volleyball.
Cory Sloan had crossed her mind several times since running into her at The Neon Rose Saturday night. She couldn’t get the image of those clear blue eyes out of her head, but when was she going to see Cory Sloan again?
It didn’t matter because she’d be ready next time. Vi wasn’t expecting Cory to be quite that disarming and charming. Sure, she was friendly when they met at The Liquor Box’s opening, but she figured that was because Vi was a prospective customer.
But Saturday night, Cory could’ve been just as snarky as Talia, yet instead she was playful, almost flirty. They did stare into one another’s eyes for a moment.
“Oh come on!” Vi muttered. “You were sizing each other up.”
She sighed in frustration. That was in the past. Going forward she would be all business if she ran into Cory Sloan again because that’s where her focus was: getting that VP job.
She slid her laptop into her bag and grabbed her purse. It had been a while since she’d picked up a volleyball and she really did love the sport. There wouldn’t be enough time to go by her house before practice so she’d brought her workout clothes with her.
She smiled when Your Way Fitness Center came into view. Vi had been working out there for a couple of years, but this was the first time she’d played volleyball in their league. Once she moved to the Dallas area she found a volleyball league rather quickly. A couple of years ago she had moved from an apartment to a townhome and the drive to her old gym was no longer convenient. She’d seen an ad for Your Way, went to visit, and immediately joined the gym.
From her very first visit, the three owners had felt like friends. Frankie, Desi, and Stella were all married and Vi had met their wives at different classes and they’d become friends as well. The whole atmosphere was like one big happy family.
Vi was excited to meet new people in the volleyball league. She already knew most of the people on her team from the various weight, yoga, and cardio classes she’d attended over the last year.
When she walked into the fitness center she felt the stress of the day vanish along with thoughts of Cory Sloan. She hurried into the dressing room and changed clothes. Vi could hear the echoes of balls bouncing just before she opened the door to the gym.
“Hey, Vi,” Frankie said, holding the door open for her.
“Hi, Frankie.” Vi could see her teammates on one side of the court. “Are you leaving?”
“No, Olivia is changing in the office and I’m watching our son while she’s at practice with you.”
“Have fun with Henry then. See you later.” Vi really liked Frankie’s wife Olivia and was glad to know they were on the same team. Their son, Henry, was the cutest little kid and Vi had played with him a couple of times while waiting for a class to start.
She set her bag down in the bleachers and hit the court. Vi warmed up with a partner as they passed the ball back and forth. In no time the rust wore off and she was passing the ball as she once did. It felt so good to be playing again.
They practiced serving and serve receive as well as working on defense. Another team would be taking the court shortly, so towards the end of practice they lined up and worked on hitting. The first couple of swings were not quite right as Vi worked on her timing. She tossed the ball to her setter and this time she jumped and spiked the ball down hard.
“Hell, yeah!” several of her teammates said.
This gave Vi all the confidence she needed. The next hit was even better. She felt like her old self and decided to try a shot down the line. It hit, just inside the line as she’d planned, and her teammates once again praised her effort.
A few people from the team that had the court reserved after them started to trickle in. Vi heard the door open and close several times and saw a few people in the stands getting ready for their turn to practice.
As Vi stood in line for her next hit, her attention was drawn to the open door. In walked Cory Sloan with a very pretty redhead. She looked familiar, but Vi wasn’t sure where she’d seen her before. How many girlfriends does Cory have?
Vi watched Cory and the woman walk towards the bleachers. They were laughing and smiling at each other and Vi suddenly had a queasy feeling in her stomach.
She looked away and tossed the ball to her setter once again. This time when she approached the ball her jump was off and she hit the ball into the net. “Fuck,” she swore under her breath.
Vi grabbed the ball and got back in line. She glanced at Cory and when their eyes briefly met, Vi just as quickly looked away. Maybe she didn’t see me looking.
This time when she tossed the ball to her setter she waited and spiked it down to the other side with a loud slap from her hand. A thud echoed when the ball hit the floor with force. Vi could hear the people in the bleachers gasp. That’s right! You’d better be ready when you play against me!
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“W ho’s that?” CeCe asked her sister, who was staring across the gym.
“I can’t fucking believe it.” Cory scoffed. “That’s Violet Valdez.”
“Isn’t she the woman from Spec’s?”
“That’s her.”
“She’s trying very hard not to let us catch her looking over here,” CeCe said.
“I know. I wonder why. When I left her Saturday night she seemed friendly.”
"You saw her Saturday night?”
“Yeah, Talia asked me to come by for a birthday drink and she was there. She was also at Betty’s when we were all there the other night,” Cory explained.
“Is she following you around?”
“No.” Cory grimaced. “I’m sure she was following up and trying to get them to place an order.”
“Does she know there’s no way Chris or Talia would order from anyone but you?” CeCe said with a smirk.
“She does now,” Cory said, watching Vi with a smile on her face.
“I think you see something you like,” CeCe observed.
“What?” Cory looked back at CeCe. “Oh, nah. She is a beautiful woman though.”
“So what’s stopping you?”
“Oh, I don’t know—maybe it’s because she’s trying to take my business away,” Cory scoffed.
A loud slap and boom echoed around the gym.
“Damn!” Cory exclaimed. “She can hit a fucking volleyball.”
CeCe chuckled. “Don’t worry, sis. So can you. This’ll be fun to watch…” she added quietly.
“What?” Cory turned around to look at CeCe.
“Oh, nothing.” CeCe grinned.


“Times up,” Desi said from the stands.
Vi followed her team to the bleachers on the other side of the court and didn’t dare look over at Cory. She grabbed her bag and was almost out the door when Olivia stopped her.
“Great practice, Vi. I’ll text you with our practice schedule. Desi and Frankie are working on the game schedule and should have it completed soon.”
“Okay, thanks.” Vi smiled at her. “Hey, Olivia, do you know who that redhead is over there?” she asked quietly.
Olivia turned around and grinned. “Yeah, that’s CeCe Sloan. That’s her sister Cory with her. CeCe just fills in, but Cory is a badass.”
“Of course she is,” Vi mumbled, quickly looking away as Cory glanced over at them. “See you next practice,” Vi said to Olivia and quickly exited the gym.


“It’s our turn,” Cory said, getting up and reaching for an errant ball rolling towards them.
“Hey, your new friend is leaving without even saying hello.”
“What the fuck,” Cory muttered. “I know she saw us.” Cory turned to CeCe and tossed her the ball. “I’ll be right back.”
“Hi, Olivia,” Cory said, as she hurried out the gym door. “Vi,” she called. Cory watched as Vi kept walking away from the gym.
“Violet!” Cory said louder.
Vi stopped in her tracks and slowly turned around. “What is it, Cory?”
Cory furrowed her brow, not understanding Vi’s exasperation. She suddenly felt her stomach drop like she’d been punched. “Uh, nothing. I was just going to say hi.”
Vi sighed. “Birthday wishes don’t always come true.” She turned and started walking towards the front door.
Cory couldn’t understand why Vi was acting this way. “Violet!” Cory called once more. She watched as Vi took one more step, but then turned around.
“What’s wrong?” Cory asked as she walked towards her.
“Nothing is wrong, Cory.”
Cory’s face softened. “Okay.” She sighed. “Well, have a nice evening.”
Vi gave her a half smile.
Cory could see something happening behind her eyes, but couldn’t read her expression. At first she thought Vi was angry, but then it seemed she was torn and somewhat confused.
Cory gave her a kind smile then watched Vi walk out of Your Way.
For a moment Cory stood there not understanding what just happened. Vi had seemed friendly enough Saturday night, but today she was doing everything she could to avoid Cory. She sighed again then walked back into the gym.
CeCe was talking with Desi, one of the owners of Your Way, so Cory joined them.
“Hi, Cory,” Desi said. “I was just telling your sister how glad I was to see her at a party I went to last week. I’m always a little uncomfortable at those things.”
“Do you mean the party with her new doctor girlfriend?” Cory grinned at CeCe. “You don’t like parties?”
“I want to go to be with my wife, but sometimes I feel so out of place. Erin’s the head of the hospital and I’m a gym owner.” Desi shrugged.
“Since my sister is dating a doctor I’m sure you’ll see her at more of those parties,” Cory said. “But hey, who wouldn’t want you and CeCe at a party? You’re good people.”
“Not all of us have your confidence and swagger wherever you happen to be, my dear sister,” CeCe said with a smirk.
“That’s right,” Desi agreed.
“I don’t know about that.” Cory frowned. “Hey, Des. I just ran into Vi Valdez. She was practicing volleyball. Does she work out here?”
“Oh, yeah. She’s been a member for a while now,” Desi replied.
Cory tilted her head. “I’m surprised I haven’t run into her before.”
“Let’s see,” Desi said. She raised one hand and started raising each finger. “That would be because you’ve been busy, first setting up a new building, then opening a business. That’s why you haven’t been here to work out. If you’d been here, I’m sure you’d have seen her. She’s a regular.”
Cory nodded.
“You know, y’all should have a lot in common. She’s a salesperson for Spec’s,” Desi said.
“Yeah, you’d think we would, but we’re kind of competitors,” Cory said with a shrug.
“She doesn’t work at a store and she’s hoping to be promoted to head of sales soon.”
“Really?” Cory asked.
“Yeah, she was telling me just the other day that she hoped to get the job because she’d have more free time in the evenings to attend some of our other classes. I guess she works late a lot,” Desi explained.
Cory furrowed her brow. “Hmm, I guess I’ll be seeing her since our volleyball league is starting up again.”
“She’s pretty good from what I’ve heard,” Desi said.
“So is my sister.” CeCe grinned at Cory.
Cory grabbed the ball and ran onto the court. Desi and CeCe watched her, then turned to each other.
“I think there may be something going on there,” CeCe said.
“Oh?”
“Yep, my sister was certainly watching Vi and she was watching Cory as well.”
Desi smiled. “Hmm, love and fitness. Maybe that should be our new tagline.”
“I’m not sure those two are seeing the love just yet.” CeCe chuckled.


Cory unloaded the last case onto her dolly and rolled it into the bar at Lovers Landing. This was one of her favorite places and she loved making deliveries here.
Several years ago Krista Kyle, one of Hollywood’s out and proud lesbians, transformed a rundown lake resort into a secret sapphic hideaway for celebrities who needed discretion. Krista now lived there with her partner, Melanie.
Cory had gotten to know them when they needed help with special groups and they were also clients of CeCe’s. She loved the lake and delivering to Krista and Melanie was always a treat. She never knew who would be there and had learned that many of the famous people who came to the resort were just like her, living life and wanting to be with the people they loved without judgment or harassment.
“Hey, Krista,” Cory called. “It’s your favorite Sloan sister.”
Cory could hear her laughing as she came down the hall from her office.
“Cat!” Krista exclaimed.
Cory turned around and gave her a menacing look. “Very funny!”
Krista laughed. “I can’t choose a favorite! I love you all!” She gave Cory a hug.
“I love you more. I’m telling you, if Melanie wasn’t such a wonderful woman I’d steal you away from her.”
“Do I hear someone flirting with my wife?” Melanie teased as she walked in from the restaurant.
“Don’t worry, honey, I’m all yours,” Krista told her.
“Oh, I know that.” Melanie walked over and gave Cory a hug as well. “I’m keeping my eye on you.” She winked.
“I’m sure she has a string of girlfriends at every stop,” Krista said.
Cory began to unload the boxes behind the bar. “Not exactly,” she replied.
“We can unload those,” Melanie said.
Cory stopped and gave Melanie a look. “You know I’m going to unload these. It’s part of the full service and our appreciation of you doing business with The Liquor Box.”
Krista chuckled. “We buy from The Liquor Box because of the name and the owner.”
“Aww, I appreciate that,” Cory said as she started to fill the cooler.
“That reminds me. Cory, we had a woman come by offering very competitive prices,” Melanie said.
Cory looked up and stopped what she was doing.
“It’s okay, hon. We’re not changing.”
“Thank you,” Cory said. She sighed and looked at Krista and Melanie. “Was it Vi Valdez from Spec’s that came by?”
“Uh, I don’t remember her name, but she did work for Spec’s. I have her card here somewhere,” Krista said.
“There’s more to selling liquor than just price,” Cory said. “I want to build relationships and work with my customers to make their businesses thrive. It’s a little different with y’all because you’re not competing for clients. They come to you.”
“That’s true, but we have a relationship with you. We’re friends and you’re a great supplier. You get us speciality items for certain guests as you’ve done many times already. I don’t think it would be as easy to do that with a large discount place,” Krista said.
“Do you think we could call this woman and tell her we needed a certain bottle of wine?” Melanie said.
“And ask her to deliver it!” Krista added.
“I love coming out here. Not only to see you, but I love being near the water.”
“Do you know this woman?” Melanie asked.
“Kind of. She came by my store the day it opened and she’s gone to some of my other clients and offered them lower prices, too. I just can’t figure her out.”
“What do you mean?”
“The reason I opened The Liquor Box was because there were no liquor stores in our area. After I opened, all of a sudden this woman from Spec’s comes around and tries to sell to the same people I’m selling to. Why didn’t Spec’s try to get their business before?”
“I think I may know why,” Krista said. “We had a nice talk after she realized we weren’t going to buy from her. She is Spec’s top sales rep in the area and is trying to add new accounts. She’s hoping to be in charge of all the sales in the metroplex. It’s some kind of promotion.”
“Maybe she’s expanded into your area because no one from Spec’s had tried to before. She’s very engaging,” Melanie said. “Have you talked with her?”
Cory smiled. “We had a conversation at one of my favorite bars. She was trying to get their business. I thought we were friendly, but then right after that I saw her at my gym’s volleyball practice and she didn’t want anything to do with me.”
“I can’t believe that. No one is more charming than you!” Krista said with a grin.
“That’s because you love me.”
“Maybe you need to meet her out here,” Melanie said. “You know this place is magical.”
Cory chuckled. “It certainly was for CeCe and her girlfriend, Alexis.”
“Those two are so cute!” Krista exclaimed.
“They are, but I don’t want Vi to be my girlfriend.”
“Why not?”
Cory gave them both a confused look.
“She’s beautiful. You have a lot in common,” Krista said. She turned to Melanie. “Imagine the two of them. Cory with that blond hair and Vi with those dark features. It’s quite a striking contrast.”
“What!”
“Bring her out here. Let Lovers Landing work its magic,” Melanie said.
Cory shook her head. “How about I try to get her to have a conversation with me? Or better yet, maybe she’ll get that promotion and leave my area.”
“You don't want her to do that. You’re just starting this friendly competition.”
“Friendly competition?”
“Isn’t that what this is?” Melanie said. “You compete for liquor sales and you compete at volleyball. Just imagine if you were on the same team.”
An idea began to form in the back of Cory’s mind.
“It’s obvious neither one of you like to lose,” Krista pointed out.
“We don’t. You’ve given me a lot to think about, but I’d better get going,” Cory said.
“You and Vi are welcome here anytime. Remember that,” Melanie said with a wink.
Cory chuckled and gave them both a hug. “See you next time.”
She got back in her pickup and drove down to the edge of the water. Cory got out and listened to the water lap against the shore for a few moments. There was some reason Vi was being so distant and she intended to find out.
Was this some kind of competition or did Vi need those accounts for her promotion? Cory had been in sales for a long time and she understood how it worked in the corporate setting. That’s one reason she’d wanted to open her own store. She wanted to maintain relationships with her clients, not just sell to them and then move up the ladder to another position.
What was really going on with Vi Valdez? And why did Cory care? She didn’t want Vi selling to her customers, but she knew deep down there was more to it. If she was as charming as her friends said then surely she could get this woman to talk to her again.
Cory was looking forward to her next volleyball practice more than ever.
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V i was excited for her game this evening. Her team was getting better and better with each game. They were getting to know one another and it showed on the court. The team they were supposed to play tonight was one of the better teams in the league and she couldn’t wait.
Before she went into the gym she stopped by the dressing room to use the restroom. As she looked into the mirror she thought of Cory Sloan. She had seen her at nearly every practice and at both of the games her team had played so far. It seemed that Cory’s team either played before or after hers every week.
Vi’s cool attitude towards Cory hadn’t deterred her in the least. They had been practicing for almost three weeks and Cory always made a point to seek her out. She would say hello and ask about her day. They hadn’t seen each other at any of the bars or restaurants Vi was trying to persuade to buy from her, but she knew Cory was around.
Her persistence was kind of adorable. So much so that Vi looked forward to Cory’s efforts to get her to stop and talk for a moment. Vi had noticed that Cory was also a very good volleyball player. Their teams were on a collision course to meet each other soon for the lead in the league standings. But first, both teams had to get through their games tonight.
Cory’s team played right after Vi’s game this evening and she thought about hanging around after her game to watch for a little while.
“Hey, Vi,” Olivia said, coming into the dressing room. “Are you ready?”
“I am,” Vi said, taking her bag and slinging it over her shoulder.
Vi spiked the ball down and heard a thud as her team cheered. That was game point and they’d not only won the game but the match as well. Her team huddled excitedly then lined up to slap the other team's hands in a show of sportsmanship.
She grabbed her bag and left the bench area to get out of the way as the next team got ready to play. A few of her teammates were sitting in the bleachers behind the bench and getting drinks when Cory came running up to her in a frenzy.
“Violet, what size shoe do you wear?” Cory asked hurriedly.
“Uh—an eight,” Vi replied, wondering what Cory was up to this time.
“Please, please, please will you let me borrow your shoes? When I packed my bag this morning, I thought mine were in my truck, but they aren’t. I’ve asked everyone and their shoes are either too small or too big,” Cory said frantically.
Vi looked down at Cory’s feet. She had on socks and no shoes. She knew that Cory oftentimes wore tennis shoes to work so she met Cory’s eyes with a skeptical look.
“I had a presentation this afternoon, so I wore my nice shoes. Please, Vi,” Cory pleaded.
The look on Cory’s face coupled with those desperate blue eyes thawed Vi’s usual standoffish attitude towards her. Vi had talked herself into viewing Cory as her rival so she could stick with her plan to outsell her in the area. She knew Cory’s affable personality and those friggin’ gorgeous eyes would be her undoing if she didn’t.
“Please,” Cory asked again softly.
Vi looked into those clear blue eyes and wanted to jump in, but instead she started to take her shoes off and gave them to Cory.
“Oh God, Violet. Thank you so much!” Cory exclaimed as she began to put the first shoe on and lace it up.
“They’re probably sweaty. I just got through with a game,” Vi said, handing her the other shoe.
“They’re perfect,” Cory said, tying the other shoe. She squeezed Vi’s forearm. “Thank you so much.” Cory hopped up then she stopped and looked down at Vi.
“I can bring them to you when my game is over,” Cory said.
“I planned to stay and watch for a little while.”
Cory smiled. “Oh, I get it. Scouting out your competition.”
“Watch it,” Vi warned. “I’ll take my shoes back.”
Cory smiled. “If you don’t want to stay, I can bring them to you after my game.”
“Just go play and don’t worry about the shoes,” Vi said with a genuine smile.
Cory started to run onto the court, but stopped and gave Vi a hopeful look.
“What?”
“You smiled.”
Vi scoffed.
“And it looked really nice,” Cory added and ran onto the court.
Vi shook her head and couldn’t keep from smiling again.
“What’s the deal with you two?” Olivia asked, sitting down next to Vi.
She hadn’t realized Olivia was sitting behind them and had witnessed the entire thing. “There’s no deal.” Vi shrugged as she took her socks off and reached into her bag for her flip flops.
“I’ve never seen two people watch each other and try not to let the other person notice like the way you two do,” Olivia observed.
Vi sighed. “Really?” She winced and looked over at Olivia.
“Oh, yeah. It’s kind of entertaining.”
“Oh, God,” Vi groaned.
“Come on, out with it. I’m not only your teammate, I’m also your friend. We’ve been in enough classes together and you’ve played with Henry so many times he asks about you when we come to see Frankie.”
“He does?”
“Uh uh.” Olivia shook her head. “You’re not distracting me with my cute son.”
Vi laughed. “He is a cutie. And there’s nothing between me and Cory.”
“I would think you two have a lot in common. I mean, you’re both in the liquor business,” Olivia said.
“We are, but that’s where the similarities end,” Vi said.
“Oh no it isn’t. You’re both fantastic volleyball players and very competitive,” Olivia added.
“That’s just it. We’re competitors in our jobs and here on the court.”
“So? There’s nothing wrong with a little friendly competition,” Olivia said.
“That’s true, but I have to stay focused on my job. That’s not so friendly.”
Vi could feel Olivia studying her. “Hmm, I can’t imagine you and Cory not becoming friends.”
“What? Why?”
Olivia shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ve known Cory a long time and she’s one of the nicest people I know. I think she likes you.”
Vi glanced at Olivia sideways. “Where are we—middle school?”
Olivia laughed. “I didn’t mean it like that, even though you kind of act like it sometimes.”
Vi looked at her and raised her brows.
“You seem to be trying awfully hard not to be Cory’s friend.”
Vi sighed. “It’s not that I don’t want to be her friend. It’s complicated.”
“Mmm, that’s exactly how I tried to make things with Frankie when I first met her,” Olivia said. She stood up as the game was about to start and stepped down from the bleachers. “Would you look at us now, married with the cutest little kid.” Olivia winked and walked away.
Vi turned her attention to the volleyball game but couldn’t keep Olivia’s comments from roaming around her head. Could she and Cory be friends? After she took over as Vice President of Sales and turned her accounts over to other sales reps, she and Cory would no longer be adversaries. If Cory would just stick to selling retail they might already be friends, Vi thought with a sigh.
Cory leaped in the air and slammed the ball down on the other side of the net. “Damn,” Vi said under her breath. A smile played at the corners of her mouth as she thought about playing against Cory. It would be fun.
Vi leaned against the row behind her and began to watch Cory’s moves. She was always watching the ball and Vi could tell she instinctively knew where she was on the court at all times. When Cory was at the net she was ready to block the opponent’s ball and when she was in the back she was ready to play defense and pick up any balls that reached her.
As Vi watched Cory, her appreciation for her athletic skills grew. She could see the muscles in Cory’s legs flex and release as she jumped, which was beautiful to watch. Vi caught herself wondering what it would feel like to run her hand up those toned legs.
It made Vi wonder, if they could be friendly opponents on the court, why couldn’t they be that way in business? Or were Cory’s attempts at friendliness just a ploy to get Vi to back off her efforts in selling in this area?
The big question was why did Vi seem so drawn to Cory Sloan? She had made Cory out to be some kind of villain in her head because she was afraid of the feelings Cory stirred inside her. She remembered walking into The Liquor Box the day of their open house and locking eyes with Cory. Something had shifted inside her.
As these thoughts drifted through her brain, the ball careened off one of Cory’s teammates and was headed out of the court. Cory hurried to hit the errant ball back into the court, but her forward momentum carried her towards where Vi sat.
Vi reached out her arms and caught Cory before she slammed into the bleacher.
“Fuck!” Cory exclaimed. “That would’ve hurt.”
Vi could feel Cory’s hands clutching her upper arms as she pulled away. “Thanks for catching me.”
Those bright blue eyes sparkled at Vi and all she could do was smile.
Cory hurried back onto the court even though the play had ended. She looked back over at Vi and grinned.
Vi shook her head and continued to smile. “Be careful, Violet,” she muttered to herself.
Cory’s team dominated the rest of the game and they won the match. Vi watched as she shook the other team members’ hands and quickly grabbed her water bottle for a drink. Cory walked over and sat in the row in front of Vi.
“You were my lifesaver today, Violet. Thanks.”
There she goes calling me Violet again. “I’m not sure I’d go that far,” Vi said.
“It’s true. You let me borrow your shoes and then saved me from slamming into the bleachers.”
“Hmm,” Vi said, furrowing her brow. “We play your team next week. Maybe I should’ve let you run into the bleachers after all.”
Cory quickly looked up at her, but Vi gave her a playful smile.
“Aw, you wouldn’t do that.” Cory grinned. “You want to play me next week, don’t you?”
Vi chuckled. “You know it!”
Cory laughed as she untied one of Vi’s shoes. “I can’t wait. Are you this competitive in everything?”
“What do you think?”
Cory took off Vi’s other shoe and held them in her hands. “I think I need to leave my shoes at home more often because at least it made you talk to me.”
Vi scoffed. “I talk to you every time I see you. You make sure of it!”
Cory shrugged. “Can you blame me?’
Vi smirked. Was Cory flirting with her?
“Can I ask you something, Violet?”
“Vi,” she corrected Cory.
Cory smiled. “Why is Spec’s suddenly interested in the bars and restaurants in this area? Is this your new sales territory?”
Vi studied Cory for a moment. “Let me ask you, Corrine.” Vi saw Cory’s eyes light up with amusement. “Do you know someone at every bar and restaurant in this area?”
Cory laughed. “Not all of them, but you have to understand that I grew up around here. I worked in a lot of these bars in the summers while I was in college and at other times in my life while paying off student debt. That’s why I have relationships with these folks.”
“I get that. I’ve been with Spec’s since I was in college,” Vi said.
“I was in corporate sales for many years, but always loved creating drinks and helping people.”
“Why didn’t you open a bar?” Vi asked.
Cory smiled. “I didn’t want to work every night. I’d rather spend my evenings and nights with someone special.”
“Oh.” Vi nodded. “Like Talia?”
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“O h, no. I told you, Talia was a long time ago.”
“What about now?”
Cory shrugged. “I don’t have a girlfriend, nor am I dating anyone. I’ve been pretty busy with opening the store.”
“I can imagine. I work a lot of evenings too, especially when I’m exploring a new area.” Vi paused and took a deep breath. Opening up a little couldn’t hurt. Right? “I don’t really know why no one from Spec’s has been in this area before. We don’t have a store nearby, but that doesn’t mean we can’t sell here.”
“Maybe a smart salesperson noticed this and is hoping to capitalize on it?” Cory surmised.
“My territory is on this side of the metroplex, but doesn’t reach quite this far,” Vi explained. “I looked into the other sales reps’ areas and no one had accounts here.”
“So Violet Valdez, Spec’s salesperson extraordinaire, swooped in to snatch up this market.”
Vi smirked. “Not exactly.”
“Come on. I know how corporate works. The more accounts, the better commission and more money,” Cory said.
“That’s true, but for me, I need a few more accounts before I’m hopefully taking over as VP of Sales,” Vi admitted.
“Oh, Violet! That’s awesome!” Cory exclaimed.
“Why are you excited for me? You don’t even know me,” Vi said.
“I know you like good wine because of the bottle you bought from me,” Cory said with a grin.
Vi shook her head and chuckled. “I’ll let you in on a little secret.” Cory scooted a little closer and leaned in. “I don’t really like alcohol,” Vi said softly.
Cory leaned back and stared at Vi. “You’re messing with me, aren’t you?”
Vi shook her head. “I’m not. I always have a hangover.”
“What?”
“Yep. Do you remember when I saw you at The Neon Rose?” Vi asked.
Cory smiled. “Of course I do. It was my birthday.”
“I drank one beer and had a headache before I got home.”
“Well, I can fix that for you.”
“How? Do you have some magical hangover cure?”
“Nope, but I do know several very good non-alcoholic beers and spirits. I can make you a drink that will taste just like the others, but without the hangover.”
“Perhaps I’ll take you up on that one day,” Vi said.
“I hope so. When will you find out about the promotion?”
“I’m not sure. The current VP is retiring soon. I hope it will be soon after that.”
“Good luck, Violet. I really hope you get it.”
Cory handed Vi her shoes and she put them in her bag. “Do you have shoes to wear home?”
Cory reached into her bag and pulled out a pair of sandals with heels. She put them on and paraded in front of Vi. “What do you think?” Cory laughed and before Vi could say anything she took the shoes off and put them back in her bag. “I think I can make it home barefoot.”
Vi could feel her heart beating faster as she’d imagined Cory walking into a presentation in those heels. She swallowed and then asked, “Where was your presentation?”


“If I tell you where my presentation was, will you try to swoop in and take them away?” Cory replied with one eyebrow raised.
“Maybe,” Vi said with a smirk.
Cory smiled. “I gave a presentation to the local country club. I decided to dress a bit more professionally than when I’m working at The Liquor Box.”
“Are they looking for a new supplier?”
Surely Vi wasn’t going to go in behind Cory and try to undercut her again, but why wouldn’t she? It was a great account.
“Uh, let’s just say I’m trying to show them how much better the service would be if they chose to buy from me,” Cory said carefully.
“Did you work there too?” Vi asked.
“No. My family did not have a membership there and I was probably better suited for the bars I did work in.”
Vi chuckled. “I don’t know about that. You are quite the charmer, Cory Sloan. I can imagine all those rich women who would’ve fawned over the hot young bartender. You could’ve made all their lesbian fantasies come true.”
“Oh my God!” Cory exclaimed then burst out laughing. “I may have missed quite the opportunity.”
Vi joined her laughter and Cory couldn’t stop looking at her. She was such a beautiful woman when she smiled and now Cory saw Vi’s face bright with delight. Cory swore right then to find more ways to make Vi let her guard down so Cory could see her smile again.
“Hey, you two! Are you planning on staying here all night?” Frankie asked as she began to gather the volleyballs.
“Let us help,” Cory said and jumped up to get the balls scattered on her end of the court.
Vi followed her and the three of them quickly had the balls in their rack.
“It should be a good game next week when your two teams meet,” Frankie said as they all walked out of the gym.
“I was trying to persuade Violet to tell me their strategy for next week, but she wouldn’t give up any secrets,” Cory teased.
Vi chuckled. “It’s pretty simple, Cory. Next week I won’t let you borrow my shoes.”
Frankie laughed. “I wondered why you were barefoot. Next week is going to be fun.”
“Yes it is,” Vi said over her shoulder as she walked out of the building.
“Wait up,” Cory said, hurrying to catch Vi. “Let’s walk out together.”
“Are you trying to protect me?” Vi asked as she held the door open for Cory to exit Your Way.
“Heck no, you’ll protect me.” Cory grinned.
“I’m over here,” Vi said, walking towards her car.
Cory walked with her then stopped as Vi unlocked her car. “Careful with that door. I’m right next to you.”
Vi looked over at Cory’s pickup and smiled. “She may drive a truck but she can also wear a pair of heels.”
Cory smiled. “See ya soon, Violet.” She got into her pickup and waited as Vi backed out of her parking space. Cory waved and watched Vi drive away.
“Talk about being in someone else’s shoes,” Cory said out loud and chuckled. Now that she knew why Vi was selling in this area, maybe she could figure out a way to help them both. She liked Vi and had from the minute she walked into The Liquor Box.
She couldn’t think of her as an enemy or adversary; she didn’t think of anyone that way. Cory didn’t have a mean bone in her body, but she wasn’t a pushover either. There had to be a way that Vi got her new accounts and Cory’s wholesale business could thrive at the same time.
Cory smiled as she thought back to the look on Vi’s face when she asked to borrow her shoes. At first she didn’t believe Cory, but then she saw her desperation. Cory glanced down at the floorboard on the passenger side of her front seat where her volleyball shoes currently sat.
She hadn’t really thought about what she’d do if Vi didn’t help her, but deep down she knew she would. To say she was attracted to Vi would be an understatement. Cory could feel Vi fighting her every time she’d run into her at the gym. Yes, she made sure Vi had to stop and talk to her and with each hello she could feel her thaw just a little more.
Cory wasn’t sure how Vi felt about her, but she was determined for them to at least be friends. There was no reason they couldn’t be even if Vi seemed to think differently. Another smile crossed Cory’s face as she pulled into her driveway. Your enemy wouldn’t let you borrow their shoes. Would they?
The next week Cory was at the happy hour bar in the back of The Liquor Box when CeCe and Cat walked in and slid onto stools.
“Well, hey.” Cory grinned. “I call this meeting of the Sloan Sisters’ Shopping Extravaganza to order.”
Both her sisters laughed. “Maybe we should start having meetings and compare progress,” CeCe suggested.
“You can catch us up on the gossip and Cat can tell us who has been sneaking into The Bottom Shelf,” Cory said.
“Gossip? In a beauty salon?” CeCe said, pretending to be shocked.
Cat and Cory looked at each other and they all laughed.
“Try this new wine I found.” Cory poured them each a glass. She waited as they took their first sips. “What do you think?”
“It’s crisp,” CeCe said.
“Mmm, but I like it,” Cat said.
“I do too and I’m not much of a wine drinker,” Cory said. “Get this, it’s non-alcoholic.”
“No way!” CeCe exclaimed, taking another sip.
Cory nodded and took a drink from her glass.
“I’ll take a bottle home with me. This would be great for Alexis on nights before she has surgery,” CeCe said.
“She doesn’t drink the night before surgery?” Cat asked.
“Nope. She said she always abstains the night before,” CeCe said.
“How are things with Dr. Girlfriend? Every time she comes in she’s smiling,” Cory said.
“That’s because she’s about to see me.” CeCe grinned.
“I’m happy for you both,” Cory said.
“I may need your help with something, sisters,” CeCe said with a dip in her voice.
“Oh?” Cory said, raising an eyebrow.
“Are you going to propose?” Cat exclaimed.
Cory watched CeCe’s eyes widen. “You are!” she added.
CeCe nodded animatedly. “I’m going to propose in the back room of the salon. That’s where everything started.”
“What can we do to help?” Cat asked.
“I’ll let you know, but Cory, I want to get her favorite bottle of wine for that day,” CeCe said.
“Tell me which one and I’ll make sure we have it.”
“Then I think we’ll take a little trip to The Bottom Shelf. I gave her that little vibrator way back at our open house,” CeCe explained.
“Oh yeah, I remember. I interrupted that moment,” Cory said sheepishly.
“It all worked out.” CeCe grinned. “Anyway, I’m still trying to decide what to do. I’ll let y’all know.”
“Okay,” Cory replied. “Catarina, I’ve noticed your friend Elena comes to the bookstore a lot. Is she there every day?”
“Just about,” Cat said with a smile.
“Is there something you need to share with us, little sister?” CeCe asked.
“Elena is a very nice person. She loves the little reading nook and comes in nearly every day to read, drink a cup of coffee, and visit with me. She started coming in because she was a little lonely. I’m so glad she does because it brightens my day. She’s such an interesting person.”
“She’s been over here several times and I enjoy talking to her, too,” Cory said.
“She’s been at the salon for pedicures and I’m doing her hair next week,” CeCe added.
“I really like her. She’s become a friend,” Cat said.
“And…” CeCe said.
“And nothing. I may never be ready for anything more than friends ever again,” Cat said firmly.
“Don’t give up on love, Cat. I know you’re still hurting, but it won’t always be that way,” Cory said compassionately.
“What about you, dear sister? How are things going with your spirits stealer?” Cat asked.
“Spirits stealer!” Cory laughed. “That’s pretty good.”
“Oh, how about liquor looter?” CeCe said with a laugh. “Is she still going to your clients and trying to undercut you?”
“She hasn’t taken any of my accounts yet, but I finally got her to talk to me. At least we’re not enemies.”
“Enemies?”
“Yeah, I think that’s how she sees us,” Cory said.
“You are adversaries, I suppose,” Cat said.
“We’re competitors,” Cory said, “in business and in volleyball, but that doesn’t mean we can’t be friends.”
“Oh, that’s right,” CeCe said. “She plays volleyball on Olivia’s team.”
“We play them this week and we’re going to need you,” Cory said. “Two of our regular players can’t make it. They have to work.”
“How’d you get her to talk to you?” Cat asked.
“I happened to forget my volleyball shoes at our last game and we wear the same size. I begged her to let me wear her shoes.”
“Forgot your shoes! You always have a pair of workout shoes in your pickup,” CeCe said.
“I had to try something.” Cory grinned. “She opened up a little and I found out why she’s selling in this area. Now all I have to do is figure out a way to make it work for both of us.”
“I don’t think you’re telling us everything. Why do you want her to be your friend so badly?” Cat asked.
Cory shrugged.
“Come on,” CeCe coaxed her.
“It’s the way she looks at me,” Cory said softly.
CeCe and Cat exchanged a look. “It’s okay, sis,” CeCe said. “As someone who is madly in love, sometimes all you need is a look. You don’t need words.”
Cory smiled. “I just don’t want her to see me as her enemy.”
“You may be when you step onto the volleyball court,” CeCe said.
“I don’t think so. I think we’re both competitors and like a challenge. That’s how I’m looking at it,” Cory said.
“If both of you are playing this week then I think the family needs to support you. Mom and I will be there. How about Alexis?”
“Oh, she’ll be there if I’m there,” CeCe said with a big smile.
“Do you do anything apart?” Cory exclaimed.
“You’re just jealous. You’ll see someday.”
Cory chuckled and topped off their glasses. “Maybe we need another toast,” she said. “Your happily ever after toast when we opened seems to be working for you.”
“Give it time, sisters. It’ll work for all of us.”
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“H i Mamá,” Vi said as she connected the call.
“Hello, honey. Are you driving?”
“Yes ma’am, I’m on my way to the gym. I have an important volleyball game this evening.”
“Oh? Why is this game so important?”
“My team is in a tie with the team we’re playing, so the winner will move into first place in the league,” Vi explained.
“I wish I could be there to cheer you on to victory!”
Vi laughed. “I wish you could, too. I’ll need your help because the other team has a very good player.” Vi was suddenly carried back in time to those games her parents couldn’t attend because they had to be at the store.
“Are you forgetting that my daughter is also a very good player?” Josie said. “I’m sure this woman isn’t better than you.”
“I don’t know, she’s pretty good.”
“It sounds like you know this woman,” Josie observed.
“It does?”
“Yes, I can hear the respect in your voice for her.”
“I do know her—well, kind of,” Vi began. “She has a liquor store not far from the gym.”
“A liquor store! Is it one of your stores?”
“No, Mamá. She has an independent store.”
“Is she one of your clients?”
Vi laughed. “No. We are more like rivals. We’re both trying to sell to the same places in this area.”
“Oh, so she’s your competitor on and off the volleyball court.”
“That’s right.”
“What a shame,” Josie said with sadness in her voice.
“Why do you say that?”
“If she’s a competitor then that means you’re probably not very nice to her, hija.”
“I’m nice to her. Why would you say that?”
Josie chuckled. “You didn’t like the other good players when you played in high school unless they were on your team. I’m sure that’s even truer with your rivals in your business. Otherwise you wouldn’t be their number one salesperson.”
“That makes me sound mean, Mom. I’m not mean. I even let Cory borrow my volleyball shoes!” Vi exclaimed, defending herself.
“Is Cory the other good player?”
“Yes ma’am.”
“I didn’t say you’re mean, Violet. I’m sure you do what you have to, to win.”
“Honestly, I don’t usually know the other sales reps that are trying to sell to the same places I am. I’m forty-five years old and you’re making me feel like a kid that’s done something wrong.”
“Aw, honey. I don’t mean to. You are my smart, talented, beautiful daughter. And I am very proud of you. But…”
“I knew there had to be a but,” Vi said.
“You’re alone. You never tell me about the women you’re dating. Your brothers are all married with kids. I know you don’t like to talk about this, but Violet, there’s more to life than selling liquor.”
“With all due respect, you and Dad were always at the store. Isn’t that the same thing? I get my work ethic from you!”
“It’s not the same, hija. We were here together. I’m sorry we both couldn’t be at everything you did in school.”
Vi sighed.
“We want you to be happy,” Josie added.
“I know you do, Mom. What would make me happy is becoming the VP of Sales at my job and winning this volleyball game,” Vi stated. “I’ll find my someone, someday. Does that make you feel better?”
“Thank you, Violet. Yes it does. Keep your eyes open now. You don’t know when someday will come. Okay, I’m through with the motherly advice for today. I won’t say anything else. Except…play your best and I hope you win! I’ll pray for Cory.”
“What?”
“She’ll need my prayers when you win your game against her tonight.”
Vi smiled at her Mom’s exuberance. “Thanks, Mom. I love you.”
“I love you, too.”
Vi pulled into the parking lot and walked into the gym at Your Way, but her mom’s comments were still on her mind. Was she mean? Vi knew she could be a little unapproachable, but she did that so her emotions wouldn’t get involved when she was trying to close an account. But was she mean to Cory? Why did that suddenly bother her so much?
She found a seat in the bleachers away from everyone while the game before hers finished. Vi remembered when she first met Cory. She knew she had to view her as an enemy, but she hadn’t meant to treat her that way when they were face to face. It was simply a tactic she used to keep her emotions in check. And if she stared into Cory’s blue eyes she’d definitely have emotions.
A smile played across Vi’s face as she tied her shoes. Cory had made it hard for Vi to think of her in a negative way. She made sure of that with her seen but supposed to be unseen looks and going out of her way to say hi.
Maybe that’s what her mother had heard in her voice. Did she respect Cory? Very much. She respected her courage to open her own store and sell wholesale as well as retail. And as an older athlete who still loved competition, how could Vi not respect her athletic abilities?
“What’s that smile about?”
Vi looked up into Cory’s bright blue eyes. “I’m not loaning you my shoes today.”
Cory placed her foot on the bleacher in front of where Vi sat. “Tada! I have my own today.”
Vi laughed.
“Hey, I wanted to invite you for a celebratory drink after the match. I’d love to make you a non-alcoholic cocktail that you’ll love and won’t give you a headache. Of course, after I pound the daylights out of you on the court, you may already have a headache.”
“Oh my God! That was a good bit of trash talking, Sloan.”
Cory leaned in and spoke quietly. “Really? I’m terrible at it and it makes me feel bad when I say rude things.”
Vi couldn’t keep from laughing. “That doesn’t surprise me at all. You’re too nice, Cory Sloan.”
“Are you a trash talker?”
“Nope.” Vi narrowed her eyes. “I’ll do it with my sarcastic looks after I bounce the ball off your head.”
Cory giggled. “I like you, Violet Valdez.”
Vi raised her eyebrows. “You may not after this match.”
“I will. You can count on it.” Cory winked then walked over to where her teammates were sitting.
Vi watched as she sat down by her sister, CeCe, with a smile on her pretty face. “I like you, too,” she said under her breath.
“Cory wasn’t over here trying to get into your head, was she?” Olivia said, sitting next to Vi.
“I don’t think so.” Vi grinned.
“Have you decided to uncomplicate things?” Olivia asked.
Vi gazed over at her and shrugged. “I don’t know. We’ll see.”
“Right now,” Olivia said, standing up, “it’s our turn to play. Come on, we have to win. I’ve never been in first place before.”
Vi stood up and grinned. “Well then, let’s go win this game.”
They set their things down on the bench and ran onto the court. Both teams began to warm up and Vi had a hard time keeping her eyes off Cory. There were small cheering sections in the bleachers for both teams and Vi looked up to see an older woman who reminded her of Cory. Her hair wasn’t as blond, but there was something about her mannerisms. Vi wondered if she was Cory’s mother.
“Watch out!” Cory yelled as a ball whizzed by Vi’s head.
She looked up and realized she hadn’t been paying attention. Vi nodded at Cory in thanks and put all thoughts out of her mind except ones of volleyball and how to win this game.
The first game was close, but Vi’s team pulled away in the end and won it. She and Cory had exchanged several spikes and each had blocked the other once.
When the game was over, she and Cory exchanged looks as they changed sides of the court.
“Great job, Violet, but I’ll be ready for you this game,” Cory said with a smile.
Vi smirked then grinned. “You’d better be.”
Cory chuckled and ran to where her team was huddled on the court.
The second game was back and forth. When one team would pull ahead the other team would find a little extra and come right back.
Cory was at the net and her team needed this point to take the game. Vi had blocked Cory earlier so she’d been trying to maneuver around Vi’s hands and had won several points in a row. Not this time, Vi vowed.
The ball was set to Cory and she began her approach. Vi zeroed in on the ball and waited until Cory jumped then she leaped after her so she’d be at the top of her jump right after Cory hit the ball. That way when the ball was on top of the net it would rebound off Vi’s hands onto Cory’s side and be a point for them.
Cory rose into the air and instead of smacking the ball with all her might she tipped it over Vi’s outstretched fingers and it fell just behind her for a point, ending the game. What a smart play, Vi thought as she watched Cory celebrate with her team.
Cory smiled at Vi as they once again changed sides.
“Smart play, Cory,” Vi said.
“I couldn’t have you blocking it back in my face again.” She shrugged.
“My mom’s praying for you,” Vi said and walked away. She looked back to see Cory staring at her with the most confused look on her face.
Vi chuckled and shook her head. Cory had no idea how fucking cute she looked in that moment. Maybe I’ll tell her someday, Vi thought.
She noticed Cory and CeCe had several people cheering for them. When she looked on her team’s side she saw the owners of the gym and their spouses. Some were in the middle of the bleaches and others were behind Vi’s bench.
“Are they cheering for us?” she asked Olivia.
“Frankie had better be cheering for us,” Olivia replied. “Sofia is my best friend so she’s on our side. I’m not sure about Stella. She’s married to Sofia, but she does co-own the gym so you would think she’d be neutral.”
“Yeah, but Frankie’s an owner and you’re her wife.”
Olivia smiled. “You know how nice Stella is. She wants everyone to win.”
Vi nodded. “That’s true. Who is that sitting with Desi’s wife?”
“I think that’s CeCe’s girlfriend. She’s a doctor at Erin’s hospital.”
“Desi’s wife owns a hospital?”
“No. She’s the administrator.”
“Oh, I don’t think I knew that. Wow, I bet y’all have such fun when you get together.”
“We do. You should join us sometime.” Olivia’s face lit up. “I know! We’ll have a party when we win this game and the league!”
Vi held her hand up for high five. “Let’s do it!”
The third game was no different from the other two as the teams exchanged points while the crowd cheered from the stands. Vi and Cory exchanged hits and neither of them made any mistakes.
It was Olivia’s turn to serve and if they scored this point, Vi’s team would be ahead by two and the match would be over.
Cory’s side set her up and she pounded the ball down but Vi was able to get a hand on it, popping it into the air. Olivia set the ball back to Vi and it was her turn to attack. She spiked it with all her strength and CeCe got her arm under it, but it sailed just out of Cory’s reach to land on the floor for a point. Vi’s team had won!
Cheers rang around the gym and Vi’s team huddled up with their arms around one another in victory.
They lined up to slap hands and Vi grasped Cory’s and held onto it, pulling her out of the line. “That was the most fun I’ve had playing volleyball in a very long time.”
Cory smiled. “Good game, Violet. Congratulations on the win. But…we play each other one more time. We’ll be ready.”
“I can’t wait,” Vi said.
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C ory followed Vi over to the bench. “Let’s have that drink. I need one.”
Vi grabbed her bag and slung it over her shoulder. “Me too.”
“That was a great game,” Frankie said.
“Are you sure you had nothing to do with it? It was your wife’s team who won,” Cory said.
“It was such a great match, both teams should’ve won,” Desi said.
“We’ll get them next time,” Cory said as she grinned at Vi.
Vi shrugged. “Big talker, Betty Crocker.”
Everyone laughed and Cory bumped her shoulder against Vi’s. “You are a trash talker. I knew it!”
They started towards the gym exit and Cory said, “There are some people I’d like you to meet.”
“Uh–um,” Vi stammered as they walked up to the people who made up Cory’s cheering squad.
“It’s okay,” Cory said, squeezing Vi’s forearm. “They won’t be mad at you for beating me.”
Cory smiled at Vi then turned to the group. “Mom, I’d like you to meet Vi Valdez. Violet, this is my mom, Christine Sloan.”
It wasn’t lost on Vi that Cory had just called her Vi when she introduced her.
Christine smiled warmly at Vi. “It’s nice to meet you.”
Vi now knew where Cory got her blue eyes and her sweet smile. “It’s nice to meet you, too.”
“You’re a good player. It was entertaining watching you and Cory try to outdo one another.” Christine leaned in a little closer. “Cory still thinks she’s an athlete, but…”
“Mom!” Cory exclaimed.
Vi chuckled. “It’s okay, Cory. I’m the same way.”
“Y’all should’ve been on the same team!”
“No way, Mom,” CeCe spoke up. “Then no one could beat them.”
“It’s okay, you’d be on our team!” Cory said to CeCe.
They all laughed.
“I know you just played against her, but this is my sister CeCe and her girlfriend Alexis,” Cory said.
“Hi, Vi. It’s nice to finally meet you,” CeCe said, raising her eyebrows.
Before Vi could respond, Cory said, “And this is my sister Cat, she owns the bookstore.”
“Oh right,” Vi said. “I’ve been meaning to stop in.”
“This is Elena Burkett,” Cory said. “I’d say you’re Cat’s friend, but you’re our friend too.”
“I spend a lot of time in the bookstore,” Elena said with a glance over at Cat.
“It’s nice to meet all of you,” Vi said. She was taken by this circle of family and friends. They seemed to welcome her and be happy to meet her as well. CeCe’s comment led her to believe that Cory had mentioned Vi to her sisters. Did they know Vi and Cory were rivals? Surely not or they wouldn’t be so friendly.
“I’ve got to go, girls. It was a good game. Vi, it was nice to meet you. I hope to see you again,” Christine said. “Oh, and girls, I’ll see you Sunday.”
“Yes ma’am,” Cory, CeCe and Cat responded in unison.
Vi raised her eyebrows at Cory.
“We try to have Sunday lunch with mom every week and we’ve missed the past few,” Cory explained.
Vi nodded. She suddenly had such an empty feeling inside. How long had it been since she’d had a family dinner with her parents and brothers’ families?
“That’s nice.”
Cory looked at her and smiled. “You’ll have to come with me some Sunday.”
“See y’all later,” CeCe said, grabbing Alexis’s hand and walking away.
“CeCe’s good. Why doesn’t she play with y’all all the time?” Vi asked.
Cory smirked. “Because she’d rather play with Alexis.”
Cat laughed. “Can you blame her?”
“Oh my, your heart is still beating,” Cory said to Cat.
“Sister,” Cat said, which sounded like a warning.
Cory held up both hands and nodded. “Thanks for coming, Elena. It was nice to have you here cheering for us.”
“It was fun,” Elena said. “It was nice to meet you, Vi.”
“You, too.”
Cory and Vi watched Cat and Elena walk away.
“So Alexis is CeCe’s girlfriend. Are Cat and Elena together?”
Cory shrugged. “Not yet.” She turned to Vi. “Cat had a bad breakup with her longtime girlfriend and says she’ll never love again,” Cory said dramatically. “But she will and Elena might just be the person to mend her broken heart.”
Vi nodded. “That’s the risk of trusting someone,” she said softly. “Where are we going to get this drink you promised me?”
“At the happy hour bar at The Liquor Box. I know you haven’t tried it yet.”
Vi hesitated.
“Come on. You just beat me in volleyball. Let me help you celebrate without the usual hangover when you drink,” Cory said with a hopeful look.
Vi smiled and tilted her head. “I’m trusting you.”
Cory returned her smile. “You can always trust me, Violet.”
Vi followed Cory out of the gym. Not one to trust so easily and although it was a rather harmless comment since they were merely talking about a drink, the way Cory looked at her when she said she could trust her felt like much more.


Cory pulled into the parking lot of the shopping center and waited as Vi parked next to her. She smiled at Vi and opened her door.
“Are you always this nice when you lose?” Vi asked, getting out of her car.
Cory grinned. “I haven’t lost yet. This is far from over.”
Vi raised her brows. “Why do I get the feeling you’re not talking about volleyball?”
Cory smiled. “Come on, Violet. Welcome to The Liquor Box.”
“I’ve been here before, you know,” Vi said as she followed Cory inside.
“You’re my guest this time,” she said. “Hi Taylor, how are things going?”
“All good, boss. Did you win?”
“Sadly, we did not. This is the woman who had a lot to do with our defeat. Violet,” Cory said, smiling at her, “this is Taylor.”
“Hi, it’s nice to meet you,” Vi said.
Taylor gave Cory a curious smile then turned to Vi. “Hi. Why are you beating up on my boss?”
Cory saw Vi’s eyes widen and she laughed. “She’s kidding, Violet.”
“Oh.” Vi leaned in and said, “Honestly, Taylor. It’s kind of fun. She makes the cutest faces when she’s losing.”
Taylor laughed as Cory felt her cheeks begin to turn red. It was Cory’s turn to be surprised. “Cute?”
Vi shrugged and grinned.
Cory sighed loudly then returned her grin. “We’ll be at the bar, Taylor.”
As they walked to the back, Cory noticed Vi glancing around the store. The idea that Vi thought she was cute floated around her head. “Have a seat,” Cory said, patting one of the bar stools.
“Thank you.” Vi sat down and twirled around.
Cory stopped, put both hands on the bar, and stared at Vi. “You’re pretty pleased with yourself, aren’t you?”
Vi laughed and the sound made butterflies flutter in Cory’s stomach. “Yes, I am. You have a good team, Cory. Is it so bad to want to win?”
“No,” Cory said with a grin. “This is one of my favorite summer drinks.” She reached for a cocktail shaker and added ice, then she poured in orange juice, cranberry juice, peach nectar, and grenadine syrup.
Cory could feel Vi watching her every move and suddenly she felt a bit nervous. She began to shake the drink and smiled at Vi. “Do you want to give it a shake?”
“Oh, no. You’re the bartender.”
“Come on. You can do it.” Cory handed the shaker to Vi.
She gave it a shake and then another. Cory watched as a big smile grew on Vi’s face. She was such a beautiful woman and that smile… Cory couldn’t keep from staring.
“Okay, let’s hope it comes out like it’s supposed to.” She placed a martini glass in front of Vi and slowly poured the drink into the glass.
“Oh, it’s pretty,” Vi murmured.
“Wait—” Cory worked a cherry and pineapple wedge onto a plastic skewer and gently placed it in the cocktail. “If you’ll notice, the skewer is a sword. It reminds me how you stabbed my heart with the volleyball earlier tonight.”
Vi laughed. “Oh my God, please. It was just a game.”
“Oh really! Then why were you playing like it was the Olympic finals?”
“Because I’m competitive,” Vi said. “Don’t you want me to try my best?”
Cory smiled. “Of course I do,” she replied while she prepared her drink.
“Can I taste this beautiful drink?”
“One more second,” Cory said, pouring hers into a glass. “Follow me.”
Vi gave her a confused look.
Cory chuckled. “Trust me, Violet. Get your drink and follow me.”
“There you go telling me to trust you again.”
Cory grinned and led them down the hall and into a back room that had a little break area. She unlocked the back door and held it open for Vi.
They stepped onto a roadway that circled the building. This was where Cory loaded her pickup when making deliveries. Beyond that was a small field with a few trees then a row of fences which were the backyards of the neighborhood adjacent to the shopping area.
On one side of the door were a couple of chairs and a small table.
“Have a seat.” Cory gestured to one of the chairs. “These drinks are supposed to look like the sunset,” Cory explained. “If you’ll notice right through there.” She pointed between two trees.
“Oh wow!” Vi exclaimed. “It’s beautiful, just like this drink.”
Cory watched Vi for a moment and those butterflies returned in her stomach. She took a breath and grinned. “Now you may take a sip, Violet.”
“No toast?” Vi asked.
“Absolutely. Here’s to good times and no headaches.” Cory clinked her glass gently to Vi’s.
They both took a sip. Cory waited with a hopeful look.
Vi nodded and her face lit up. “This is yummy. It tastes like summer.”
“That’s what I think, too!” Cory exclaimed. “It’s a mocktail of sex on the beach. It has everything but the vodka and schnapps.”
“I love it,” Vi said, taking another sip. “You seem interested in non-alcoholic drinks.”
“I had customers in my bartending days who would ask about them occasionally and I have a few customers here who like beer, but not alcohol. So I’ve tried several of the non-alcoholic beers and stock the best ones.”
“You do that even if they aren’t profitable?”
Cory shrugged. “Profits aren’t just about money, Violet. Those customers will buy other things and know that I’ll help them. Surely you’ve gotten special orders for your customers from time to time.”
“I occasionally come across a special order now, but I often got them for customers when I was in retail.”
“Did you start in a Spec’s store?”
Vi nodded as she took another drink. “Yep. I started in a store while in college, then worked my way up.”
“Once you move up to VP what will happen to your accounts?”
“I have accounts all over the metroplex. Some will go to other reps in those areas and the others will go to the person they move into my current position.”
“I thought you had a set territory.”
“I do, but I’ve moved around a lot and I’ve kept some of my longer term accounts.”
Cory nodded and sipped her drink. Her hint of an idea from their last conversation was beginning to bloom.
“Did you get the country club account?”
Cory studied Vi for a moment. “You haven’t talked to them yet?”
Vi shook her head. “Can I ask you something?”
“Sure.”
“Am I mean?”
Cory coughed as she tried to swallow the sip she’d just taken. “What? Why would you ask that?”
“I was talking to my mom on the phone before the game and she said I will do whatever it takes to win. It made me sound mean.”
Cory smiled at Vi and set her glass on the table. “You’re not mean, Violet. You said it yourself, you’re competitive. I’d say it’s worked well for you, too. You’re a winner on the court, but also in your career. Let me ask you something.”
“Okay,” Vi replied, taking another sip.
“We’re having a nice time, talking and having a drink,” Cory stated.
“We are.”
“Does that mean the next time I see you, you’re going to act like you don’t know me?”
“What?” Vi said, wrinkling her brow.
“After we enjoyed a drink together at The Neon Rose, you wouldn’t even look at me when I saw you at Your Way.”
Vi sighed. “Could we have another drink and I’ll explain that to you?”
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C ory smiled. “Will you talk to me the next time we’re at the gym?”
“Yes, I will.”
“Then I’d love to make another drink for you.”
They went back inside and Cory asked, “Do you want the same thing or would you like to try something else?”
“Is this the only time you’ll be bartending for me?” Vi said, raising her brow.
“I hope not, but that’s kind of up to you.”
Vi smiled. “Then yes, I’d like another one of these. I can try something else next time.” Vi was already looking forward to whenever that might be.
“Okay. I’m going to add something to give it a little tang,” Cory said. “So why were you mean to me after I saw you at The Neon Rose?”
Vi felt her face fall as her heart sank into her stomach.
“I’m kidding, Violet.” Cory smiled.
“Oh,” Vi said, relieved. This woman had her so off balance.
Cory continued to mix their drinks.
“When you told me what your birthday wish was that night…” Vi shook her head. “Then you looked at me with that smile and those friggin’ blue eyes…”
Cory looked up at Vi and gave her a soft, sweet smile. “Friggin’ blue eyes?” she asked.
Vi huffed. “You have the most beautiful blue eyes, Cory. I can’t be the first person who’s told you that.”
Cory shrugged. “It’s nice to hear it from you.”
They paused and stared into each others’ eyes for a moment. Vi couldn’t believe she’d just told Cory that, but when they locked eyes, Vi couldn’t think. It had happened the first time they met and was still happening.
Cory set a highball glass filled with ice in front of Vi. “The first drink was called Sex on the Beach. We don’t have beaches anywhere near Dallas, so I call this Sex in the Plex.”
Vi laughed as Cory poured the drink into Vi’s glass and once again it looked like a sunset.
“It’s just as beautiful as the first one.”
“It’s your turn to toast,” Cory said.
Vi held up her glass and gave Cory a smirk. “To your birthday wish coming true.”
Cory’s face brightened. “I’ll drink to that!”
Vi chuckled and clinked her glass to Cory’s. She didn’t think Cory could be any cuter, but that look, with bright eyes and a big smile, did something to Vi’s heart. She took a sip of her drink and her eyes widened. “Is that grapefruit?”
Cory nodded. “Very good. Yes, it is.”
“Mmm, I love it. You’re right, it gives it a kick.”
“I’m glad you like it.” Cory came around and sat on the stool next to Vi. She spun around to face Vi and said, ‘Now, what do my friggin’ blue eyes have to do with all this?”
Vi faced Cory and sighed. “It’s hard not to like you, Cory. And in my head, I needed to keep you as a rival, an adversary, so I can do my job.”
Cory nodded. “Look, Violet. We both want the same thing. You want to add accounts so you get your promotion and I want to expand my wholesale business at my new store. That doesn’t mean we can’t be friends.”
“Doesn’t it? We both have to use tactics to outdo the other.” Vi felt Cory's legs brush against hers and her heart skipped a beat.
“We did that in the volleyball game today and look where we are.”
Vi tilted her head. “That was much different than this. This is my career and your new store. I know you want to start strong so it can be successful.”
“Hey, Cory,” Taylor said, walking up to them. “It’s closing time. I’ll lock the front door as I leave.”
“Thanks, Taylor. Have a nice night.”
“You, too. It was nice to meet you, Vi.”
Vi smiled as Taylor walked away. Once the door locked, she turned to Cory. “You were right. It’s hard to undercut your friends.”
Cory smiled. “It’s okay. You do what you have to do. We’ll be okay.”
“We will?” Vi couldn't understand how Cory could even like her.
“Oh, Violet,” Cory said softly.
“Fuck!” Vi said, exasperated. “Now you have me swearing. Don’t call me Violet.”
“Why?” Cory furrowed her brow. “It's a beautiful name, just like you.”
“Because…” Vi sighed. “It’s the way you say it.”
Cory smiled and moved closer. “Violet,” she said again softly.
Violet could feel her heart soften along with everything else in her body, except for one certain area that began to ache. “I never had a chance,” Vi said.
“What do you mean?”
“You’re too nice, too pretty, too adorable. How am I supposed to resist you?” Vi grabbed Cory and kissed her with all the pent up frustration she’d been holding back. Once she realized their lips were pressed together and she held Cory’s face in her hands, she was fearful Cory didn’t feel the same way. Then she felt the softest moan vibrate through Cory’s lips and she felt Cory’s arms pull her closer.
Vi softened her lips against Cory’s and let the kiss bloom. Her heart was pounding and she could feel it in her chest and hear it in her ears. Cory’s lips were so soft and luscious. Vi had stopped herself from imagining this several times, but here they were and Vi wanted more.
Cory must have known this because she parted her lips and ran her tongue over Vi’s bottom lip. It was a good thing they were holding on to each other because Vi almost slipped off her stool. When their tongues touched, Vi moaned and wrapped her arms around Cory. Their tongues battled then settled into a sensual dance that had Vi feeling warmth spread through her body.
She didn’t know how long they’d been kissing but neither of them pulled away and Vi didn’t want it to end. Yet Vi knew this wasn’t a good idea and finally she pulled back. But when she saw those now dark blue eyes that reminded her of a summer storm, she pressed her lips to Cory’s once again.
One more kiss couldn’t hurt, could it? She’d regain her strength and her sense after the luxury of Cory’s lips against hers subsided. But, oh my, they were so, so soft and perfect. This kiss was even better than the first and both of them were trading soft moans as their lips caressed, nipped, tantalized, and pleasured in perfect harmony.
Vi reluctantly pulled away again. “This isn’t a good idea.”
“Why not?”
Vi tilted her head. “You know why.”
“What if we were on the same side?” Cory asked softly.
Didn’t my mom say that earlier? Violet shook her head. “What did you say?”
“We don’t have to be against each other, Violet.”
“How?”
“I have an idea. Will you give me a few days? Please?”
Vi stared into those blue eyes once again and found it hard to say no to Cory. “I don’t understand what you’re talking about.”
“Trust me, Violet,” Cory said for the third time that night.
“You keep saying that!”
“I haven’t let you down yet and I won’t.”
Vi sighed and felt Cory’s hands squeeze her upper arms. She didn’t know what was happening and why she felt such a connection to this woman. It had been like that from the first time they’d locked eyes. Vi wanted to find out what it all meant and where this might go. Why did Cory have to own a liquor store?
“Violet?”
Vi smiled and nodded. “Okay. I don’t know what I’m agreeing to, but okay.”
“There’s one thing you know for sure,” Cory said with a smile. “It’s not the alcohol talking.”
Violet chuckled. “Thank you for the delicious drinks. I’d better be going before…”
Cory nodded then they started towards the front door. Vi felt Cory slip her hand in hers and intertwine their fingers. There was such a sense of contentment that came over Vi and she felt her doubts pushing away.
From the first time she’d walked into this store her life had felt off balance, out of sync in some way. Vi had attributed the feeling to the anticipation of her promotion. She was so close and wanted to finish strong in her current job. But when she gave in and kissed Cory, she felt herself begin to feel balanced once again.
“I’ll see you soon.”
Vi started through the door but not before Cory caught her by the arm and turned her around.
“You talked about my blue eyes, but your brown eyes wrap me in a blanket of softness that’s so hard for me to escape,” Cory said as she leaned in and softly pressed her lips to Vi’s.
“Such a bad idea,” Vi murmured against Cory’s lips.
Cory gave her a smile and Vi felt her heart lurch in her chest. She stepped back slowly, got in her car, and could see Cory still standing in the doorway as she drove away.


Cory watched Vi drive away. She took a deep breath and tried to steady her heart. The moment Vi grabbed and kissed her, she was surprised, but now that she thought about it, she’d known this was going to happen. They had been on this path, their lives careening towards one another until they’d finally crashed into each other. Cory was so glad that the collision had ended in the hottest kisses she’d ever shared instead of Vi stomping away, never to speak to her again.
Cory knew Vi was trying to keep her at arm’s length, but that only made Cory try harder to make her smile or give her a look. Sometimes those looks were menacing, but usually ended in a smile or a laugh. When Vi loaned Cory her shoes that day and they finally had a conversation, she had an idea Vi felt the same flutters she did.
She couldn’t get those kisses out of her mind. As she walked to the back door to lock it, Cory smiled and gently touched her lips with her finger. Not long ago Vi’s pillowy lips were kissing hers with such fervor then softness. It made Cory lose her breath. CeCe was always talking about swooning and this must be what it felt like.
Cory chuckled to herself. She’d take swooning over swearing any day. Then Cory furrowed her brow. Swearing didn’t always mean using colorful language. She scoffed. Maybe Vi would have her swearing in other ways.
She locked the door then went to her office and pulled up a map on her computer. Now Cory had an even better reason to find a way to get them on the same team.
Cory knew as long as she and Vi were trying to sell in the same area Vi wouldn’t give them a chance. Vi was right—if things continued the way they were professionally, it would be hard for them romantically. Cory wanted her store to be successful. Wholesale liquor sales were just a part of her business, but she knew they would add to her income and make the store more profitable sooner rather than later.
She had thought about backing off and just keeping the accounts she’d already secured. Maybe she could wait until Vi got her promotion then she could start again trying to earn new clients. She knew Vi wouldn’t like that either.
There had to be a way and Cory was going to find it. She had to know where those gazes, kisses, and the connection they felt could lead. Cory knew deep inside this would be worth it, worth everything. She kept asking Vi to trust her, now she had to trust herself.
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V i huffed out a frustrated breath. She was thinking about the country club near Cory’s store. That account should’ve been set up and bringing in income by now, but Vi hadn’t even made contact with anyone yet. If she didn’t push Cory back into the adversary zone her new accounts were going to suffer and that meant someone could come along and steal the VP job away from her.
She had been thinking about Cory ever since she left her store two nights ago. If Vi didn’t get the promotion because she waited on approaching these new accounts, there would be no way she could have any kind of relationship with Cory. Their friendship wouldn’t last, they wouldn’t make it. So why even try? Because after those kisses and the way they looked at each other, there was much more than friendship happening there. Wasn’t it worth finding out?
Vi had let her guard down and now Cory had some kind of plan in the works. Instead of being out meeting prospective clients she was in her office worrying about what was going to happen. She wasn’t one to wait. Vi Valdez was assertive and made her own way.
Honestly, there was a part of her that wondered why Cory bothered. She knew Cory was looking out for her store, but she’d gone out of her way to be friendly when all Vi had done was essentially push her away. Yet when they were together Vi could feel a faint tingle humming, ready to ignite and send a charge through her body.
She let out another frustrated sigh just as her phone pinged. Vi reached for it and saw a message from an unknown number.
Are you in the office today, Violet?
Vi smiled. No one but Cory called her Violet. She quickly began to type.
Who is this and how did you get this number!
She could see the three familiar dots and feel Cory’s smile through the phone.
I have other skills besides my talent in sales.
Vi chuckled and raised an eyebrow. “You certainly do,” she murmured. She could almost feel Cory’s lips on hers. The memory of their kisses had played in her mind over and over. Violet grinned and quickly replied.
Hmm…
Violet stared at her phone and wondered if Cory was thinking the same thing she was. “Oh my God!” she said out loud. Her plan to keep Cory at arm’s length had evaporated in one text!
I’d like to come by if you're available.
“If I’m available?” Vi muttered.
I’m here. When would you like to come by?
In a matter of seconds Vi had Cory’s reply.
Now. I’m in the parking lot.
“What the…” Vi mumbled.
Come on up, Vi replied, shaking her head with a smile on her face. She secretly hoped whatever this plan Cory had been working on would work.
A few minutes later Penny knocked on Vi’s opened door. “Cory Sloan is here to see you.”
“Thanks, Penny. You can send her in.”
A moment later Cory stood in Vi’s doorway and smiled. “I’m so happy to see you, Violet.”
Vi couldn’t keep from chuckling. “Did we exchange numbers before I left the other night?”
Cory smiled and walked into Vi’s office. “No, but why didn’t we?” she replied, raising her arms. “You didn’t think I was going to wait until next week to see you at the gym, did you?”
“I had other things on my mind when I left The Liquor Box,” Vi said, locking eyes with Cory.
Cory gave her a slow smile. “I took your card from Talia when we were at The Neon Rose.”
“You did?”
“Yeah, I knew I’d need it someday.”
“And today’s the day.” Vi smiled at her. Why did Cory look so good in jeans and a T-shirt? “Would you like to have a seat?”
Cory shook her head. “No. Can you pull up a map of all the Spec’s stores in the metroplex?”
Vi furrowed her brow. “Sure.” She tapped a few keys and the map appeared on her computer screen.
Cory came around Vi’s desk and leaned down next to her to view the map. Vi could smell the faint scent of the outdoors and then a fragrance of coconut as Cory studied the map.
“I would like to propose,” Cory glanced over at Vi, “a trade of sorts.”
“A trade?”
“This is where The Liquor Box is located. I can deliver out this far”—Cory indicated an area on the map—“in order for it to be profitable.”
“Okay.”
“If you’ll notice, just past that boundary, there’s still quite a distance to a Spec’s store,” Cory explained. “Is this your sales territory? Or someone else’s?”
“Not necessarily. I can sell anywhere I want as long as another sales rep for Spec’s doesn’t sell there. That’s how I’m able to have such a large territory.”
Cory nodded. “I have several contacts in this area past the point where it's profitable for me. I would be happy to introduce you to them if…” Cory paused.
A slow smile spread across Vi’s face. “If?”
“If you’ll let me have the area around The Liquor Box.”
Vi stared at Cory for a moment then pressed a couple more keys on her computer and another map appeared on the screen.
“What’s this?” Cory asked.
“This map has all the businesses that have placed an order with Spec’s in the last year.”
Cory leaned in and Vi could feel Cory’s breath on her cheek. She felt warmth spread through her body.
“Would you look at that,” Cory said.
“What?” Vi tried to concentrate on the map.
“There are three bars and two restaurants in that area that you could talk to today. According to this map, they haven’t purchased from Spec’s and I just happen to know the owners and managers.” Cory gave Vi the biggest grin. “What do you think?”
Vi leaned back in her chair as Cory perched on the edge of her desk staring down at her. “Let me get this straight,” Vi began.
Cory raised one brow and dipped her head.
Vi scoffed. “Stop that. Okay, you’ll trade me these bars and restaurants and introduce me to the managers if I leave the area around The Liquor Box to you.”
“That’s right. We won’t exactly be on the same team, but we won’t be competing against each other, either.”
“Hmm…”
“It’s a win-win, Violet. You’ll get your new accounts and I’ll have the opportunity to establish my wholesale business.”
“Are you sure they’ll buy from me?”
“Oh, please, Violet. You’re the most successful sales rep in the metroplex. At least that’s what you’ve led me to believe,” Cory said.
Vi stared at the screen. She hadn’t tried that area before and had planned to expand in that direction after she’d finished with Cory’s area. What was stopping her from doing that first? By the time she’d called on the bars and restaurants in that area her promotion should come through.
She looked up at Cory. Those blue eyes were staring back at her with such hope. Cory squatted down so she was eye to eye with Vi.
“I know what your career means to you, Violet,” Cory said softly. “If you’ll do this, we’ll have a chance to become friends.”
Vi felt like Cory was reading her thoughts from earlier. “Is that what you want, Cory? Do you want to be my friend?” Vi looked at Cory’s lips then back into her eyes.
“I want it all, Violet.”
Cory practically whispered Vi’s name and it did all kinds of things to the feelings running through her. This might give them the chance Vi didn’t think they had earlier today.
“You don’t have to say yes just yet. Come with me,” Cory said. She stood up and held out her hand to Vi.
“Where?”
“I’ll introduce you to the owner of one of the best kept secrets in the metroplex. If you get their business, you won’t need many more accounts.”
At this point Vi believed Cory could talk her into almost anything. “Wait! I don’t have a pitch prepared.”
“I’ll tell you all about them on the way. You can do this, Violet. I know you can,” Cory said with a confident smile.
Vi grabbed her purse and took Cory’s hand.
“Penny,” Vi said as they left her office. “This is Cory Sloan. She’s my friend and a business associate.”
“It’s nice to meet you,” Penny said with a big smile.
“Hi, Penny,” Cory replied with a grin.
“I’m going to meet a prospective client with Cory. I won’t be back before it’s time for you to go, so I’ll see you in the morning,” Vi said.
“Good luck, you two,” Penny said, still smiling.
Vi gave her a confused look then led Cory into the hall and to the elevator.
“I think she was surprised when you introduced me as your friend,” Cory remarked.
Vi shrugged. “My friends don’t usually come to my office.”
Cory bumped her shoulder into Vi’s. “You realize you’ve made my birthday wish come true. Thank you.”
Vi looked at Cory and shook her head as they got on the elevator. “I swear, Cory Sloan. You can be exasperating and adorable all at the same time. I’m not sure what we’re getting into—”
“I promise you won’t be disappointed, Violet.”
“I know, all I have to do is trust you,” Vi said with a chuckle.
Cory winked as they left the elevator and Vi followed Cory to her pickup.
“You’re going to love Bob and Freda,” Cory said as she pulled out of the parking lot. “They own Sweetie Pie’s. It is one of, if not the best, steak houses in the entire metroplex.”
“I’ve heard of them. Surely they have a regular spirits provider,” Vi said, glancing at Cory. She took the opportunity to study Cory for a moment. It struck her how opposite they really were, not just in appearance, but in demeanor as well. Cory’s face always had a smile at the ready whereas Vi was more serious.
It wasn’t that Vi wasn’t friendly, she was simply a more reserved person than the outgoing Cory Sloan. But every time they locked eyes she felt something tingle in her body and flutter in her stomach.
“You’re staring at me,” Cory said with a quick glance towards Vi.
“I am. Does it make you uncomfortable?”
“I guess it all depends on what you see.”
“I see a woman who goes after what she wants,” Vi said.
“That sounds a lot like you, Violet. Maybe we’re more alike than we are different,” Cory said.
Is she reading my mind? “I’m not sure what you’re expecting or what you want, Cory.”
Cory glanced over at her again and smiled. “I want you to be comfortable with the idea that I can be your friend. I’m not your enemy; I never was, even though that’s how you saw me.”
“I’m beginning to see you as more than my friend,” Vi said softly.
Cory smiled at her and pulled into a parking place. “In this moment, we’re on the same team.” She reached out her hand. “Let’s go sell.”
Vi looked at Cory’s hand and weaved their fingers together. She squeezed her hand and looked into those beautiful blue eyes. “Let’s go.”
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A fter introducing Vi to Bob and Freda, Cory looked on and listened. She was in awe of how quickly Vi had assessed their needs and come up with a plan to get them the best prices on spirits with delivery included. She wondered what else Vi would’ve come up with if she’d had time to research the steakhouse and their customer base.
It was mesmerizing watching her. Vi was in her element. She had once told Cory she didn’t have the same kind of relationships Cory did with her customers, but that wasn’t altogether true. Cory could see how much Vi cared and believed she genuinely wanted to partner with Sweetie Pie’s to make them all successful.
“This plan sounds so much better than what we’re currently doing with our alcohol deliveries,” Bob said.
“Would you feel better if we tried it for a couple weeks before we put you on a regular delivery schedule?” Vi asked.
“That’s gracious of you to offer, but I think we should just do it,” Freda said. “We’ve known Cory for a long time and if she brought you here then we know we can trust you.”
“This is better than I expected,” Bob said.
“Oh, I’m glad. We want you as customers, but we’re really in this together. If you’re profitable then we are too,” Vi said with what Cory liked to call her killer smile.
“Vi, I feel like I know you from somewhere,” Freda said. “Do you do any work with kids?”
Vi smiled. “Yes, I do. I work with an after-school youth program several times a month.”
Cory widened her eyes and smiled at Vi. “You do?”
Freda clapped her hands. “That’s where I recognize you from. My granddaughter attends that youth center. She loves it.”
Vi nodded. “I run programs on respect for alcohol, but also on respect in general. I especially try to work with the kids on being tolerant and accepting of others who are different from them.”
“That’s amazing,” Cory said.
“We try to create an environment where all the kids feel safe and can speak out about anything happening at school or in their home lives. Sometimes they simply need a space to vent. We’ve all been there, needing to say the words out loud in a safe space.”
“Exactly,” Bob said. “It’s also nice for the kids to have a place to go after school.”
“Yeah, they have someone there every day after school and have different programs on the weekends,” Vi said.
“Well, let me say thank you. That’s a good thing you’re doing,” Freda said.
Vi gave her a shy smile.
Cory knew there was something that drew her to Vi. It wasn’t that they both sold liquor or played volleyball. Vi may not be as outgoing as Cory, but she did have a soft side. Cory had only glimpsed it briefly. As much fun as it was to frustrate Vi, and Cory didn’t mean to but she usually did, when Vi let her guard down and let Cory in, it did something to Cory’s heart. That’s what kept Cory wanting to know more.
This revelation about volunteer work with kids didn’t surprise Cory, but she wondered why Vi hadn’t shared it with her. She had an idea that Vi would see it as bragging and that was something she did not do. Vi was professional and respectful.
Cory smiled as they wrapped up the deal and Vi finalized Sweetie Pie’s first order. If nothing else came from this, at least Cory knew she’d made Vi happy today.
“Cory, it was so good to see you again,” Freda said, giving her a hug.
“You two need to come have dinner one night soon,” Bob said.
Cory looked over at Vi and smiled. “We do. Thanks, Bob. It was so nice seeing both of you.”
Vi shook their hands before they walked them to the door.
Once they were back in Cory’s truck she looked over at Vi and raised her eyebrows. “Well?”
Vi chuckled and shook her head. “I will never doubt you, Cory Sloan. Thank you for introducing me to such nice people.”
Cory breathed a sigh of relief. “Honestly, I’m glad you worked out a deal with them that’s good for all of you.”
“I had my sights on this area and planned to explore it after I’d worked your area,” Vi said.
“I figured that. I’m hoping you’ll choose to work it now instead of later.”
“That’s one account, Cory.”
Cory glanced over at her as she pulled into the street. “I know, but—”
“Don’t say it!” Vi held up her hand before Cory could continue. She waited until Cory gazed into her eyes. “I do trust you.”
“Hallelujah!”
Vi laughed. “How would you feel about stopping for a drink to celebrate my new account?”
Cory gasped, pretending to be shocked, then looked at Vi with a grin. “I know just the place.”
She turned down the next street and pulled into the parking lot of The Neon Rose.
“Uh oh,” Vi said. “Is this a good idea? I’m not sure Talia would like you bringing me here.”
Cory chuckled. “Don’t you worry about Talia. I happen to know she stocks one of my favorite non-alcoholic beers.”
“I may want the real thing today,” Vi said, getting out of the pickup.
Cory held the door open for her and they walked inside.
“Do you want to sit at the bar or a table?” Vi asked.
“Your choice. We’re celebrating your success.” Cory smiled.
Vi walked to the bar and slid onto a stool with Cory right behind her.
“Well, well,” Talia said, coming from behind the bar. “What a nice surprise!”
She started to lean in for a kiss, but Cory stopped her, smiled and gave her a quick hug. Cory saw Talia raise her eyebrows in protest, but with a quick shake of Cory’s head, Talia seemed to understand.
“We’re celebrating,” Cory said, sitting next to Vi.
“Okay?” Talia said, returning to the other side of the bar.
“Cory helped me close a new account,” Vi said cheerily.
“Now I’m really confused. Why would you help her?” Talia asked with a bite to her tone.
“It’s a good account with nice people and too far for me to deliver. I knew Violet would give them a good deal.”
“Violet, huh,” Talia said, narrowing her eyes. “What’ll you have?”
Cory watched Vi give Talia a sarcastic smile. Oh shit, maybe this wasn’t such a good idea.
“As you can imagine, I’ve had a lot of beer in a lot of bars, but you have the coldest beer on tap. I noticed when I was here before that you have Day Break on tap,” Vi said.
“So you like a blonde ale?”
“I do and I’d love one of those,” Vi replied.
Cory watched as Talia’s stance became less rigid and the corners of her mouth curled into a pleased smile. She began to fill a chilled glass with beer and looked at Cory. “And for you, sugar?”
“I’ll have the same. Thanks,” Cory replied, trying not to laugh at both of these fiery women. She could feel the tension ebbing and flowing since they’d walked into the bar.
Vi clinked her glass to Cory’s and smiled. “To good people.”
Cory took a sip and nodded. “Mmm, this is a perfect choice on this hot day.”
Talia went to wait on another customer and Cory could feel the air calm. She turned to Vi. “Why haven’t you told me about the youth center?”
Vi shrugged and took another drink of her beer. “I don’t know. I guess it didn’t come up.”
Cory raised her eyebrows and waited.
Vi sighed. “I didn’t want you to think I did things like that to make Spec’s look good. I do it for me. I do it for the kids.”
“I imagine the LGBTQ kids flock to you. Having someone like you to talk to and to see how successful you are—you’re a role model.”
“I guess. I think one reason I loved sports was because it gave me something to do after school. My parents were always at the store, and my brothers were doing their own thing.”
“At the store?”
Vi took a long drink of her beer then looked at Cory and smiled. “My parents have a convenience store in a small town outside of San Antonio. They both worked there, most of the time together. You’ve seen those stores where you walk in and someone is behind the register to take your money and that’s it, right?”
Cory nodded and listened. Vi didn’t share things about herself and Cory found she was hungry for any tidbit of information.
“That’s not the way it is in my parents’ store. It seems like Dad is always working on something and Mom is cleaning or stocking the shelves. You will not find a cleaner convenience store. I got my work ethic from them,” Vi explained.
“Did you work in the store?” Cory asked as she took a sip of her beer.
“Oh, yeah. We all did. I have two brothers. We spent a lot of time there growing up,” Vi said. “There were times I’d be so mad because someone wouldn't show up for work and one of my parents would have to take that shift. They were rarely at my games together.” Vi smiled over at Cory. “I loved your cheering section the other night. My cheerleader was usually just my dad or my mom. My brothers would be goofing around the gym or outside while the game was being played.”
“They don’t usually come to my games now. I told CeCe she was going to have to fill in and where she goes, Alexis will be nearby. Cat decided to join us and told Mom about it. Having them all there was a nice surprise.”
They sat in silence for a few moments and drank their beer.
“What are you thinking?” Vi asked. “I can feel the wheels turning in your head.”
“I am picturing a young Violet selling people something extra at the register when they were paying for their purchases.”
Vi laughed. “Don’t you need a lighter with those cigarettes? This is the best candy bar I’ve ever eaten. I love this new flavor of breath mints.”
Cory threw her head back and laughed.
“My brothers and I would have contests on who could sell the most extra stuff,” Vi said, making quotation marks with her fingers. “But don’t ask me to speak Spanish.”
“What?”
“Even though I am Hispanic I understand very little Spanish and speak even less.”
“Oh wow. Do your parents speak it?”
“Not much. I wish I knew it now.”
“You must have managed your own Spec’s stores after working for them all this time,” Cory said.
“I did, but I got into sales so I didn’t have to be at the same store all the time. And now, I enjoy going to other businesses and bringing them into Spec's world.”
“What will you do when you’re VP?” Cory asked.
“Well…”
“Come on, I know you’ve thought about it,” Cory encouraged her.
“I want to focus on the stores. Which leads me to a question for you,” Vi said, peering into Cory’s eyes.
Cory raised her eyebrows and waited.
“I might want to hang out at your store sometime to get an idea of your customers and what you’re selling,” Vi said.
Cory furrowed her brow. “Wouldn’t you want to do that at Spec’s stores?”
“Yes, but sometimes it’s good to see what other stores are selling.”
“Oh.” Cory nodded. “So you wouldn’t want to be doing it to spend time with me?”
A big smile spread across Vi’s face. “That might be another reason.”
“You wouldn’t be taking sales away from me, would you?” Cory eyed her cautiously. “I might have a soft spot for you, but that doesn’t mean you can take advantage of me, Violet.”
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V i gasped. “I’d never take advantage of you!” She felt a pain in her heart that Cory would think she’d do something like that.
“Hey, I was just teasing.”
“I’ll admit, going to places where you already had accounts wasn’t the nicest thing to do, but Cory, I didn’t know,” Vi said apologetically. “You know as well as I do that you have to go into these bars and try to make them a better deal than the current one they have. That’s just the way it is.”
“I know that. All of the places I’m selling to were buying from someone else.”
Vi tilted her head and furrowed her brow. “You don’t think I knew where you were selling and went there on purpose, do you?”
“No! I never thought that.”
“When you saw me here at The Neon Rose, I was following up. Talia didn’t tell me who her supplier was. She just said she was happy with the deal she had. I would’ve never come here if I’d known it was your account,” Vi said adamantly.
Cory studied her for a moment and smiled. “Really? Hmm… Well, I’m glad you did come here that night because I got to have a drink with you on my birthday.”
Vi grinned. “And make your birthday wish come true, don’t forget that.”
Cory chuckled. “I had to work for it, but are you saying you’re finally my friend?”
Vi leaned in and said quietly, “I don’t go around kissing women who aren’t my friends.”
“Good to know,” Cory said softly.
“Can I get y’all another beer?” Talia asked, wiping down the bar around them.
“Not for me,” Vi said.
“I guess I’d better get back to my store and see how things are going. I was away most of the day,” Cory said, giving Vi a sideways glance.
“This round is on me,” Talia said, taking their glasses and putting them under the bar.
“You don’t have to do that,” Cory said.
“You know your money isn’t good here,” Talia said to Cory.
“Talia, let me pay,” Vi offered quickly.
“It’s okay. I’ve got it. I’m glad you came here to celebrate,” Talia said.
“It was good to see you,” Cory said, standing up.
Talia nodded and smiled.
Cory drove them back to Vi’s office and pulled into the parking lot next to her car.
“I’ll think about your deal,” Vi said, unbuckling her seatbelt and turning towards Cory.
“I know you have to weigh what’s best for you and Spec’s. I’m glad you’re considering it because I quite like being almost on the same team.”
Vi could see Cory’s eyes shining with delight.
“Whatever you decide, we’ll be all right, Violet,” Cory said with the sweetest look.
Vi could feel her heart softening and Cory inching her way further inside. “How do you know that?”
Cory smiled. “Because if we both want it, then we can make it happen. And I want it.”
Vi watched as Cory began to lean towards her then her seatbelt wouldn’t let her go any further.
Cory wrestled to unlatch it and Vi chuckled. “Let me help you with that.” Vi reached down, hit the button, and Cory’s seatbelt snapped out of the way.
“I’m glad I got to spend this afternoon and part of the evening with you,” Cory said.
“I am, too.”
Cory started to lean in once again, but Vi stopped her. “Wait.”
Cory stopped and stared at Vi with a confused look.
“When we walked into The Neon Rose, Talia looked like she was going to kiss you, but she stopped,” Vi said.
“That’s because I didn’t want her to kiss me,” Cory said. “You’re the only one I want to kiss, Violet.”
This time when Cory leaned in she was able to meet Vi halfway across the console and their lips met in a soft sweet kiss. How did it happen that you suddenly had something you didn’t even realize you needed, but wanted desperately? That’s how Vi felt about Cory’s lips in this moment. Sure, she’d thought about their kisses from the other night, but right now Cory’s lips were all she wanted and this kiss was all she could think about.
“Mmm,” Vi murmured, taking a breath. “We’re making out in the parking lot where I work.”
“And?” Cory said, pressing their lips together again.
Vi didn’t care where they were as long as Cory kept kissing her. Their lips fit together perfectly and Cory was sending warmth all through Vi’s body.
“Just keep kissing me,” Vi whispered as she put her hand behind Cory’s neck.


The next day Vi was doing research on the bars Cory had told her about and looking into other targets in the area when her boss knocked on her door.
“Hey,” Diane said. “You’re studying that screen rather intensely.”
Vi leaned back and smiled. “I have a lead on several new accounts.”
“Mmm.” Diane nodded. “That lead wouldn’t have anything to do with the woman I saw you kissing in the parking lot last evening, would it?”
Vi could feel the heat rush to her face. She was sure her light brown cheeks had a nice rosy hue.
“Uh…”
“I left something in my office and had to come back and get it. All I can say is… Good for you,” Diane said with a kind smile.
Vi sighed in relief and returned her smile.
Diane sat down in one of the chairs across from Vi’s desk. “Can I be honest with you, Vi?”
Vi furrowed her brow. “Of course.”
Diane smiled. “I’ve been in this business a long time and I’m not sure I’ve ever worked with anyone as dedicated as you are.” She paused. “However, work isn’t everything, even though to some people it is. It made me very happy to see you kissing that woman.”
Vi smiled because she was glad she was kissing Cory last evening, too.
“For the last few months I’ve noticed a change in you. This woman—”
“Cory,” Vi said.
Diane nodded. “You’ve seemed lighter and happier,” she said.
Vi shrugged. If anything she thought the last few months had been a constant push and pull between her and Cory. She didn’t know she’d been acting differently at work.
“Cory has recently opened her own liquor store and we’ve actually been competing for some of the same accounts,” Vi explained.
“Well that makes things interesting. I assume you’ve found a way to get around the awkwardness of that.”
“We’ve had our moments, but Cory’s store has a limited area and we’re trying to, shall I say, peacefully coexist.”
It was Diane’s turn to chuckle. “Peaceful? That’s what you’re calling it?”
Vi couldn’t keep from smiling.
“That situation should resolve when you become VP. I hear they’re making changes in the next month or so,” Diane said.
“Oh, that’s sooner than I thought.”
“May I give you a little advice, Vi?”
“Please do,” Vi replied. She respected Diane and loved working with her.
“Find a way to let your personal life thrive along with your career aspirations. I know your job is your focus, but the change in your happiness is noticeable and wonderful to the people you work with. Yes, I’m speaking for me and Penny.” Diane smiled. “I think you’ll find that your professional life and your personal life can, to use your word, coexist quite happily.”
Vi smiled. “To be honest with you, I’d like nothing more. I tried to think of Cory as an adversary, but…” Vi shook her head.
“I can see how that’s going for you.” Diane laughed and stood up.
Vi got up and came around from behind her desk. “Thanks, Diane.”
Diane winked and left Vi’s office.
In a matter of minutes Vi had gone from being mortified her boss saw her making out with Cory in the parking lot to hopeful that maybe her promotion would come through soon.
Vi smiled as she thought about what she was going to do. “I’m going to ask Cory Sloan on a date.”
Vi pulled into the parking lot of The Liquor Box and thought back to what her boss had told her yesterday. The roadblocks to allowing her friendship with Cory to flourish seemed to be clearing.
“Isn’t this a nice surprise,” Cory said as Vi walked into The Liquor Box. “You’ve come to see me on your day off.”
Vi chuckled. “What makes you think I’ve come to see you? And why do you think it’s my day off?”
“It’s Saturday. Surely, you’re not out working on accounts today,” Cory replied.
“I’ve been known to work on Saturday, but you’re right. I’m not today.”
“Well, if you didn’t come to see me…” Cory shrugged.
“You know I did,” Vi said with a big smile. “I’d like to take you up on your trade offer. And in a gesture of good faith, I will not try to land the country club account. If you’d like for me to take a look at it, I’d be happy to see if I could help you.”
Cory’s mouth fell open and Vi started to laugh. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you this surprised or speechless.”
The biggest smile grew on Cory’s face, but before she could say anything, CeCe and Alexis walked into the store from the opening that led to CeCe’s salon.
Cory looked from Vi back to CeCe then squeezed Vi’s hand. “Hang on, I’ll be right back.” She went to the counter and reached under it to pull out a bottle in a brown sack.
“Here you go, sis. Hi Alexis,” Cory said in a playful voice.
“Hey, Cory. How’s it going?”
“It’s a good day!” Cory grinned.
Vi looked on and saw CeCe widen her eyes at her sister’s exuberance then shake her head as she grabbed the bottle.
“Okay?” Alexis looked from Cory to CeCe. “It must be a Sloan sisters thing,” she mumbled.
CeCe hurried them out of the liquor store and into the salon.
Vi looked on at this exchange and thought CeCe had looked nervous, but it was obvious that she and Alexis were in love. Vi wondered if she’d ever look at anyone the way CeCe and Alexis looked at each other.
“Sorry.” Cory watched them walk through the salon and over to the bookstore. “CeCe is about to propose to Alexis,” she added, lowering her voice.
“No way!” Vi exclaimed.
“Shh!” Cory said to Vi, wide-eyed.
“No wonder she looked so nervous. How sweet,” Vi said.
“Yeah, she’s—” Cory stopped and looked over at Vi with a raised eyebrow. “Do you know about the room in the back of the bookstore?”
“The room in the back? Do you mean The Bottom Shelf?”
Cory’s eyes widened once again. “You do know.”
Vi watched as Cory’s cheeks began to pinken. “What’s the matter?”
“I don’t know,” Cory said with confusion in her voice.
Vi chuckled. “It’s okay, Cory. I know about the room with the vibrators.”
Cory put her hands over her face. “I don’t know why you knowing has me so flustered.”
Vi made a mental checkmark in her head of another adorable look on Cory Sloan’s face.
Cory took a deep breath and blew it out. “Now, you’ve decided to do the trade with me?”
“I have.”
“Oh, Violet! I can’t tell you how happy that makes me. Those will be great accounts for you,” Cory said.
“I’m sure they will be, but I’m more excited about the other possibilities,” Vi said.
Cory raised her brows. “Other possibilities?”
“Mmhmm.” Vi nodded. “It almost feels like we’re on the same team.”
The sweetest smile spread across Cory’s face.
“Would you like to celebrate our new agreement after you get off work?” Vi asked with a hopeful look.
Cory winced. “I can’t.”
“Oh.” Vi stood a little taller as her stomach dropped.
“No, no, no. I want to, Violet. It’s just that I have to help with the proposal,” Cory explained. “The back room in CeCe’s salon is like a little living area. It’s a break room for the other stylists.”
“Like yours,” Vi said.
“Yeah, but CeCe fixed hers up. It’s really cute. Mine? Not so much. It’s a work in progress,” Cory said. “Anyway, the back room is special to CeCe and Alexis, so after they go to the bookstore and stop off at The Bottom Shelf…” Cory trailed off.
Vi chuckled. “I’m glad to see your cheeks aren’t bright red every time you say that.”
Cory smirked. “You’re so funny.”
“What are they doing after that?”
“Then they’re going to the back room and CeCe is proposing,” Cory said excitedly. “I’m supposed to give her long enough to do the proposal then bring champagne in to celebrate. CeCe has invited several of their friends to join them in an impromptu engagement party. Mom, Cat, Elena, and their co-workers and friends will be here soon.”
Vi could feel her heart warm with happiness. “Aw, how fun. That’s so sweet, Cory.”
Cory grinned. “I know. I’m so happy for CeCe. She’s always had this idea that she wasn’t good enough because she didn’t go to college like Cat and I did.”
“What? She went to beauty school! Believe me, I couldn’t do the things she does even if I went to school,” Vi said.
“I know! That’s what I’ve told her,” Cory said. “Anyway, Alexis was patient and showed her how much she loved her and wanted to be with her every day. CeCe finally began to believe her and now look at them. Happily ever after right in front of our eyes.”
“Aw, Cory Sloan, are you a romantic?”
“Through and through,” Cory admitted.
Vi smiled at Cory and once their eyes locked, neither of them looked away.





15

S omeone cleared their throat. “Hi y'all.”
Vi tore her eyes away from Cory and smiled, recognizing the third Sloan sister. “Hi, Cat. I’d better get out of here. I heard about the big proposal and y’all have jobs to do.”
“Wait, I’ll walk you out,” Cory said. They walked to Vi’s car in comfortable silence.
“Have fun tonight, Cory. Congrats to CeCe,” Vi said, opening her door.
“Uh, hey, would you want to go on a delivery with me tomorrow?”
“You deliver on Sunday?” Vi furrowed her brow.
“Yeah, I do for this customer. It’s a place at the lake. We could go swimming and hang out at this little beach they have.” That hopeful look on Cory’s face could get Vi to say yes to almost anything.
“Ohhh, that sounds nice.”
“So you’ll come with me? I’ll bring everything we need.”
“I’d love to,” Vi said. She got in her car, but stopped and looked up at Cory. “Is this like a date?”
Cory grinned. “You agreed to the trade, so I’m no longer your rival. Does that mean you’d go on a date with me?”
Vi smiled. “I was hoping maybe that’s what tonight would turn out to be.”
Cory winced. “I wish it could.”
Vi got back out of the car and kissed Cory on the cheek. “We can wait until tomorrow. But, for the record, I asked first.”
Cory laughed and Vi decided right then that it was one of her new favorite sounds. She winked at Cory and said, “See you tomorrow.”
She could see Cory in her rearview mirror as she drove away. “Whew,” she sighed. “I really like you, Cory Sloan.”
Vi drove home wondering how things had changed so quickly. When she thought about it, her feelings for Cory had ignited the moment their eyes met. Yes, ignited was the right word. Vi smiled as she remembered the day she first looked into those blue eyes. They were kind and friendly then almost in the same moment she saw them brighten as a little flutter tingled in her stomach.
She was thrown off by the feeling and Cory’s easy charm, so much so that she came back to the store later to buy something which was her goal when she walked in in the first place. When she evaluated a new store, she always tried to purchase something. She was gaining valuable intel and the owner didn’t know it. The least she could do was buy something.
But when she went back to The Liquor Box she hoped Cory would be there. Vi wanted her to notice that she was buying an expensive bottle of wine.
“I still have that wine, Cory Sloan,” she said and giggled. Maybe when she figured out where she was taking Cory on their second date she’d open it when they got back to her place.
“Whoa, there,” she muttered. Talk about moving at the speed of lesbian.
Since that first meeting Vi had tried to solidly put Cory in the enemy zone. Okay, enemy was a little harsh, but competitor, rival, adversary. But every time they ran into each other, Cory found a way to make her body tingle, usually make her smile, always make her swear, and ease right back out of rival into delightful foe, bordering on friend.
Thoughts of Cory were in her head most days and especially at night. She wondered many times what it would be like if they were friends. Vi knew Cory’s family was important in her life since her sisters had businesses in the same shopping center. But when they all showed up for their volleyball game, Vi felt begrudgingly happy for Cory. She wanted to win the game, but she almost felt bad for Cory when they won. Almost. Vi chuckled.
As Vi went through her research before accepting Cory’s trade she realized how much time Cory had spent working on this plan. “She must really want us to be friends,” Vi said softly as she pulled into her parking spot at her townhouse.
Diane’s words echoed in her head. She’d been happier the last few months and her co-workers had noticed. Vi could remember how her cheeks flamed, knowing Diane saw her kissing Cory. It turned out to be an opening for a nice conversation.
She walked into her house and then it hit her. They were going on their first date and she’d be wearing a swimsuit!
Vi had a positive body image and knew her appearance wasn’t everything. She remembered times of body shaming from her youth and that’s one thing she tried to work on with the kids at the youth center. Body image was everywhere; you couldn’t get away from it even if you tried.
Vi had confidence, but a first date in a swimsuit was still a little daunting. She smiled as she walked into her bedroom and looked in the drawer where she kept her swimsuits. Vi was pretty sure it wouldn’t matter to Cory what she was wearing, but she still wanted to look nice.
Images of swimming and splashing around in the water with Cory danced in Vi’s head. Vi had held Cory’s hand and held her close in her arms, but she wanted to feel Cory’s skin under her fingers. The idea made Vi’s heart speed up in her chest.
She took a deep breath and felt like all the constraints and limitations she’d put on herself regarding Cory were gone. She scoffed at herself because she may have tried to limit her thoughts and how she felt about Cory, but she failed. Part of that was Cory’s fault because she was so damn cute and friendly.
But now, Vi let her thoughts and feelings run wild. She welcomed the images of Cory’s beautiful face and sweet smile. Vi was excited about tomorrow and couldn’t wait to see where this connection might lead them.
She glanced at her watch and wondered how the proposal and engagement party were going. CeCe and Alexis looked so happy together. Then Vi realized every time she’d seen CeCe and Alexis together, they were holding hands or touching in some way except for the night of Cory’s birthday party. She couldn’t look away that night and the happiness on all their faces celebrating Cory was contagious. CeCe and Alexis’s love had been blooming then and she’d witnessed it.
Vi sighed as she looked at her swimsuits, trying to decide which one to wear. Why did she feel such happiness for CeCe and Alexis when she barely knew them? Deep down she wondered if maybe she and Cory were following the same road, but she just as quickly pushed that thought away. “Too soon,” she muttered.


Cory walked around the back room at CeCe’s salon topping off everyone’s champagne glasses as the engagement party was in full swing. She had never seen CeCe so happy.
“Just look, their love has cast a bright aura around them. Do you see it, Cory?” Krista asked as Cory refilled her glass.
Cory chuckled. “Are you sure it’s not CeCe’s red hair you’re seeing?”
Melanie smacked her on the arm. “Very funny. They’re glowing and you know it.”
“Yes they are and I couldn’t be happier for them. Alexis is a welcome addition to the family.”
“So true,” Krista said. “Having a doctor around would be handy.” She grinned. “Now that Lovers Landing has worked its magic on CeCe and Alexis, it’s your turn.”
“My turn?”
“Sure, why not? Love is better than anything,” Melanie said.
Cory watched as she kissed Krista on the cheek.
“Hey, how are things with the sales rep that was infringing on your business?” Krista asked. “She hasn’t been back to see us. Did you take Mel’s advice and charm her?”
Cory raised her brows and grinned. “Actually, she is coming with me tomorrow when I deliver your order. I was going to ask if we could use the beach.”
“Really?” Melanie said with a lilt to her voice. “Tell us more.”
“Violet not only sells for Spec’s, she also plays volleyball at my gym,” Cory began. “I sought her out and tried everything to make her talk to me.” She chuckled then continued. “I found out more about her job and the promotion she is hoping to land soon. I finally figured out a way that she can secure her new accounts, but not at the bars and restaurants in my area. It’s good for both of us.”
“So you didn’t give up?” Krista smiled.
“It wasn’t just me. She wanted us to find a way to at least see where this could go.”
“Uh huh. When did you feel the connection?” Melanie asked.
“The first time we locked eyes my heart jumped in my chest,” Cory said. “I wasn’t sure she felt it too, until later on at the gym. She’d look at me and when our eyes met neither of us could look away.”
“That’s all it takes.” Krista smiled at Melanie. “I can still remember the first time Melanie looked into my eyes.”
“I still feel the same when you look at me now,” Melanie said.
“Okay, so what do we need to do for tomorrow?” Krista said.
Cory looked on as Krista and Melanie went into planning mode. They did run a successful Hollywood hideaway and were known for their parties and romantic getaways.
“We’ll get a beachside picnic ready, so when you deliver our order you can take it along with a cooler of drinks,” Melanie said.
“Oh no! I didn’t mean for you to do all that. I planned to bring snacks for us.”
“Please, Cory. We love doing this. Is this your first date?” Krista asked.
Cory nodded. “Yes, she asked me out for tonight, but I had to be here for this.”
“You want this first date to be special, just like the first time you looked into one another’s eyes,” Melanie said. “Romance is our thing. We’ll show you.”
A big smile grew on Cory’s face. “I don’t know how to thank y’all.”
Krista put her arm around Melanie and smiled at Cory. “It’s not us, it’s Lovers Landing.”
“It seemed to work for CeCe and Alexis, but I think they were already in love and afraid to admit it,” Cory said. “Violet and I have a long way to go. She’s considered me her enemy since we met.”
Melanie laughed. “She may say that, but there’s no way you could be anyone’s enemy, Cory Sloan.”
Cory grinned. “She did say something about me being adorable at one time.”
Krista laughed. “Oh, this is going to be fun.”
“I’d better do my job. I’ll see y’all tomorrow,” Cory said.
Cory filled glasses and chatted with family and friends, but her thoughts kept going back to Violet’s face when she’d kissed her on the cheek earlier that evening.
Cory couldn’t wait for tomorrow.
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V i opened her front door to a smiling Cory. “Hi.”
“Hi.” Cory grinned as she bounced on her toes. “I have to tell you up front that I’m really excited we’re doing this today. I’ll try to calm down.”
Vi chuckled. “Why don’t you come in,” she said, stepping aside so Cory could walk into her living room. “Did you have any trouble finding my place?”
“No. I’ve always liked these homes and wondered how fancy they were inside. This is really nice,” Cory said, looking around the room.
“Thanks. I’d rather live in a house, but I work so much that I don’t have time for yard work and the other things that go with home ownership.”
“Maybe that will change when you get your promotion.”
“We’ll see. I shouldn’t be working as many evenings and weekends.”
Cory looked out the window and turned to Vi. “That’s a nice pool. I’d be in it all the time.”
Vi laughed. “There is someone in it all the time during the summer. It gets pretty lively down there on the weekends. Would you believe this is the first time I’ve had my swimsuit on this summer?”
“Really? Every time I deliver to Lovers Landing I take time for a swim.”
“How nice.”
“I’m really glad we’re going to the lake today since you haven’t had a chance to swim this summer.”
“I know, another week or two and it’d probably be too cold.”
“I’ll keep you warm, Violet. I want us to have a wonderful day.”
“You really are excited.”
“I know, I’m trying not to be annoying,” Cory said.
Vi walked over to where Cory stood by the window. “You can be very annoying, but in a good way.” She took Cory’s face in her hands and smiled. “Maybe this will help with your excitement.”
Vi leaned in and pressed their lips together in a soft kiss. She had the strangest feeling overtake her body. It was as if her heart sighed with relief as their lips touched. Vi deepened the kiss and felt Cory’s arms wrap around her and pull her closer.
“Mmm,” Cory moaned as they pulled away. “If you think that’s going to make my excitement any less, you are mistaken.”
Vi giggled. “Take me to the lake. We have all day, don’t we?”
“Yes, we do. But—” Cory brought their lips together again and they both moaned with pleasure.
“I just needed one more kiss.” Cory grinned.
Vi grabbed her bag and followed Cory out the door.
It wasn’t long until they were out of the city and the buildings gave way to green pastures.
“Oh, I like this song,” Vi said, reaching to turn the volume up on the radio. “Cupid” by Fifty Fifty began to echo around the truck. Vi saw Cory glance over at her while she sang and did a little car dance.
“You amaze me,” Cory said.
“Why? Because I can dance, even in the car? Can you dance?”
“I can dance a little.”
“Can you do the salsa?” Vi watched as a confident smile grew on Cory’s face.
“I can, but your dancing isn’t what amazes me,” Cory said.
“What then?”
“The Violet I first knew was this serious, all-business woman and now you’re car dancing and singing to the radio. It’s like you’ve let down your guard and hopefully you now know you can trust me.”
Vi smiled and gazed at Cory. She had her thick blond hair pulled into a ponytail and Vi imagined kissing her jaw up to just below her ear. Yeah, her lips would fit perfectly there.
“I do trust you, Cory. What I can’t figure out is why you tried so hard to get me to talk to you.”
Cory scoffed. “Why? Oh, Violet. I knew the serious part of you, but I could see the carefree…”
“Fun? Is that the word you’re searching for?”
“Nope. You’re fun when you’re serious. I told you before. I want it all.”
Vi held her hand out and waited while Cory intertwined their fingers. She kissed the back of Cory’s hand. “Be careful what you ask for,” she said with a smile. Vi could feel Cory’s eyes on hers. “I feel like I can let my feelings out and let them run free. I just hope they don’t bulldoze you down and when you get up you run away.”
“Let’s make a deal.”
“I’ve made a trade with you and now you want to make a deal?”
“Yes. First, no talking about work today.”
“Agreed,” Vi stated happily.
“Second, don’t hold back. You’ve had to wrestle with emotions for me since we first met, but you don’t have to now.”
Vi smiled. “What about you?”
“Oh God! I’m so happy you finally gave me a chance!”
Vi giggled. “But did you want a chance because of your store or…”
“I knew we couldn’t be enemies. My heart wouldn’t have it. I just didn’t know how to get you to give us a chance. I tried over and over.”
Vi smiled and shook her head. “You had your shoes that day, didn’t you?”
Cory’s head snapped around and when her eyes met Vi’s she knew. “I knew it!”
“Oh shit, Vi! Please don’t be mad!”
“Oh, so now I’m Vi!” She could feel Cory squeezing her hand as if she’d try to pull away. Vi started to laugh and then Cory joined her.
Vi sucked in a breath as their laughter began to subside. “I knew it, but I couldn’t say no. I figured if you’d go that far I had to give you my shoes.”
“You’re not mad?”
“No, Cory. I’m not mad. The funny thing is, I was going to stay and watch your game anyway. I looked forward to your attempts to run into me,” Vi said.
“Aren’t we a pair.” Cory laughed.
“Look, you found a way for us to give this a go. I was serious about helping you with the country club account. I’d love for us to work together.”
“No work talk, Violet. I appreciate it and will talk to you about the account to-mor-row,” Cory said, stringing the word out to make a point.
Vi laughed. “Got it.”
“Hey, I need you to know that Krista and Melanie were at the engagement party last night and they are preparing a beach side picnic for us.”
“Oh my God! I can’t believe I forgot to ask you about the proposal! I was about to then there were more pressing issues,” Vi said, pressing her lips to the back of Cory’s hand once again.
Cory chuckled. “I wanted to kiss you as soon as I saw you, but I thought that might be a bit pushy.”
“No holding back, right?”
“Right.”
“Tell me about the proposal,” Vi said.
“It was awesome. They were so happy and when all their friends walked into that back room Alexis was so surprised.”
“Aww, that sounds so sweet.”
“It was. When I saw Krista and Melanie they asked me how things were going with you,” Cory explained.
“What? They remembered me?”
“Of course they did. Do you have any idea how beautiful you are?” Cory said, glancing at Vi once again.
Vi looked at Cory and shyly smiled.
“They were very excited when I told them you were coming with me today and off they went,” Cory said.
“What does that mean?”
“You know the lake resort is for romance. That’s what they do. So when I told them this was our first date they wanted to do something special for us.”
“Wow, that’s really nice.”
“They say Lovers Landing has magical powers,” Cory said.
“Oh?”
“Mmhmm.”
“I’m ready if you are,” Vi said and grinned at Cory as she pulled into the parking lot.


“Let me help,” Vi said as she stacked a case of beer onto the box already on the dolly.
“Thanks,” Cory said, putting another box on top of that one.
“I’d be happy to make deliveries with you when I’m not in the office,” Vi said.
“You would?”
“Yes! Cory, I never wanted your store to fail. It’s just that I had researched the area and knew there was potential there. Even after I met you, as much as I would’ve liked to, I couldn’t back away. I’ve never backed off from anything.”
Cory set the last box on top of the others and looked at Vi. “You know what that tells me?”
Vi shrugged.
“Our brains got in the way of our hearts. I could’ve just as easily gone about my business, but I was determined to make you talk to me. You could’ve backed away and gone to another area, but you didn’t.”
“Our hearts weren’t having it,” Vi said with a smile.
“That’s right.” Cory grinned and shook her head. Her heart was happy in this moment and she knew it was because she was with Vi.
She wheeled the dolly inside the restaurant and Vi helped her unload it.
“I thought we heard someone out here,” Krista said, walking in with a picnic basket. “This basket is full of sandwiches and other treats perfect for the beach.”
Cory turned around and her eyes widened. “You did this yourself?”
“Our chef is off because we didn’t have a group this week,” Krista replied.
“We enjoyed preparing this for you, together,” Melanie said. “I put a surprise in there for y’all. One of our favorites is pimento cheese.”
Vi gasped. “My mom used to make pimento cheese for me when I was a little girl.”
Cory saw Krista and Melanie exchange a look. “Well, this is made with a little Lovers Landing magic, so be sure and have a taste,” Melanie said.
“We’re so happy to see you two together. I knew you’d figure out a way to work together,” Krista said.
Cory looked at Vi and chuckled. “I’m glad you did because it took us a while.”
“None of that matters now,” Melanie said.
“We want you to go down to the private beach by the first cabin instead of the big beach right here,” Krista said.
“There’s no one here but us, but you’ll have more fun there.”
“Okay,” Cory replied. “Thank you.”
“Oh, and I unlocked the cabin if you need to go inside for anything,” Melanie said.
Cory saw Melanie grin at Krista and wink. When she glanced at Vi she could see her cheeks were pinkening just like her own.
“This is so nice of you both. Thank you,” Vi said gratefully.
“You’re more than welcome. Have a wonderful time.”
Cory grabbed the picnic basket and Vi took the cooler with the drinks.
It didn’t take them long to set up their towels and hit the water. They swam and splashed each other as they enjoyed being together.
A little later they plopped down on their towels.
“Are you cold?” Cory asked.
“Nope,” Vi replied, pulling another towel around her shoulders. “I’m ready to try this pimento cheese.”
Cory took the sandwich Vi handed her and passed Vi a beer. “Mmm,” Cory mumbled between bites. “This is good.”
Vi nodded in agreement as she swallowed. “Hey, I’ve been wondering. How did you and your sisters end up opening stores in the same shopping center?”
Cory swallowed. “I wanted to open my own liquor store and CeCe dreamed of having her own salon, but we didn’t have the money.”
“I get that,” Vi said.
“When we were kids my dad had an uncle that would come visit. He loved playing with us and we loved him. We were in high school when Uncle Jack died. He didn’t have any kids and gave all his money to my dad. We were sad about Uncle Jack, but also excited about all the clothes and things we could buy. Well, my dad quickly put an end to those dreams.”
Cory paused to take a drink then continued. “He told us that Uncle Jack wanted us to go out to a nice restaurant and celebrate, which we did. But then Dad told us we weren’t spending that money. We didn’t understand why, but we also knew not to ask questions.”
Vi didn’t interrupt and waited for Cory to go on.
“Fast forward almost thirty years and my dad died,” Cory said.
“Oh, Cory,” Violet said compassionately. “I’m so sorry.”
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“T hank you. I took care of Dad’s estate and came across this letter. He’d written it to us three girls and told us Uncle Jack left us the money and he wanted us to do something with it together.”
Vi gasped. “Oh wow.”
Cory noticed tears swimming in Vi’s eyes. “It’s like it was meant to be. I was on my way to CeCe’s to show her the letter when I looked up and here’s this shopping center still under construction.”
“You’re kidding!”
“No! I pulled in and called CeCe and Cat and told them to meet me there. I let them read the letter and then we bought the shopping center.”
“I know you wanted to open your own liquor store and I understand CeCe wanting her own salon, but what about Cat?”
“You know, I’m not sure why I ended up taking care of our folk’s business because Cat is a friggin’ tax accountant. She was always so busy and worked a lot,” Cory said. “But she wanted to open a bookstore and center it around sapphic literature.”
“So she just quit her job?”
“Yep. I had a corporate sales job and she quit her accounting firm. CeCe left the salon she was working in and we opened the Sloan Sisters’ Shopping Extravaganza,” Cory said, her voice rising.
“That’s amazing,” Vi said.
“We’ve only been open a few months, but all three of us are so happy we did it.”
They finished their sandwiches and drinks then Cory leaned back on her towel. “Violet,” Cory said softly. “Do you ever get lonely?”
Vi looked down at Cory and smiled. “When I do, I grab one of the sapphic books I bought from Cat’s bookstore. I’ve become one of her best customers.”
Cory chuckled.
“I used to go check on my accounts and hope I would meet someone, you know. But in my experience the women I’d meet in a bar were only interested in one night and that just wasn’t for me.”
“I know what you mean,” Cory said.
“What about you? You’ve told me about Talia…”
“Yeah, Talia and I started hot and intense, but it didn’t take long for that to fizzle out. We were better as friends.” Cory gave Vi a measured look.
“What is it?”
Cory sighed. “I probably shouldn’t tell you this because you’ll want to jump in that truck and get away from me.”
“There’s nothing you could tell me that would make me run away. We’ve established that neither of us could do that.”
Cory smiled. “I’ve always felt like I’ve been waiting for someone. I kept thinking that eventually I would find her or she’d find me.”
Vi nodded. “I get that.”
“When you walked into my store that day, I looked into your eyes and it felt like a warm hug that would hold me and not let me go, but that was just one look. So from there…” Cory paused as Vi propped herself on her elbow next to her. “You know what happened, I kept running into you and we began to talk.” Cory sighed.
Vi reached for Cory’s hand and encouraged her to keep going.
“You talked about bulldozing me with your feelings, well, here goes. Even though you were exasperated with me when you kissed me for the first time, I had…” Cory paused, searching for the right words.
“The sense that you were home?” Vi said softly.
Cory nodded. “This was what my heart was waiting on. You’re who I’ve been waiting for. I’m the one bulldozing you with feelings, not very romantic of me.”
Vi had tears in her eyes. “I don’t think I’ve ever read bulldoze and romantic in the same sentence in any of my sapphic novels.”
Cory chuckled. “It’s all your fault!”
“My fault?”
“Yes!” Cory leaned over and ran the back of her hand down Vi’s cheek. “It’s the way you look at me. It makes all these feelings bubble up inside me and now they have a place to go.”
Vi smiled. “Are you going to kiss me?”
“I may never stop kissing you,” Cory said softly, pushing Vi onto her back.
“I don’t want you to stop,” Vi said, pulling Cory down for a passionate kiss.
Before Cory lost herself in the kiss she could hear the breeze rustle in the trees around them and feel it waft over their bodies. She was in the perfect place at the perfect time with the woman she was swiftly falling in love with. Cory didn’t care if it was fast. Her heart was certain and she was pretty sure Vi’s felt the same way.
“You are so beautiful,” Cory whispered as she gulped a much needed breath.
Vi gasped as Cory trailed her fingers over the exposed skin on her stomach. Cory’s hand had a mind of its own as she kissed Vi again and their tongues began to dance with desire.
Cory was about to slide her hand into Vi’s swimsuit bottoms when she realized they were lying on the beach, exposed, even though no one else was around. Her hand stilled, but then she felt Vi’s hand over hers encouraging her hand lower.
Cory pulled her lips from Vi’s and stared into her near black eyes. “Are you sure?”
Vi smiled. “I’m sure we’re having sex on the beach just like the drink you made me, only better.”
Cory smiled. “But it’s our first time.”
“It’s the perfect time. No holding back, remember?”
“Violet,” Cory whispered and claimed Vi’s lips in a hungry kiss. This woman had driven her wild since the first time their eyes had met and now she’d let her emotions free not only to explore Vi’s body, but to touch her heart.
Cory’s hand slid up Vi’s stomach and under her swimsuit top. She pushed the fabric up to free Vi’s ample breast. It fit perfectly in her cupped hand, of course it did, and Cory moaned with satisfaction. She ran her thumb over Vi’s hardening nipple then pinched it between her thumb and forefinger.
Vi moaned with pleasure as she ran her fingers through Cory’s hair and pulled gently.
Cory felt a jolt of electricity shoot through her body. She groaned and slid her hand down Vi’s stomach until she found her wetness.
“Oh God!” Vi moaned.
Cory could feel Vi’s arms tighten around her as she ran her finger through Vi’s drenched center. The silkiness of Vi’s wetness coupled with her passionate kisses almost made Cory come undone. But this was just the beginning.
Vi’s hips began to press against Cory’s hand as her finger circled Vi’s most sensitive spot. Cory could hear Vi’s breath catch in her throat when she slid a finger inside Vi’s velvety center.
“Yes, Cory. God, yes,” Vi said breathlessly.
They started with a slow rhythm in time with their breaths.
“You are amazing,” Cory said softly in Vi’s ear as she began to kiss down her neck.
“Faster, baby,” Vi whispered.
Cory obliged and their rhythm picked up. Now they were both groaning. Cory quickly kissed Vi again and said, “Look at me, babe.”
Vi opened her eyes and her gaze locked on Cory’s.
“Let go, Violet,” Cory whispered with a small smile. “Just let go, baby.”
Cory felt Vi’s arms tighten around her once again and her eyes went blank for just a moment and Cory imagined fireworks exploding behind them because they were surely exploding inside her.
“We should’ve been doing this all along,” Vi panted.
Cory inhaled. “God yes.”


“We’re not anywhere near finished,” Vi said, rolling Cory onto her back. She gazed into those crystal clear blue eyes while they both caught their breath. “This isn’t too fast,” Vi stated firmly.
“Are you reading my mind?” Cory smiled. “I don’t care. This is right. I can feel it, Violet. I can feel it right here.”
Vi thought Cory would put her hand over her own heart, but instead she flattened her palm against Vi’s heart.
“Can you feel it beating wildly because I no longer have to hold back?” Vi asked.
Cory nodded and smiled. “You’re looking at me in that way again.”
“Your eyes are so fucking beautiful. I fall into them and don’t want to come back,” Vi explained.
“Then don’t.”
Vi settled on top of Cory and pushed her thigh between Cory’s legs. “I don’t think your swimsuit is still wet from swimming.”
Cory closed her eyes and moaned. “God, that feels good.”
Vi smiled and began to rock her leg slowly into Cory’s center. Her hair was wet from the lake water, but it still formed a dark blond halo around Cory’s head.
“Just a sec,” Vi said softly as she pulled Cory’s swimsuit bottoms down with one hand. Once they were out of the way, Vi’s fingers roamed through Cory’s wetness. “How’s that?”
Cory’s hips began to move and she groaned. “Amazing.”
Vi smiled down at Cory. “Don’t think, just close your eyes and feel.”
Cory nodded as another groan escaped her throat.
Vi slid one then two fingers inside Cory’s opening and felt her softness envelop her fingers. It was such an intimate and trusting gesture that Vi felt like their hearts were touching as well.
Cory’s moans emboldened Vi to keep going as if she needed any encouragement. She had this incredible woman in her hands and all she wanted was to make her feel pleasure like she’d never felt before.
Vi put her thigh against her hand and began to rock once again.
“Oh, fuck, Violet!” Cory exclaimed. “Yes!”
Vi couldn’t keep her lips away from Cory’s and as she pushed her fingers in a little deeper she kissed Cory with all she had. Was it love? Probably. But she couldn’t think about that right now. She wanted to send Cory over that cliff of pleasure she’d plunged over earlier.
Vi moved a little quicker and Cory’s fingers dug into her back. She pulled her lips away and stared into Cory’s tense face. Vi thought Cory had to be close, but this was their first time and she intended to get to know her body much better. Then Vi felt Cory clamp down on her fingers and the sweetest look passed over her face as the orgasm raced through her.
Vi didn’t move. She kept her fingers where they were with her leg pressed against her hand until she saw Cory begin to dissolve into a puddle of contentment.
Cory slowly blinked and smiled up at Vi. “That was worth the wait, but I’m never letting you get away from me again.”
“Talk about a bulldozer.” Vi smiled.
“A romantic bulldozer,” Cory said as she smoothed her hand over Vi’s hair.
Vi smiled. “I think we’d better get back in the water before we both end up naked on this beach.”
Cory smiled. “I can’t walk yet. Besides, it’s too nice lying here, with you looking down on me and your hand resting on my stomach.”
Vi took the opportunity to rake her gaze down Cory’s body and back to those gorgeous blue eyes. “Mmhmm,” Vi said. “Just wait until I get you naked.”
“Fuck, Violet,” Cory said breathlessly. “Are you trying to make me come again?”
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“C ome on,” Vi said as she stood. She grabbed Cory’s hands and pulled her up. She put her arms around Cory’s shoulders and looked into her eyes. “Wait—” Vi let Cory go and reached for her phone.
“You said you know how to salsa.” Vi fiddled with her phone and music began to play.
Vi offered her hand and once again put her arm around Cory’s shoulders. They stepped at the same time and collided into one another.
“Who’s leading?” Cory laughed.
“I’ll lead.”
Cory scoffed. “Of course you will.”
Vi raised her eyebrows and smirked. “Do you have a problem with that?”
“Not even a little.” Cory grinned.
Vi put one hand firmly on Cory’s waist and cupped her hand. She gave Cory a seductive smile as they took a couple of steps and began to move their hips. Vi spun Cory once then held her close. “Salsa is a sensual dance. You have to feel the moves,” Vi said softly, gazing into Cory’s eyes.
Vi spun Cory again then she dipped under Cory’s outstretched arm. They faced each other and began to swing their hips and arms as they stepped to the music. The grin on Cory’s face spoke right to Vi’s heart.
She had dreamed of dancing like this one day with the woman she loved. Here they were on this private romantic beach, dancing the salsa in the sand. Vi’s heart filled with emotion and she knew it was love. Why question it?
Vi took Cory into her arms again and they twirled around each other until Vi bent Cory back as the song ended.
“Violet Valdez, you take my breath away,” Cory whispered.
Vi was about to kiss Cory when they suddenly heard clapping. She pulled Cory up and they turned to look back towards the cabin. Krista and Melanie were walking towards them, smiling and clapping.
“I’m just glad we had our swimsuits on,” Cory murmured into Vi’s ear.
Vi chuckled at Cory and grinned.
“That was incredible,” Krista said.
“We don’t mean to bother you, but we decided to make homemade ice cream. It’s my grandmother’s recipe and we wanted to share it with y’all,” Melanie said.
“That’s so sweet,” Cory said.
“Just wait until you taste it,” Krista said, reaching into a bag and handing each of them a container and spoons.
“Sit down and join us,” Vi said, smoothing out the towels so they would all have a place to sit.
“What a beautiful day,” Melanie said.
“I knew this would be the perfect spot today,” Krista said. “That gentle breeze stirring just enough so it’s not too hot.”
“Mmm, this is delicious,” Vi said, taking a nibble of ice cream. “Is it peach?”
“It is.” Krista grinned.
“What an amazing dance,” Melanie said. “I thought this was your first date?”
“It is,” Cory replied.
“You two looked like you’d been dancing together for years,” Krista said.
Vi chuckled. “Cory told me she could salsa—”
“And I don’t think she believed me,” Cory said, bumping her shoulder into Vi’s.
“I believed you, but I had no idea we’d be that good,” Vi said, gazing at Cory. “Where did you learn to salsa?”
“Well, there was this girl…” Cory began
“It’s always a girl, isn’t it?” Krista teased.
Cory laughed. “It wasn’t like that. Back in my bartending days, there was a waitress who taught a few of us how to salsa. After we closed the bar for the night, we put the music on and danced. It was so much fun.”
“She taught you well,” Vi said.
“Where did you learn, Vi?” Melanie asked.
“From my parents. They taught me and my brothers when we were kids and I really enjoyed it so I kept dancing.”
“I haven’t danced with anyone in a long time,” Cory said.
“You were great.” Vi looked over then squeezed her hand.
“As long as you were leading.” Cory grinned.
“That was so much fun. I haven’t danced like that in a long time either.”
“I told you long ago that you could trust me, Violet.”
“I know! I know!” Vi said with a laugh.
“They remind me so much of us, when we first met,” Krista said.
“Minus the age gap,” Melanie said.
“What age gap? That never bothered us. They remind me of how in tune we were to each other from the beginning,” Krista said.
“Because of that dance?” Vi asked.
Melanie nodded. “Among other things. But,” she said as she leaned on Krista and stood up, “we’ve got to go.” She held out her hand for Krista to get up.
“She’s right. We are not intruding on this very special first date any more than we already have,” Krista said.
“But you have given us an idea for the next group that comes to Lovers Landing,” Melanie said. “We can dance on the beach under the stars.”
“That’s a great idea,” Krista agreed. “You two will have to join us.”
“Thank you so much for today,” Vi said. “We’ve had the best time.”
“It isn’t over yet,” Melanie said with a wink.
“You are welcome here anytime. We mean it,” Krista said.
Vi watched them walk away and wistfully said, “They are amazing.”
“Yeah, they are. I’d love to hear their story someday. I know they met right here when they were young, but then were apart for some reason.”
“It had to have something to do with being accepted as gay women, don’t you think?”
“Probably.”
“But,” Vi said, turning to Cory, “I want what they have someday. Can you imagine going through life with the woman you love for years and years and years?”
Cory smiled. “I want that, too. But slow down on the years and years part. Let’s enjoy this day.”
“Are you my forever, Cory Sloan?” Vi asked sweetly.
They locked eyes and before Cory could answer, Vi pressed her lips to Cory’s in a tender kiss. “Let’s swim one more time before we have to go home,” she said as they pulled apart.


“This has been the best day and the best date,” Cory said as she drove them back to Vi’s house.
“For me, too. There’s a lot to be said for not holding back, but it’s a little scary being that vulnerable. What if you didn’t feel the same way?”
“You just thought you were going to bulldoze me with your feelings.” Cory grinned and glanced over at Vi.
“God, it feels good to be on the same team. I kept trying to make you my enemy, but I just couldn’t do it.” Vi reached for Cory’s hand and kissed the back of it.
“I’d much rather be your lover,” Cory said, wiggling her eyebrows.
Vi laughed. “Me, too.”
Cory pulled into Vi’s townhouse parking lot.
“I really want you to spend the night, but I know we won’t get much sleep and we both have work tomorrow,” Vi said.
Cory groaned. She knew Vi was right, but that didn’t stop her from not wanting to let her go.
“You don’t have to be afraid to let me out of your sight,” Vi said.
Cory turned towards Vi and looked into her eyes. “It’s not that. Is this too good to be true? How do I know you won’t wake up in the morning and your career will once again be your focus and we’ll be…”
Vi smiled. “My career is important to me, but now it’s not all I have. There’s no way I want to go back to the way it was. This may have been our first date, but we’ve been orbiting around each other for months, Cory. You made the effort to say hello, ask about my day, and slowly win my trust.”
“It was so worth it.”
“I’m not about to let you go.”
“What are you doing tomorrow?’ Cory asked.
“I’m going to work on those other accounts you gave me. What are you doing?”
“I’ll be at the store.”
“Then I’ll probably go by The Liquor Box to see my girlfriend.” Vi grinned.
“Oh, I’m your girlfriend?”
“You don’t want to be my girlfriend?”
“It feels like more.”
“This isn’t too fast. We’re not kids. I’m forty-five years old and I know what I want. We’re doing this on our time, not society’s time, not our friends’ time. Our time. And we, Cory Sloan, have perfect time.”
Cory sighed. “Oh, Violet. I knew I’d fall for an older woman.”
Vi giggled. “Yeah, I’m so much older.”
Cory leaned over and Vi met her lips. This kiss was sweet, but quickly heated up when Cory gently sucked Vi’s lower lip into her mouth. They were still holding hands and Cory reached over with her other hand and pulled Vi even closer.
When they pulled apart, their eyes met and locked. A smile grew on Cory’s lips. “I hope you always look at me like this.”
“Oh, honey. I’m getting out of this pickup before I change my mind and drag you into my house.”
Cory laughed. She walked Vi to her door and waited for her to unlock it.
“Thank you for such a wonderful day. As your romantic bulldozer,” Cory said, grinning, “I hope we can do it again soon.”
“Oh, we are definitely doing this again.” Vi paused and put her arms around Cory’s shoulders. “You’re not a bulldozer. It’s called being honest. You make me feel safe and because I trust you I can tell you how I feel. Today, you made me feel like I have so much to look forward to.” Vi smiled at Cory and pulled her in for a kiss. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”
Cory kissed Vi one more time and dragged herself away as Vi went inside and closed the door.
“Wait!” Vi said, opening the door.
Cory turned around and walked back to Vi.
“Let me see your phone,” Vi said.
Cory handed it to her and gave her a confused look. “What are you up to, Violet?”
“I’m pulling up a song I want you to listen to,” Violet said, handing the phone back to Cory.
She looked at the screen and saw Lauren Spencer Smith’s song, “That Part.”
“Listen to it on your way home.”
“Okay.”
“This is how you make me feel,” Vi said.
Cory kissed Vi once again and nodded. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”
Once Cory got back in her pickup, she connected her phone and the song began to play. She smiled because she’d heard the song before, but now she listened closely to the lyrics.
It didn’t necessarily describe how she and Vi had started but it talked about skipping to the part where they kiss and start their lives together. Cory played the song several times and when she pulled into her driveway there were tears in her eyes.
Vi was exactly who her heart had been waiting for. Even though she had hoped she would someday find that woman, here Vi was and it filled her with happiness and such joy. She was in love with Violet Valdez.
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T he next day, Cory was waiting for CeCe to get to the salon. She stuck her head through the opening between their stores and looked towards CeCe’s station. Just as she sighed with frustration, CeCe walked through the front door. Cory hurried towards her and asked, “When’s your first appointment?’
“Good morning to you, too, dear sister.” CeCe smirked. “I have a while, what do you need?”
“Meeting! Now! At Cat’s,” Cory exclaimed.
“Okay,” CeCe said, not bothering to put her bag down.
Cory led them through the opening to Cat’s bookstore and looked from her right to her left until she spotted Cat at the front of the store.
“Cat,” Cory said. “Sisters meeting, now.”
Cat looked up from what she was doing and walked towards her sisters. “Uh, I’m the only one here. Jessica won’t be in until later.”
Cory sighed loudly. “Okay, we can talk here.”
“Come over to the reading nook,” Cat said. “What’s wrong?”
CeCe and Cat both looked at Cory with concern as they each sat in one of the comfy chairs. Cory paced in front of them then stopped. She felt the biggest smile blossom on her face.
“Uh oh,” CeCe said. “You went out with Vi yesterday, didn’t you?”
Cory nodded. “We had the best day!” she exclaimed.
“So you’re not battling Vi any longer?” Cat asked with a grin.
Cory looked at her sisters then proclaimed, “I am so in love with Violet Valdez!”
“Wow! That’s wonderful and fast! I had to figure out I was good enough for Alexis, but not my big sister. She’s a true lesbian!” CeCe said, jumping up to hug her sister.
“Ha ha,” Cory deadpanned.
“Aw, I’m so glad,” Cat said, taking her turn to hug Cory.
“Talk about a turnaround,” CeCe said, sitting back down.
“Not really,” Cory said, sitting on the ottoman across from them. “While I’ve been trying to get Vi to see me as her friend, she was trying to keep me as her enemy, but it didn’t work. We’ve had a connection since the first time she walked into The Liquor Box. But the first time she kissed me, I knew. She’s the woman my heart has been waiting for.”
“I’m assuming she feels the same way?” Cat asked.
Cory giggled. “She said she didn’t have to hold her feelings back any longer.”
“Oh my God, CeCe, did you hear her? She giggled,” Cat said, laughing. “Cory Sloan doesn’t giggle.”
“Did all this happen at Lovers Landing?” CeCe asked. “That was a magical place for Alexis and me, but we had to wait and be sure it was our hearts and not something else.” CeCe wiggled her eyebrows.
Cory smirked. “Krista and Melanie made us a picnic and let us use the private beach.”
“I know exactly where you’re talking about. That’s where Alexis and I spent our first night together.”
“I tried to slow down and not get ahead of myself, but all the emotions came out. I thought I may have messed up, but on the way back to Vi’s place she said she knew what she wanted and our time is now,” Cory said. “Oh, and she added that our time is perfect.”
“Fuck, Cory. How romantic!” CeCe said.
“I knew she had a romantic streak. She buys sapphic romances from me,” Cat said.
Cory chuckled. “She mentioned she was one of your best customers. You’ll never guess what else we did on the beach.”
“Uh, we don’t need those details,” Cat said.
“I’m not talking about that!” Cory exclaimed. “We danced on the beach. Vi knows how to salsa.”
CeCe gasped. “No way! That is so romantic. You have someone to dance with now.”
“I know!” Cory grinned.
“I am so happy for you. The romantic Sloan sister has been romanced.” CeCe laughed. “I’m swooning for you, sister!”
“Don’t say anything when you see her. We haven’t actually said the words yet, but I’m in fucking love!” Cory looked to the ceiling and spread her arms out wide.
“When will we see her?” Cat asked.
“I don’t know. She’s coming by to see me after work.”
“We’ll be on our best behavior,” CeCe said, giving Cory a grin. “However, I do remember you telling Alexis I had a crush on her right back there.” CeCe pointed to the back room where Cat’s sex toy store The Bottom Shelf was located.
Before Cory could respond, the bell over the front door of the bookstore rang, indicating a customer was walking inside. All three of them turned their heads to the front of the store.
“Hey,” Elena said. “Am I interrupting a family meeting?”
“Not at all,” Cory said. “Come on in. It’s nice to see you.”
“It’s nice to see you, Cory. When’s your next volleyball game? That was so much fun last week,” Elena said.
“We have another game at the end of the week.”
CeCe stood up. “I think I have your favorite chair.”
Elena chuckled. “Do I come in here so often that you know where I sit?”
“Being Cat’s favorite customer has perks,” Cory said. “We’ll get out of your way.”
When Elena had walked in, Cory saw the delight on Cat’s face. Maybe Cory wasn’t the only Sloan sister who was falling in love.
“See y’all later,” Cat said. “I’m really happy for you, Cory.”
Cory and CeCe left the bookstore and before Cory walked into the liquor store, CeCe stopped her.
“I’ve seen the way you and Vi look at each other. It was just a matter of time for you both to let this happen. I’m so happy for you, big sister. Being in love is the best!”
Cory sighed. “It is. I’m a little nervous to tell Violet.”
“I’m sure you are. It’s scary to be vulnerable, but I have a feeling it will work out for you. Hey, why do you call her Violet?” CeCe asked.
“Why do you call Alexis, Lex?” Cory replied. “Violet is a beautiful name and I love how it feels when I say it. She also happens to love hearing me say it.”
CeCe nodded. “Good for us.” She glanced over to the bookstore. “Now, if we could just get our little sister to see what we see.”
“I know,” Cory said, following CeCe’s gaze.
Cory went about loading her pickup for her morning deliveries. She and Vi had texted last night and again this morning. She hoped Vi was having a good day and couldn’t wait to see her again.
Later that day, Cory looked at her watch and knew Vi should be off work by now.
“Are you waiting for someone?” CeCe asked as she made herself comfortable on one of the stools at Cory’s bar in the back of the store.
“What are you doing here?”
“Alexis isn’t home yet, so I thought this would be a good time to have a beer with my big sister,” CeCe replied.
“That’s nice,” Cory said, pouring CeCe a beer. “I don’t get to see you as often since you and Alexis fell in love.”
“I can’t wait to get home every day,” CeCe said, taking a sip. “Has Vi come by yet?”
Cory was staring at the front of the store. It took her a moment to realize CeCe had asked her a question. “There she is now.”
CeCe giggled. “Oh, big sis, you’ve got it bad.”
“Don’t I know it,” Cory said dreamily as she watched Vi walk toward the door of the store.


“Hi Taylor,” Vi said as she walked into The Liquor Box.
“Hi,” Taylor replied. “Cory’s at the bar in the back.”
“Thanks. It’s nice to see you again.”
“Um…”
Vi smiled. “It’s okay, Taylor. Your boss and I are friends now. I promise to be nice to her.”
Taylor smiled. “Oh I know. She’s been very happy all day and keeps looking at the front door.”
Vi bit her bottom lip and couldn’t keep from grinning. “That’s good to know. See ya, Taylor.”
“See ya.”
Vi could hear Taylor giggle as she walked to the back of the store.
“Hey,” Cory said, coming around the end of the bar.
“Hey, yourself.” Vi kissed Cory and couldn’t look away.
CeCe cleared her throat and sipped her beer. “Don’t mind me.”
Vi winked at Cory and sat down next to CeCe. “Hi, CeCe.”
“Hi, Vi. How’s it going?”
“Um, I think you can tell how it’s going.” She grinned at Cory.
CeCe laughed. “So true. I heard you had a date with my big sister and you two are no longer enemies.”
“We are far from enemies,” Vi said with a sweet smile. She turned to Cory. “I was wondering—since I’m responsible for our second date—if you’d like to go to a gallery opening with me?”
Cory raised her brows. “We’d get to dress up.”
“You wouldn’t mind?”
“I’d love to see you dressed up, Violet. That means I’d have to be on my best behavior though.” Cory frowned.
Vi giggled. “It could be fun.”
“I’d love to go with you. I didn’t know you liked art.”
“We have plenty of time to learn all kinds of things about each other. Wouldn’t you agree?”
“I do,” Cory said, returning her smile.
“When is it?” CeCe asked. “I’d be happy to do your hair.”
“You would?”
“Sure. An art opening is a special night. If you’re dressing up, let me do something special to your hair.”
Vi smiled at CeCe and could imagine her curling her dark hair or giving her an updo. “It's the day after tomorrow.”
“Perfect. I’ll block out the time. Come by and I’ll do your hair before you get dressed. Okay?”
“Thank you, CeCe. That’d be great,” Vi replied.
CeCe drained the rest of her beer and smiled. “The opening wouldn’t happen to be at the Kensington Gallery, would it?”
“It is,” Vi replied. “Gia Gallaher is the director and she’s amazing.”
“She certainly is. I’ve recently gotten to know her and her wife, Ella. Alexis and I may go if she doesn’t have an early surgery the next morning.”
“I met Ella when we were buying the shopping center,” Cory said. “Their real estate firm has a program for first time home buyers, but they kindly helped us since we’d never purchased a commercial property like this before.”
Vi chuckled. “Wow, it’s a small world.”
“Does it feel like we’ve been hovering around one another all these years and finally our paths have intersected?” Cory said with amazement in her voice.
“What do you mean?” CeCe asked.
“Well, Violet was probably the sales rep at some of the bars I worked at. We both work out at Your Way, but didn’t cross paths until volleyball started back. And we even know some of the same people,” Cory explained.
“It does.” Vi stared at Cory and shook her head. “I’m so glad I walked into this store.”
“I’m glad I opened this store.”
“It’s our time,” Vi said, reaching for Cory’s hand.
“I’m going to sneak away. Again, don’t mind me,” CeCe said with a grin.
“I’m sorry, CeCe. I feel like a new person. For all this time I had to think of Cory as my adversary and now I can let my true feelings out. Your sister is amazing.”
“Oh, don’t I know it.” CeCe grinned.
“Thank you for offering to do my hair,” Vi said.
“I’ll get your contact info from Cory and text you,” CeCe said. “Y’all have a nice evening.”
“Bye, CeCe.”
“How was your day?” Cory asked, coming around the bar and sitting next to Vi.
Vi leaned over and kissed Cory thoroughly. “It was very productive,” she said, pulling away a little breathless.
“Wow,” Cory said, inhaling deeply. “I wish I could leave with you right now.”
Vi chuckled. “Are you closing tonight?”
Cory frowned. “Yep, Taylor needed off early.”
Vi gently cupped the side of Cory’s face. “Would you like some help?”
The corners of Cory’s mouth immediately turned up into a smile. “You want to hang around here with me?”
“We’d be together,” Vi said. She leaned in a little closer. “And maybe I’ll steal a kiss or two.”
“I’d love it if you'd stay,” Cory said.
“Do I get one of those cute Liquor Box T-shirts?”
Cory laughed. “Yes ma’am.”
“I’ll be right back,” Vi said, kissing Cory once again. “I really like doing that with you.” She walked out to her car. When she got ready to go to work that morning she’d decided to throw a change of clothes in her car just in case Cory had to stay at the store that evening.
Vi grinned when she saw Cory’s face light up at the bag in her hands. “It’s just a change of clothes.”
“You’re welcome to come home with me after we close,” Cory said, handing her a T-shirt.
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V i smirked. “We’ll see.”
She went to the restroom to change out of her work suit and pulled on jeans along with her tennis shoes. Vi held the T-shirt up and looked at the logo. She couldn’t keep from laughing at the tongue sticking out of that pretty mouth with red lipstick on.
“That shirt fits you perfectly, although you sure did look good in that suit,” Cory said.
“Thank you.” Vi smoothed her hands down her chest and grinned. “I admit, I kind of like this shirt.”
“Thanks for staying,” Cory said earnestly.
“It’s where you are, so that’s where I want to be,” Vi said. “I hope CeCe didn’t mind our honesty. We may have been a little over the top.”
“I told CeCe and Cat how wonderful yesterday was. They know we are on the same team now.”
Vi laughed. “I like our team.”
“Me too.”
Vi looked into Cory’s sparkling blue eyes and melted a little more. Her thoughts had kept going back to Cory throughout the day. She was glad to finally be here with her.
She shook her head and smiled. “How about you show me around the store?”
“What? You don’t really have to help,” Cory said.
“I want to. Besides, it’ll give me a chance to think about what I want to do with my stores when I get the VP job.” Vi crossed her fingers and held them up.
“You’ll get that job,” Cory said.
Vi followed Cory around the store as she explained her strategy on how the store was set up and what she hoped to do going forward.
She waited on customers and even rang some of them up at the register with Cory’s help. They did steal several kisses when the store was empty and Cat came over when she closed the bookstore to chat for a few minutes.
As Cory was closing out the register for the day, Vi hopped up on the counter and swung her legs. “I was wondering if you’d like to spend the night with me after we go to the gallery?” Vi’s heart was racing in her chest at the idea of them naked in her bed together.
Cory stopped what she was doing and looked up at Vi. “We get to dress up, then you’re taking me to an art gallery, and now you want me to stay the night?”
Vi chuckled. “That’s what I’m asking.”
“Violet, there’s absolutely nothing I’d rather do.”
“Good.” Vi nodded and hopped off the counter. “Are you finished with that?”
Cory nodded. “You locked the back doors?”
“Yes, boss,” Vi said with a little salute.
Cory smirked. “We’re done.
“Not quite,” Vi said. She pulled Cory behind a display so they couldn’t be seen from the street. Her lips claimed Cory’s in a sensual kiss as she wrapped her arms around Cory’s shoulders. Their tongues languished in the sensations while their arms tightened around each other.
“Mmm,” Vi said, pulling away slightly. “Thanks for letting me hang out with you tonight.”
“You’re welcome any day, any time.”
Vi giggled. She kissed Cory one more time and pulled away.
“I’d better go.”
Cory locked the front door behind them and walked Vi to her car.
“Hey, I’ve listened to ‘That Part’ several times.” Cory tilted her head. “I want to get to the part where we kiss and live happily-ever-after, too. But…”
“But?” Vi asked.
“I think it’s going to be a lot of fun getting there. I don’t want to miss any of it or skip a thing.”
Vi leaned in and kissed Cory softly. “Me either.”
“I’ll see you tomorrow.”
“I hope so.” Vi winked.
“One more,” Cory said as she brought their lips together one more time.
Vi waved at Cory and left the parking lot. Working at the store tonight had been fun. It hadn’t taken long for her to slide right back into her role as a customer assistant. She’d always liked helping people and it wasn’t any different in Cory’s store compared to her Spec’s stores or even her parents’ convenience store.
It had been a long time since she’d worked in a store and she didn’t remember enjoying it quite this much. It had to be because she was there with Cory.
She smiled and laughed at herself. “You’ve got it bad, Vi,” she said to her reflection in the rearview mirror. Just thinking about Cory made her smile.
As she drove home she had a vision of working at the store side by side with Cory. They were all smiles, helping customers and happy. That’s what Vi saw: happiness.
Whoa, where did that come from?
“Oh, no, Vi. You are not working in a store. You are going to be the Vice President of Sales,” she said, her voice echoing around her car.
She shook those thoughts out of her head and smiled once again as she remembered the kisses she shared with Cory. The gallery opening would be fun and then they were going to spend the night together. Vi was looking forward to it all.
Thoughts of liquor and stores and work were long gone once she started to imagine their date.
“Maybe that’s when I can reveal what’s really in my heart,” Vi mumbled. “Maybe that’s when I’ll tell you I'm in love with you, Corrine Sloan.” Vi smiled. “What a pretty name.”


“Hey, Diane,” Vi said, standing in the doorway to her boss’s office. “I’m going to leave a little early today.”
“Are you going bar hopping this evening?” Diane asked with a smile.
Vi sometimes left work early when she planned to go check on her accounts during the evening. Diane referred to it as bar hopping, fully knowing Vi didn’t care for alcohol.
“No,” Vi replied, walking into the office. “I’m going to a gallery opening tonight and I’m getting my hair done.”
“Please sit,” Diane said. “I know this is none of my business, but is this a date?”
Vi couldn’t keep from smiling. “It is. I’ve asked Cory to go with me and her sister happens to be a hairstylist and offered to do my hair.”
Diane smiled. “As I said, it’s none of my business, but can I ask a favor?”
Vi wrinkled her brow. “Sure.”
“Please take pictures.”
Vi laughed. “I’ll try to remember to do that.”
“Have a great time,” Diane said.
“Thank you.”
Vi went back to her office and got her purse. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Penny,” she said, walking past her assistant.
“I’m happy to cover for you if you want to come in a little late in the morning.”
Vi stopped and turned around to stare at her.
“I overheard you in Diane’s office.”
“It’s just a date, Penny.”
“Okay. You can say that, but we both know it’s more.”
Vi’s mouth fell open. How could Penny know how much this meant to her? She’d barely mentioned Cory’s name around the office.
“It’s how you say her name.” Penny smiled. “Have a nice time, Vi.”
Vi nodded and smiled. “Thanks, Penny.”
As she drove to CeCe’s salon, Vi thought back over the past few weeks. She couldn’t remember talking about Cory but a handful of times.
What was Cory Sloan doing to her? The purposeful businesswoman that Vi used to be was now showing emotion at her office. She prided herself on not letting emotion cloud her judgment where business was concerned and it had served her well.
If Penny and Diane had both noticed a change in Vi, then she was beginning to think that she hadn’t hidden her feelings for Cory very well at all.
Vi smiled and shook her head. “Falling in love with Cory Sloan has changed everything.” Come to think of it, Cory lived life out loud. She was bold, affable, and generous. Someone like Cory created a big love so no wonder Vi couldn’t hide it. Vi was pretty sure Cory felt the same way, but there was just a hint of doubt. Once they had resolved their business struggles, the rest had followed rather quickly.
But Cory said her heart had been waiting for someone and Vi was that someone.
“Yep, I’m telling her tonight,” Vi said as she pulled into the parking lot.
She went into The Liquor Box first, hoping to catch Cory before she left for their date.
“Hi Randi,” Vi said. “We haven’t met—”
“Oh, I know who you are,” Randi said from behind the counter. “You’re Cory’s girlfriend.”
Vi smiled. “I am. I’m Vi Valdez,” she said, holding out her hand.
Randi shook it and smiled as Taylor walked up from the back of the store.
“Hi, Taylor,” Vi said. “I’m really here to see CeCe, but I thought I might catch Cory.”
“You just missed her. Y’all have fun tonight,” Taylor said.
“Thanks,” Vi said, looking at the grins on both of their faces.
She walked over to CeCe’s salon wondering just how big of a deal this date was becoming.
“Hey,” CeCe said. “Are you all right?”
“Yeah.” Vi shook her head. “Taylor and Randi just wished us a good time tonight.”
CeCe smiled. “Look, it’s been a long time since Cory has dated anyone.”
Vi nodded. “I know. It’s the same for me.”
“Come on back,” CeCe said. “Let’s knock my sister’s socks off when she sees you.”
“That’s exactly the look I’m going for.” Vi smiled. She couldn’t wait to see Cory in those heels. Only this time she wouldn’t be in her workout clothes.
Once she was in CeCe’s chair with the cape around her, Vi looked into the mirror and saw Cat standing next to CeCe.
“Hi, Cat.”
“Hi.”
CeCe began styling Vi’s hair and said, “Sit still for me.”
Vi stared at them both for a moment. “Uh oh. Are y’all ganging up on me to make sure I treat your sister right?”
“Do we need to?” Cat asked. “You know Cory is our big sister and has spent most of her life taking care of us whether we needed her to or not.”
CeCe and Cat both chuckled.
“I happen to think that Cory is the most incredible person I’ve ever met.”
“Really?” Cat said.
“Wouldn’t you two agree with me?” Vi asked, trying not to move.
CeCe sectioned off Vi’s hair and several strands fell over her eyes. “I agree that Cory is a wonderful person,” CeCe said.
“You don’t have to worry about Cory being with me. I’ve fallen in love with her and can’t wait to tell her,” Vi said.
CeCe pulled up the strands of hair covering Vi’s eyes and swept them on top of her head. When she looked into the mirror again, Vi saw Cory standing next to CeCe and Cat with her mouth hanging open.
“Oh no!” Vi said, her eyes widening. “This isn’t how I envisioned this happening. But…”
Cory closed her mouth and gave Vi the most beautiful smile.
“Can you please come around here?” Vi asked desperately.
Cory walked around the chair and Vi reached for her hands. “You told me that your heart had been waiting for me. Well, my heart has been falling in love with you since the first time we met. I tried to keep it from happening, but my heart is full of love for you, Cory Sloan. I can’t keep these feelings inside any longer. I’m in love with you, Corrine,” Vi said. “Can I move?” she added dramatically.
“Yes,” CeCe said. “You can move.”
Vi stood up and took Cory’s face in her hands. “I love you.”
“Violet,” Cory whispered.
“Tell her!” Cat shouted.
Vi looked at Cat then back at Cory.
“This isn’t exactly how I pictured this either,” Cory said.
“She came in here the day after your date proclaiming her love for you at the top of her lungs,” Cat said.
“Yeah, she did!” CeCe added with a laugh.
Cory nodded. “I love you, Violet, so very much.”
That’s what Vi wanted to hear. She pulled Cory’s lips to her and kissed her with such love.
Vi pulled away and grinned at Cory before they both looked around the room and saw the other stylists as well as their clients clapping for them.
“Okay,” CeCe said. “Now that we know you’re in love, why don’t you let me finish your girlfriend’s hair and you can go on this romantic date.”
Vi kissed Cory again. “I’ll pick you up later.”
Cory grinned. “I love you, Violet.”
“I know.” Vi giggled. “I love you, too.”
“Go!” CeCe shouted.
Vi sat back in the chair, but Cory kissed her one more time.
“Oh, I love this, CeCe. I can’t believe it’s my hair.”
CeCe had swept Vi’s dark hair on top of her head into a loosely swirled bun. She had wisps that fell down and framed her face.
“Cory won’t be able to keep her eyes off of you,” CeCe said with a pleased smile.
Vi smiled and kept looking at her hair. She’d put her hair up in a bun before, but it never looked like this. Vi couldn’t believe how beautiful her hair looked.
“Let me warn you, though. Cory can wear a suit, if you know what I mean,” CeCe said, lowering her voice.
“I can’t wait,” Vi replied. “I’ve seen her in heels, but that was at the gym in her volleyball clothes.”
CeCe laughed. “She's something, that’s for sure. I hope you have a wonderful night.”
“Thanks, CeCe. And thanks for this beautiful hairstyle,” Vi said as she reached into her purse.
“Keep it. This one is on me. Give my sister a night you’ll both never forget,” CeCe said with a sweet smile.
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V i pulled up to Cory’s house. The bungalow was cute and reminded her of Cory—not in a classic way, but more playful and homey. It was clean cut and well kept.
She walked up to the front door and took a steadying breath before ringing the doorbell. When Cory opened the door, Vi smiled broadly and looked into Cory’s vibrant blue eyes. Then her gaze traveled so she took in all of Cory and she lost her breath.
Cory stood in front of her in a suit as CeCe had told her, but she wasn’t prepared for how the sapphire blue single breasted one button blazer with matching shorts accentuated Cory’s athletic frame and long legs. Her blond hair was wavy and free flowing in a modern style. This woman was a golden-haired goddess in heels.
“Cory, you look beautiful,” Vi said, finally finding her voice.
Vi hadn’t noticed the look on Cory’s face as she was taking in her suit, but now she saw that Cory was just as speechless as she had been.
“Violet,” Cory began. “I know you’re a beautiful woman, but tonight you look absolutely stunning.”
Vi giggled. She was wearing a sleeveless black midi dress with a calculated slit up the side. The sleeveless bodice had a square neckline with tank straps and hugged Vi’s curves. The updo CeCe had beautifully styled accentuated her neck and shoulders.
“Please, come in,” Cory said, reaching for Vi’s hand.
Once inside Cory closed the door and stepped back to admire Vi once again. “Absolutely gorgeous,” Cory mumbled. “Everyone will be staring at my girlfriend tonight.”
Vi chuckled. “Nope, they’ll be staring at mine. Cory! That suit!”
The smile on Cory’s face melted Vi’s heart. Vi put her hands on Cory’s shoulders and then clasped them behind Cory’s neck. She felt Cory rest her hands on Vi’s hips and they simply stared into each other’s eyes.
“I love you,” Vi said.
“I love you, too,” Cory replied.
Vi gently touched her lips to Cory’s and her entire body relaxed. She was home. In Cory’s arms was her new favorite place. She pulled away and smiled into those blue eyes. “This was supposed to be a romantic evening and when we got back to my place I was going to tell you I’ve fallen in love with you.”
“It is a romantic evening and you can tell me you love me all night and every day from now on,” Cory said. “Just so you know, I had the same idea. I couldn’t wait to tell you that I love you.”
Vi shook her head and laughed. “We are romantic bulldozers that blurt out I love yous.”
Cory laughed as well. “But we get each other, Vi. We’re not afraid to admit our feelings.”
“Once we got on the same team,” Vi added.
“It would’ve happened either way. I know that now,” Cory said.
Vi nodded. “You’re right.” She smiled. “I’m glad our hearts figured this out.”
“Me too.”
Vi pressed her lips to Cory’s again and this time the kiss sizzled to match their outfits.
“Mmm,” Vi moaned when she pulled away. She reached up and rubbed a smudge of lipstick from just below Cory’s bottom lip. “You are a gorgeous woman, but we’d better get going.”


Cory slid her hand into Vi’s and interlaced their fingers as they walked up to the gallery. Vi glanced over at her and grinned.
The gallery door swung open and they walked inside. There were several people strolling around the room, but it wasn’t too crowded.
“There’s Gia,” Vi said, holding up her hand and waving discreetly.
“Vi,” Gia Gallaher said, walking towards them. “It’s so good to see you. And…Cory! I had no idea you two were dating.”
Cory and Vi exchanged a look but before they could respond, Gia’s wife, Ella, joined them.
“Cory!” Ella exclaimed with a big smile on her face.
Cory chuckled. “I’m getting the feeling you’re surprised to see me at such a nice place.”
“Not at all,” Gia said. “You are always welcome and besides, you’ve been here before.”
Cory smiled and nodded. “But not with such a beautiful woman.”
The look Vi gave Cory made her heart beat faster.
“You both look amazing,” Gia said. “I wish I could still fit in such beautiful outfits,” she added, rubbing her pregnant belly.
“Thank you,” Vi said. “You are glowing.”
“I’m so glad you could come. Let’s get you both a drink,” Gia said, leading them to the bar.
“How are you feeling?” Vi asked.
“I get tired, but Ella makes sure to pick up the slack when I need to rest,” Gia said.
“Lucia will be here before we know it,” Ella said, patting Gia’s belly.
“What a beautiful name,” Cory said.
“She’s named after Gia’s grandmother. What a role model for us all. You’ll have to meet her the next time she comes to visit,” Ella said.
“We’d love that,” Vi replied.
“So, y’all have been dating for a while then,” Ella commented to Cory as Vi waited for their drinks.
“Not really. This is our second date,” Cory replied.
“No way,” Ella said.
“Why do you say that?”
“You look really comfortable with each other, like you’ve been together for a while,” Ella said.
“Well,” Vi said, handing Cory a glass of wine, “we didn’t exactly start out as friends.”
Cory smiled at Vi. “But that’s all been resolved.”
“Oh, really? Was there tension because of your jobs? Aren’t you competitors?” Gia asked.
Cory raised her brows. “Uh, you could say that, but we’ve come to an agreement.”
“A much better arrangement,” Vi added with a smile.
“Gia and I started out as friends, but I was a bit stubborn about taking it to the next step,” Ella said, putting her arm around Gia’s waist.
“Come to think of it, our first date was at my first opening,” Gia said.
“And two days later we were married,” Ella added.
Cory choked on the sip of wine she was trying to swallow. “You what?”
“That’s a story for another time, but suffice it to say, everything has turned out the way it should.” Ella smiled and lovingly placed her hand on Gia’s stomach.
“This place may be magical for y’all as well,” Gia said. “Come with me, Vi. I have something I think you’re going to love.”
“Where does the gallery get their liquor for openings like this?” Cory asked Ella as they trailed behind Vi and Gia.
“Vi helps her,” Ella said.
“Oh!” Cory said.
Vi looked over her shoulder at Cory and gave her a look.
“I’m not taking your account, babe,” Cory said.
Vi scoffed. “I know that.” She turned back around as they stopped at the group of paintings Gia had led them to.
Cory gazed at Vi. She didn’t care what was hanging on the wall because it couldn’t be more interesting or more beautiful than her girlfriend.
“Do you see those little crinkles around her eye when she smiles?” Cory said softly to Ella. “That means she really likes what she’s looking at. It’s genuine.”
“You know a lot about her for this to be just your second date. I’m thinking you went from enemies to lovers and kind of skipped the friends part,” Ella replied.
Cory grinned. “Our first date was at Lovers Landing at the lake. We got to spend the day together on a private beach. It was magical.”
“Oh, I know where you’re talking about. Y’all go all out for dates,” Ella said.
“It’s just worked out that way. Once we got around the business part of our relationship, everything fell into place. I couldn’t get Violet out of my head and never saw her as an enemy, but it was different for her. When we figured out how to stop competing, our feelings took over and talk about wonderful! Wow!” Cory could feel the love in her heart just talking about Vi, but watching her gaze at something she loved made it that much better.
“I’ll start looking for houses for y’all,” Ella said.
“What?” Cory said. She pulled Ella a few steps away from where Gia and Vi were admiring the painting. “First off, neither one of us would qualify for your program. Marina explained it to us when she helped us with the shopping center. We’re not first time buyers.”
“That doesn’t mean I can’t keep an eye out for you. Don’t you remember Marina found the house CeCe’s living in even though it didn’t meet our criteria? It worked great for her and Alexis. I could do the same for you.”
“But, Ella—” Cory stammered.
“You know you’re going to be living together eventually. Why wait around?” Ella asked.
Cory knew she must have looked as shocked as she felt, but then, as Ella’s words sunk in, she realized she was right. Just because they hadn't talked about living together yet didn’t mean it wasn’t going to happen. A smile settled on Cory’s face as she thought about waking up every morning with Vi next to her. She remembered Vi talking about doing things on their time. Maybe this was next.
“Hey, you okay?” Vi asked softly, looping her arm through Cory’s.
A smile grew on Cory’s face as she nodded and stared into those warm brown eyes that always made her feel hugged.
“We had fun at CeCe’s surprise engagement party,” Gia said. “Alexis was beaming all night.”
“They both were,” Ella said.
“When is the wedding?” Gia asked.
Gia’s question brought Cory right back to the present. “Well, they aren’t sure.”
“Since you’re here, I have to ask,” Ella said.
“Ask what?” Cory replied.
“I heard talk that night about some kind of big wedding in the works for the Sloan Sisters. If y’all have just started dating…”
Vi looked over at Cory and tilted her head. “The Sloan Sisters?”
“Oh!” Cory exclaimed. “You mean the wedding my mom won for us.”
Vi, Gia, and Ella all looked at Cory, waiting for her to explain.
“Uh, a few years ago, my mom entered us in this contest for an exclusive wedding. I’m still not sure if there was something funny going on, but she won.”
“That’s wonderful!” Vi said.
“But there’s a catch.” Cory winced.
“A catch?” Ella asked.
“Yeah, all three of us have to get married at the same time,” Cory said.
“No way!” Gia exclaimed.
Cory nodded. She was afraid to look at Vi, but when their eyes met, she saw Vi was smiling.
“One big Sloan Sisters wedding?” Vi asked.
“Yep.” Cory raised her eyebrows and shrugged.
“So, CeCe is waiting on you and Cat?” Gia asked.
Cory was beginning to feel uncomfortable. This conversation had gone from a second date to getting a house and now to a wedding.
“No, CeCe is not waiting on us, but then there’s our mom,” Cory said.
Ella laughed. “I’ve had the pleasure of meeting your mom. She's wonderful.”
Cory chuckled. “That’s one way to describe her.”
“She’s lovely. I’d just beaten the pants off of you on the volleyball court and she was as sweet as she could be to me,” Vi said.
Cory looked at Vi and furrowed her brows. “You didn’t beat us that badly.”
“Back to the wedding!” Ella and Gia both said.
“It doesn’t matter. Cat swears she’s never getting married or loving anyone ever again,” Cory said.
Vi scoffed. “She may say that, but have you seen her with Elena?”
“I know!” Cory exclaimed. “CeCe and I think the same thing!”
“We have got to start shopping with the Sloan sisters more often, babe,” Gia said to Ella. “We are missing out on all this fun.”
Cory and Vi both looked at Gia then back at each other. They started to chuckle and then couldn’t contain their laughter.
“All this drama,” Ella said after the laughter died down.
“It’s not really,” Cory said.
“Oh really? CeCe has a beauty salon. Drama is what they serve. Add in you two,” Ella said.
“Us?” Vi and Cory said in unison.
“Yeah, from what you’ve said, you started as enemies and now look at you. I’d say Ella and I aren’t the only two people in love in this little circle,” Gia said.
Cory gazed at Vi and grinned. “She’s not wrong.”
“Nope,” Vi replied.
“And what about this secret room in the back of Cat’s bookstore?” Ella asked.
“It’s not a secret,” Vi said.
Cory looked over at her girlfriend and raised her brows.
“Yes, I know all about The Bottom Shelf and have even visited it,” Vi said boldly.
Cory could feel her cheeks heat up at the thought of Vi surrounded by all those sex toys.
“Why, Cory Sloan, I do believe you’re blushing,” Vi said playfully.
“Oh, we’re definitely checking out The Bottom Shelf,” Gia said to Ella.
Cory chuckled. “And I thought gallery openings were stuffy.”
“Not mine,” Gia said with a grin.
Cory smiled and took the moment in. Here she was with her girlfriend, and they were visiting and laughing with their friends. How quickly her life had changed. It’s not that it wasn’t good before, but now she felt like she was thriving and she knew why. Violet Valdez was in love with her and Cory had never felt anything like it.
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“D id you have a good time?” Vi asked as she drove them back to her house.
“I had a great time.”
Vi squeezed Cory’s hand and quickly glanced over at her. Those blue eyes were sparkling and she couldn’t wait to watch them darken a little later. “Hey, what were you and Ella talking about?”
“When?”
“Gia was telling me about the painting and when I looked over, you had the strangest look on your face.”
Out of the corner of her eye she saw Cory smile. “I’ll tell you all about it later. Since we’re staying at your place tonight, I wanted to ask if you’d like to stay with me tomorrow night after our volleyball games?”
Vi felt what had become a familiar flutter in her stomach. It always happened when she thought of or was with Cory. “I’d like that very much. Were you planning to stay for my game? You know my team plays after yours.”
“Yes I’m staying for your game. If you haven’t figured it out yet, I’d spend every minute possible with you.”
Vi raised her eyebrows and looked over at Cory.
“Uh oh, too much. Am I being a bulldozer?”
Vi laughed. “No, babe. I feel the same way and to be honest, I’ve never felt quite like this before. I mean, I’ve had girlfriends, but I always had to have my space.”
“I get that. Of course you need time to yourself.”
“Yeah, but I don’t think about it that way with you. Before…”
“When I was your enemy?”
“I wish you wouldn’t call it that. You were my…competitor.”
An easy grin fell over Cory’s face and Vi continued. “I thought about you a lot because I wondered where you were selling next.”
“And now?”
Vi smiled and kissed the back of Cory’s hand. “I think about you all the time. I wonder how your day is going and when I’ll get to see you again.” She knew that was a bit much, but Vi trusted Cory and knew she could be honest with her feelings, even if they were a little sappy.
“Is that why you like helping me in the store when you could be home?”
Vi nodded.
“You know, you wear the T-shirt better than anyone else,” Cory said.
Vi giggled. “I didn’t think I’d ever wear a shirt like that again, but I liked it.”
“What do you mean?”
“A uniform shirt for a store, like Spec’s or my parents’ store,” Vi clarified.
“Oh, I see,” Cory said. “Maybe it wasn’t the shirt, maybe it was who you were working with.”
“It was absolutely who I was working with,” Vi said, parking in her space. She reached over and pulled Cory's lips towards hers for a much needed kiss. “Did I tell you my boss saw us kissing in your pickup that day you came to my office?”
Cory’s eyes widened. “Oh no!”
Vi chuckled. “It’s okay. She approved even though we were making out in the parking lot.”
“Kissing you has become my favorite thing,” Cory said.
Vi closed her eyes as Cory’s lips nibbled and caressed hers. Damn, this woman can kiss.
“Let’s go in and maybe we’ll discover a new favorite thing.” Vi raised one eyebrow and smiled seductively.
A low chuckle escaped Cory’s throat and Vi felt a need throbbing deep inside her. She had to slow down because what she wanted to do was tear their clothes off and feel Cory’s skin next to hers. But she also wanted to savor every minute of discovering their bodies together.
She unlocked the front door and as Cory closed it, Vi found herself up against it, staring into those beautiful blue eyes.
“I want you like I’ve never wanted anyone before,” Cory said breathlessly.
Vi firmly cupped Cory’s face in her hands and stared into those now dark blue eyes. She had a feeling Cory could read her every thought and could see the desire bubbling inside her. “Let me show you my love,” Vi whispered.
She kissed Cory with the passion that had been simmering inside her all night. Just thinking about Cory would make her heartbeat quicken, but now with their lips melded together Vi’s heart was thumping a beat that sounded and felt like love.
All night long when she would glance into those blue eyes or take Cory in wearing that suit, desire would burn a little brighter. Those heels and formal shorts made Cory’s legs look even longer and more athletic. It was truly a treat for her eyes. Her want bubbled at times to where she’d have to steal a kiss and she could tell Cory felt it too.
Here they were, the very clothes responsible for fanning this flame standing between them, but now they could do something about it. Vi eased the blazer off Cory’s shoulders and gently let it fall to the floor. She was rewarded with Cory’s bare, muscled shoulders and she squeezed them with both hands.
She pulled her lips away and gasped for a breath. “God, I love your shoulders,” she murmured.
“You have been driving me crazy all night in this dress,” Cory said with a sexy smile. “That slit had me dreaming of this moment.”
Vi felt Cory’s hand slide up her thigh and under her dress. She moaned with pleasure then felt Cory’s lips just above the neckline as she kissed the top of her breasts. Vi’s breaths made her chest rise and fall until she quickly turned around so Cory could unzip her dress.
“I’m glad you wore your hair up so I could kiss your gorgeous neck.”
Cory’s breath on Vi’s neck sent shivers down her spine and goosebumps rose over her shoulders. She finally felt Cory’s fingers on the zipper and she couldn’t wait to step out of her dress. Vi saw Cory gently lay the dress down on top of where her blazer rested on the floor.
Vi turned around and heard Cory gasp.
“My God, Violet. You are gorgeous,” Cory said breathlessly.
Vi was wearing a black lace bra with matching undies. The bra pushed her breasts up enough to rival Cory’s ample cleavage and the panties dropped into a deep vee that rested right above her hairline. She was still wearing her heels to complete this sexy outfit.
The look in Cory’s eyes made Vi feel like anything but a forty-five-year-old former athlete whose body had lost some of its firmness. She saw respect and desire, but she also felt worshipped. There was a true wanting in Cory’s eyes, not like a possession, but more like wonder. Vi had never felt so wanted and sexy.
She smiled at Cory then pulled the sleeveless top over her head and reached for the button and zipper to her shorts. Vi slowly inched the shorts down Cory’s legs and let her step out of them.
When she stood up she chuckled. “It looks like someone had the same idea.”
Vi took in the matching blue panties and bra that made Cory’s eyes seem even bluer.
“I wanted to look my best for you,” Cory said softly.
“Oh, baby. It doesn’t matter what you’re wearing because you always make my stomach flutter, but to know you wanted to do this for me…” Vi stepped closer and flattened her hands on Cory’s thighs and slid them down to where her fingers touched Cory’s knees then back up and around to cup Cory’s ass cheeks.
“These legs have been teasing me all night,” Vi said.
“I’m not teasing you now,” Cory said with a hint of a smile. “I’m all yours.”
“Just as I am yours,” Vi replied. She leaned in and softly kissed Cory and immediately felt those strong arms tighten around her.
Vi pulled away and stepped out of her heels. Cory gazed down at her then did the same, bringing them eye to eye once again.
“My sister is so talented and your hair is beautiful, but may I take it down?” Cory asked.
Vi nodded. She felt Cory take the clip out of her hair and the dark strands cascading around her shoulders made Cory once again gasp.
“Come with me,” Vi said, taking Cory’s hand and walking them through the room to the hallway, then into her bedroom.
A strand of soft white lights bordered the top of the window where the bed was located. It was so romantic and gave the room an ethereal glow.
Cory turned to Vi and said, “You did this for us?”
“We seem to be heavy on romance without even realizing it. But yes, I did this because I knew we were coming back here. I wanted it to be soft and beautiful, just as you are to me.”
Vi led Cory to the foot of the bed and gently pushed her to sit. She gazed down at this amazing woman and couldn’t quite believe she was hers. Vi gently ran her fingers along Cory’s cheeks and drank in her beauty, wanting to burn this image into her memory for always.
She spread Cory’s legs and walked between them, then she kneeled so she could wrap her arms around Cory and hold her close.
“I love you so much,” Vi whispered. “I don’t know how it happened this fast, but I don’t care. I know what I feel in my heart and I trust it. I trust you.”
Vi pressed her lips to Cory’s and the passion they had been trying to control all night exploded between them. She reached around and unhooked Cory’s bra, tossing it aside. Vi could feel Cory doing the same to hers.
“As much as I loved looking at you in this black lace…” Cory shook her head.
“I know. It’s time for it to go.” Vi smiled.
She reached down and hooked her fingers in the sides of Cory’s blue panties and pulled them down her legs. Vi stepped out of her own undies before turning her attention back to Cory. She watched Cory slide up the bed and Vi could see her wetness glisten between her legs. She’d imagined how Cory would taste and it was time to find out.
“I want to touch every inch of your glorious body,” Vi said softly.
She gently placed her hands around Cory’s ankles and slid them up and around her calves, bending her legs at the knees. Cory never let her eyes leave Vi’s.
“Violet,” Cory whispered.
“I love how you say my name,” Vi said. “You make it sound like a melody.”
“It sounds like love to me.”
Vi smiled. “Oh, Cory Sloan. I swear you have taken my heart and now it’s yours.”
Cory smiled back at Vi and said, “I’m giving you mine.”
Vi began to kiss up the inside of Cory’s thigh. She could feel Cory’s muscles tense and kissed up her other thigh as well.
“Oh, babe,” Cory breathed and moaned.
Vi kissed across Cory’s stomach. “I promise, I’m not teasing you. I just can’t stop kissing you.”
Vi felt Cory’s hands cup her head and tug her higher. She gazed down into Cory’s blue eyes and when their lips met she lowered her body down onto Cory’s and they both groaned. “This is where I belong,” Vi mumbled, kissing down Cory’s neck.
“Yes, you do,” Cory replied, her voice sounding drunk with pleasure.
Vi kissed everywhere her lips could touch. She cupped Cory’s breasts and smiled in wonder. “You are perfect, my love.” Cory furrowed her brow and Vi said, “Don’t even.”
“I’m perfect for you,” Cory said.
Vi held Cory’s nipples between her fingers and thumbs and pinched gently. Then she took one of her now stiff nipples in her mouth and sucked gently. This brought a moan from Cory that was like music to Vi’s ears.
She took her time and gave Cory’s other breast the attention it too deserved.
“Violet,” Cory groaned. “That feels so good.”
Vi smiled and this time she kissed down Cory’s stomach lower and lower. She could feel and hear Cory’s breathing quicken.
It was never her intention to torment Cory, but she’d taken enough time to explore. She could smell Cory’s tantalizing scent and it was time to taste.
Vi took a quick glance up and saw Cory’s face full of anticipation. She had waited long enough and Vi slowly ran her tongue from Cory’s opening up through her folds and swirled around and around. This is heavenly.
Cory’s moans and ragged breaths told Vi she was doing the right things. She could feel Cory’s fingers lace through her hair as she licked and then sucked Cory’s clit into her mouth.
“Oh my God, baby!” Cory exclaimed. “Yes!”
Vi ran her hands underneath Cory’s legs and held her upper thighs. Cory had begun to squirm and Vi wanted to hold her mouth in place. She knew Cory was close and wanted to give her an orgasm she’d remember.
Her tongue went to work as she once again sucked Cory into her mouth. She felt Cory arch her back and raise her hips to meet Vi’s mouth. She could feel Cory bury her hand in her hair as her other hand slammed against the bed.
“Violet!” Cory screamed.
Vi could feel the orgasm shoot through Cory’s body as her muscles tensed and they were frozen in time. She didn’t dare move so Cory could relish every wave and sensation.
When Cory’s hips fell back on the bed and she relaxed, Vi gently let her go and felt a euphoric feeling in the wake of Cory’s orgasm. Maybe Vi came right along with her. She was so focused on Cory and now her entire body tingled with the effects.
Vi smiled and once again kissed Cory’s stomach then looked into Cory’s eyes. They were sparkling like Violet had never seen before.
Cory returned her smile and pulled Vi down on top of her. “Give me just a sec.”
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C ory felt Vi’s head rest on her shoulder and thought this might be the best moment of her life so far. She felt Vi smile against her skin. “You’re incredible. Do you know that?”
“Oh, Vi.”
Vi quickly raised up. “You called me Vi!”
Cory panted. “It’s because I don’t have enough breath to speak.”
Vi giggled. “That was pretty incredible.”
“Pretty? I think it was fucking amazing,” Cory said, taking another deep breath. She gazed into Vi’s nearly black eyes and could see her own very happy reflection.
“The way you make me feel is beyond explanation. I don’t want to even try and figure it out. I don’t care why. All I know is I love you and I trust you just as you trust me.”
Vi nodded. “You know we lesbians get a bad rap for falling in love after the first kiss.”
Cory grinned. “I welcome the stereotype because I’m living it. But the difference with you and me…”
“Yes?”
“We’re not kids. We’re successful adults who know what they want in a partner and have finally found each other.” Cory pulled Vi down for a gentle kiss. “I had no idea it would be like this.”
“Uh, this?”
“All of it,” Cory said, sweeping her hand through the air. “I know what being in love is like, but not with the person you’re supposed to be with forever. Everything is better. Each kiss is sweeter or hotter, depending on the situation.”
Vi chuckled as Cory continued.
“Each touch means so much more. I can feel your love when your fingers graze my skin or your eyes roam my body. I can feel love radiate from you, Violet.”
Cory saw tears pooling in Vi’s eyes. “Oh no, baby. It’s all love. Let me take those tears away.” Cory pushed Vi onto her back and kissed her with all the love she had.
“These are happy tears,” Vi said.
“I’m not naive and I know it won’t always be happy like this,” Cory said.
“Is there anything we can’t do or withstand together?”
Cory smiled. “Nothing, babe. Nothing.”
“We’ve got all our lives to learn about each other.”
Cory raised an eyebrow. “I’m about to find all the little spots that make you shiver.”
Vi giggled. “Let’s go.”
“I swear, Violet Valdez, I love you now and forever.” Cory kissed Vi with passion and let her love guide them. She knew they couldn’t go wrong with their love leading the way.


The next morning Cory was in the kitchen pouring each of them a cup of coffee and making toast for breakfast when Vi came around the corner.
“Do you always parade around in your underwear?” Cory asked as she appreciated Vi’s matching red bra and panties.
“Only when someone comes to my parade.”
Cory chuckled. “I’m here for it.”
Vi took a sip of her coffee then threw her arms up and shook her hips in an impromptu dance.
“You parade around in your underwear and dance,” Cory said. “Do you dance around your office at work?”
“Never.”
“Maybe you need someone to dance with.” Cory reached her arms around Vi’s waist and pulled her close. She slid her leg between Vi’s and began to move. “Slow and sensual,” Cory said as Vi put her hands on her shoulders.
“Whatever you say, sexy.”
“Can you hear the melody?”
“It’s the music of our love,” Vi replied.
They slowly moved around the kitchen and into the living room. “I’m a sappy fool that’s so in love with you.”
“You’re not a fool and there’s nothing wrong with being sappy. If we both can move so easily to the melody in our heads and never miss a step I think it means we’re connected and meant to be,” Vi said.
Cory stopped them and bent Vi back. “Let’s go dancing this weekend?”
“I’d love to,” Vi said. “I finally have someone to dance with.”
Cory pulled Vi up and their lips met in a sweet kiss which quickly turned passionate. She could feel Vi’s heat against her bare leg and pushed her over to the couch. They landed in a heap and Cory pulled her lips away. “I don’t want to make you late for work,” she said on a ragged breath.
“Then you’d better get to it,” Vi replied.
Cory gave her a sexy smile and pulled her panties down her legs. She kissed both knees then kissed the inside of one thigh.
“Corrine,” Vi said, raising one eyebrow.
“Your impatience is really hot,” Cory said then began to run her tongue through Vi’s wet center.
Vi moaned. “You’d think after last night I wouldn’t want you so desperately, but I know now that I’ll never get enough of you.”
“I’m right here,” Cory said softly,
“Mmm, stop talking, baby.”
Cory giggled then went back to showing Vi her love. She licked and kissed and sucked as Vi ran her fingers through Cory’s hair.
When Cory teased Vi’s opening with her finger she could feel and hear the groan that came from deep inside her lover. She pushed one finger inside then another as she sucked Vi’s clit into her mouth.
Cory could feel Vi’s fingers pull her hair as she arched her back and shouted, “Yes, baby, that’s it!”
How this incredible woman had fallen in love with her was beyond Cory, but all she wanted to do in this moment was give her an amazing orgasm to last throughout the day. She increased her rhythm then pushed her fingers in once again and curled them to reach Vi’s most sensitive spot. At the same time she flattened her tongue and pressed against Vi’s clit.
“Oh my God, baby!” Vi groaned.
Cory could feel Vi tighten around her fingers as her entire body stiffened. She held them there as Vi rode wave after wave then relaxed into the couch.
“Corrine,” Vi exclaimed on a shaky breath. “What are you doing to me?”
“I’m loving you, baby,” Cory said, giving her a quick kiss on the lips.
“Don’t ever stop,” Vi replied, opening her eyes and gazing up at Cory.
“I can’t.” Cory smiled. She got up and held out her hands to help Vi off the couch.
“Are you kidding me? You expect me to walk?”
Cory chuckled and retrieved Vi’s panties. “I think you’ll need another pair.”
Vi took Cory’s hand and let her pull her up. “I love you,” she said as she put her arms around Cory’s neck.
“I know,” Cory said.
Vi chuckled. “My impatience and your cockiness. A match made in heaven.”
“I’m not cocky,” Cory said. “I can feel your love, that’s how I know. And it’s the best feeling I’ve ever had. Well, that and loving you back.”
Cory held Vi in her arms for another moment then Vi went back to the bedroom to finish getting dressed for work while Cory went back to making breakfast.
“What a way to start the day,” she said, raising her eyebrows.
“I couldn’t agree more,” Vi yelled from the bedroom.
Cory laughed and sipped her coffee.


“Hi Mamá,” Vi said, connecting the call while driving. “You’ll never guess what I did this past weekend.”
“Let’s see,” Josie said, “did you go to bars and try to sell your customers more liquor?”
Vi laughed. “No, I didn’t work this weekend. I went dancing!” she exclaimed. “We did the salsa and rumba and we even did the tango!”
“Good for you. When you say we, do you mean Cory, the woman you play volleyball with?”
Vi chuckled. “Yes ma’am. We’re still on different volleyball teams but we’re on the same side in everything else.” Vi smiled at the mention of Cory’s name.
“How is your job?”
“It’s great. I have all my accounts up to date and am simply waiting for the promotion. In the meantime, I’ve been able to help Cory with the wholesale part of her business. The next time you and Papa come to visit I’ll take you by her store.”
“We’d love to see it.”
“It’s been nice working side by side with someone. Her store reminds me of yours.”
“I think you like her store because she’s in it,” Josie said.
Vi smiled. She knew her mother was right. She loved being with Cory every day.
“Maybe her store reminds you of ours because it has love in it,” Josie commented.
“I’m sure you’re right.” Vi had been thinking about her parents’ store and how she felt about it growing up. There were times when she’d be angry when one of them had to miss her volleyball game and she never understood why they were up there together while she and her brothers were in school. But her opinion was changing and she was beginning to understand as she worked with Cory in her store. They were able to target other locations that Cory could call on while Vi was at work. Then in the evenings they would go over her progress and make new targets for the next day.
“I can tell in our last few conversations how much you like Cory, or are you calling it what it is yet?”
“What?” Vi said, her mother’s voice bringing her back to their conversation.
“I think you know what I mean.”
“I like Cory very much.”
“And?” Josie said, drawing the word out.
Vi giggled. “Yes, Mamá, I’m in love with Cory Sloan. You can be too much sometimes!”
Josie’s laughter echoed through Vi’s car. “I know you, honey. You’re my daughter.”
“That I am,” Vi said. “I’ve got to go, Mom.”
“Have fun with Cory.”
Vi chuckled. “Bye.”
She wasn’t surprised her mom could tell she was in love with Cory. Vi felt it in her entire being. It came through when she talked about Cory and she was sure people could probably tell by just looking at her. Vi certainly felt it when Cory looked at her. There was something in those blue eyes. When they met hers they said, “I love you.”


“Every time I walk in here, you two are staring at that computer. Do you plan to sell liquor to everyone in the metroplex?” CeCe asked as she stood in the doorway to Cory’s office.
Cory looked up at her and smiled. “That’s not all we do in here.” She put her finger on Vi’s chin and turned it towards her, giving her a sweet kiss.
“Back rooms in the Sloan sisters’ stores, you’d better watch out,” CeCe muttered.
“We have opened so many new accounts I may have to hire a salesperson to help me with our wholesale business. The Liquor Box is thriving!”
“It should be, you’ve been doing this for weeks now. Mom is on my ass to have everyone over for Sunday lunch. She’s complaining because she never sees you unless she comes into the stores,” CeCe said.
Cory shrugged. “We’ve been busy.” She glanced at Vi and raised her eyebrows.
“Busy? Let’s see, you’ve been going dancing and I’m sure you’ve checked out a few bars, oh,” CeCe said, “and there’s the lake.”
“It’s too cold to go to the lake,” Vi said.
“Well, you’re going somewhere.”
“Just because you and Alexis prefer to stay home doesn’t mean Violet and I have to. We love to dance,” Cory said. “It’s like making love with your clothes on.”
Vi draped her arm across Cory’s shoulders. “That’s a perfect way to describe it. You and Alexis should give it a try, CeCe.”
“We’ll teach you,” Cory offered.
“Maybe you should talk to Marina about finding you a house then you’d know why home sweet home can be so much fun,” CeCe suggested.
Cory looked over at Vi and grinned. “Ella is actually keeping us in mind if she comes across something.”
“Really?” Vi asked.
“Yeah, a few weeks ago when we went to that opening together—” Cory began.
“Oh yeah, I did your hair. Y’all looked so good,” CeCe said.
“Thank you,” Vi replied.
“Anyway, Ella said we looked like we belonged together and she’d be looking for a house for us,” Cory said.
“Oh, that’s great. I never know if y’all are staying at Vi’s or at your place.”
“Can you blame me for wanting to keep you to myself?” Cory said, cupping the side of Vi’s face. “It’s been great so far.” Vi smiled.
“Oh my God! It’s so sweetly sappy in here I may throw up!” CeCe exclaimed.
Vi laughed. “It surprised us too, CeCe.”
“She and Alexis are no different than us, babe,” Cory said, staring at her sister.
CeCe laughed. “You’re right. I get all ooey gooey when she walks into the salon.”
“Okay,” Cory said. “We’ll come to Sunday dinner.”
“What can we bring?” Vi asked.
“Yourselves!” CeCe exclaimed.
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“L et’s make fun mocktails for Sunday dinner with your mom,” Vi said. “CeCe won’t let me bring anything.”
“There’s nothing to bring, babe. They’re making burgers,” Cory replied.
“I could make baked beans.”
“Cat’s bringing baked beans.”
“How about a dessert?”
“Mom’s bringing a cake,” Cory said.
“Chips! Can we at least bring chips!”
Cory chuckled and walked over to put her arms around Vi. “Babe, it’s okay. We don’t have to bring anything.”
“We should. It’s the nice thing to do.”
“When we have these dinners I usually bring beer and wine,” Cory said.
“Then can we please make some of your yummy mocktails or the real thing?” Vi asked.
“Yes, we can do whatever drinks you want. It’s sweet you want to take something.”
Vi smiled and sank into Cory’s embrace. “They’re my family now.”
Cory leaned back and looked into her eyes. “We are a family, aren’t we?”
“We are our own little family,” Vi replied.
“I love our family,” Cory said. She leaned in and kissed Vi tenderly. Cory’s heart melted with love for this woman. Vi could make her weak in the knees with the simplest words or a look or a touch.
“Okay, I’m going in the back to find another case of wine to put on the display at the front,” Vi said.
“I can help you with that when Taylor comes in,” Cory said.
“It’s okay. I’ll find the wine and be right back,” Vi replied, walking to the storage room in the back of the store.
“Wait a minute,” Cory said, reaching for Vi’s arm. “I’m going to start paying you if you keep working in the store on your time off. That’s all there is to it.”
“Paying me?” Vi scoffed.
“Yes, you work in this store almost as much as I do,” Cory said.
“I do not.” Vi sighed. “I have the time right now. My accounts are all set. I don’t need to call on any customers. This is my payment for all the extra hours I’ve spent over the years going to bars and restaurants at night when I could’ve been home.”
“Does your boss know?”
“Yes, Diane suggested it.”
“Huh?”
Vi chuckled. “Diane suggested that I take a few afternoons off because once I get the promotion I’ll be busy again until I get settled in. How I choose to spend those afternoons is up to me.” She put her arms around Cory and kissed her. “I love being here with you.”
Cory smiled and gazed into Vi’s eyes. She could see the delight. “I love you being here with me.”
“I’ll be right back,” Vi said with a wink.
Cory watched her walk to the back of the store and shook her head. “I’m the luckiest person in the fucking world.” She went over to replenish the items on the counter by the register when the bell over the door jingled.
A couple walked into the store and Cory turned around to help them.
“Oh, my God,” Cory gasped. “You must be Violet’s mother.”
“I am,” Josie said proudly.
“I can see where Violet gets her beauty,” Cory gushed. Realizing what she said, she widened her eyes. “Oh shit…I mean,” Cory stammered. “I didn’t mean any disrespect.”
Vi’s father gave her a wry smile. “Her beauty makes me act like a fool as well. I’m Violet’s father, Alberto,” he said, holding out his hand. “I guess you’re Cory?”
Cory took it and gave him a relieved smile.
“She told us you were funny and quite beautiful,” Josie said with a grin.
“Uh, did she say I’m an idiot as well?” Cory took a deep breath. “I’m so sorry. Welcome, it’s so nice to meet you both. Let me get Violet for you.”
“Hey babe,” Vi said, coming in from the back. “I found a case of—Mamá! Papá!” Vi hurried and hugged her parents. When she turned to introduce them to Cory, her father held up his hand.
“We’ve met Cory,” Alberto said.
Cory looked down at her feet and back at Vi. She shrugged. “I’ve already embarrassed you.”
Vi chuckled and put her arm around Cory. “I’m sure you haven’t.”
“I think adorable is the word Vi used,” Josie said with a grin.
Vi smiled at Cory. “I did and I love her,” she added.
“Thank God.” Cory looked at Vi lovingly.
“Hold on, I don’t remember anything about love,” Alberto protested.
“Oh, Daddy, stop!” Vi said. “You can’t scare her away.”
“Oh, I don’t think anything can keep her from you. I’ve seen how she looks at you,” Josie said.
“Just like you and Dad look at each other.”
Vi’s parents shared a look and smiled at their daughter.
“I thought you’d be here later tonight,” Vi said.
“We decided to surprise you,” Josie said. “You keep talking about going dancing and your dad and I want to go.”
“We can make that happen,” Vi said enthusiastically.
“But first, we want to see this magnificent store and shopping center that Vi has told us so much about,” Alberto said, looking around the store.
Cory gazed at Vi and grinned. “Show them around.”
Vi scoffed. “It's your store.”
Cory tilted her head. “Violet, it’s ours. You’ve done as much as I have to make it a success.”
Vi smirked and looked at her parents. “That’s not true. I’ve been helping Cory lately because I haven’t been as busy at work.”
“This layout is perfect,” Alberto said. “Have you grouped the spirits to make it easy for your customers to see their options?”
“Yeah. This was Cory’s genius,” Vi said. “For example, these wines are of a certain taste and they go up in price as you walk this way.”
“It wasn’t my genius. I simply researched store layouts and tried to determine which would be best for ours. I do rotate the products often to keep it fresh and so returning customers see a variety,” Cory said.
“Josie and I do the same thing with rotation of products and also with sale items. There’s a real science to store layout,” Alberto said.
“I know!” Cory exclaimed. “I tried to explain that to my sisters.”
“Cory also helped CeCe with product placement at her salon and store layout with Cat in her bookstore,” Vi explained.
“I’m eager to see this bookstore. You know how I love books,” Josie said.
They walked around the store and Cory was taken by Vi’s exuberance and her knowledge. She looked like she belonged there.
Whoa, Cory thought. Stop thinking that way. Vi’s going to be the VP of Sales for Spec’s, not running The Liquor Box with you. She smiled as Vi showed her parents the back room and Cory’s office.
“A girl can dream,” she said softly.
“What are you dreaming about?” Taylor said from behind Cory.
“Shit, Taylor! Are you trying to scare me to death!”
“Sorry, boss. I thought you heard me come in.”
“That bell did not ring!” Cory exclaimed, whirling around and pointing at the front door.
“Oh, yeah. I came in from CeCe’s salon. I had to buy product. I can’t keep this hair looking this great without a little help,” Taylor explained.
“Sorry, you just startled me.” Cory chuckled. She started to walk towards Vi and her parents, but turned around to face Taylor. “You’re right. Your hair does look awesome.”
Taylor grinned and patted the mass of hair that was sticking straight up.
Cory waited while Vi and her parents walked back to the front of the store and stopped at the entrance to CeCe’s salon.
“Taylor, these are Violet’s parents, Josie and Alberto Valdez,” Cory said, making the introduction.
“Oh wow, it’s so nice to meet you. I love it when Vi hangs out at the store with us. Cory is so happy when she’s around.”
Cory’s mouth fell open. “Am I not happy when Violet’s not here?”
“Yeah, but not like when she’s here. We have fun.”
“I understand, Taylor,” Josie said. “We always had fun at our store when Vi worked with me.”
“We did have fun, didn’t we,” Vi said, smiling at her mom.
“Violet has also helped me with the wholesale part of the business,” Cory said.
“That’s how you two met, isn’t it?” Alberto asked.
Cory looked at Vi and raised her eyebrows. “Yes. Your daughter can be a ruthless businesswoman. It’s been very helpful for her to use that on our store’s behalf and not against it.”
“Ruthless?” Vi said.
“You know it’s true,” Cory replied.
Vi’s parents laughed behind them and Vi gasped then she began to laugh as well. “You’re right, I can be, but it’s only business.”
Cory grinned. “Come on, let’s show them the rest of the shopping center.”
They walked over and Vi introduced them to CeCe. She gave them an impromptu tour of her salon while Cory and Vi followed behind.
Cory felt Vi tug on her hand and they stopped.
“You keep saying, our store,” Vi said.
“It is our store, babe,” Cory said, furrowing her brow. “Do you not know that?” She smiled and tilted her head. “We’re together, meant to be, forever, right?”
Vi nodded. “Yeah, but…”
“What’s mine is ours and has been since you walked through that door. Do you have any idea how much our profits have increased since you’ve been helping me in our store?”
“Well, yeah. I know. I read the financials and look at sales every day with you,” Vi said.
“You’re part of The Liquor Box now, Violet. It’s yours, too.”
The smile that grew on Vi’s face melted Cory’s heart. Vi was once so good at making Cory swear and now she filled her heart with love. “Thank you for saying that. It means as much to me for our store to do well as it does for my…” Vi knitted her brows together. “It means more to me that our store does well than any of the Spec’s stores. Uh oh. Shhh, don’t tell my boss,” Vi said then snickered.
“Your secret is safe with me.”
Vi surprised Cory with a sweet kiss and she felt something shift between them. Maybe Vi needed to hear that the store was hers, too. Whatever it was, Cory felt like they were truly in this together and nothing could stop them.
“Hey, lovebirds,” CeCe said, walking up to them with Vi’s parents. “Josie is ready for a book.”
“She’s not the only one who reads,” Alberto objected.
“I’m sure Cat can fix you both up,” Cory said, still holding Vi’s hand. “Right this way.”
“Thanks, CeCe. The next time we come for a visit, I’m making a hair appointment,” Josie said.
“I’m happy to help,” CeCe replied.
They walked through the entrance to Your Next Great Read and Alberto nodded. “I can see this is your work, Cory. Nicely done.”
“Thank you. It’s a science,” she replied.
“It is,” he agreed with a grin.
Cory introduced Vi’s parents to Cat and let her show them around the bookstore.
“I love your parents,” Cory said to Vi.
Vi smiled. “They’re all right.”
Cory chuckled. “Are you sure it’s okay for me to stay with you tonight at your place with them there?”
“Yes! I’m not spending a night away from you just because my parents are here. They know what we do, Corrine.”
“Shh, they might hear you,” Cory whispered loudly.
Vi chuckled. “We’re grown women.”
“Yeah, we are, but you’re still their little girl and only daughter.”
“And you are my love and I’m not spending a night without you, no matter what. You are now stuck with me.”
“What a perfect place to be stuck,” Cory said in a sultry tone.
“Don’t I know it,” Vi replied, her voice just as low and sexy.
“Stop it,” Cory whispered. “Your parents are right over there!”
Vi laughed, kissed Cory on the lips, and went to join her parents.
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C ory was in the kitchen making breakfast when Josie walked in.
“Good morning. Would you like a cup of coffee?”
“Yes please,” Josie replied and sat down at the island.
“I’m warming these amazing cinnamon rolls Violet and I treat ourselves to occasionally. They are so good. You and Alberto have to try them.”
Josie smiled. “I love how you call her Violet. She doesn’t allow many people to do that.”
Cory chuckled and sat down across from Josie. “I know, but it’s such a beautiful name and she’s a beautiful woman.”
Josie nodded and sipped her coffee. “I don’t know when we last danced that much. Thank you for taking us last night.”
“It has become one of our favorite places. Violet was surprised when she found out I could salsa. She’s taught me how to rumba and tango since then.”
“You two are natural partners.”
“It doesn’t look strange to see two women dancing around the floor?” Cory asked.
“Not at all when you’re so good at it,” Josie replied.
“I love dancing with Violet,” Cory said dreamily.
“I think you’d love anything as long as you’re doing it with my daughter,” Josie remarked.
Cory nodded. “I would.”
“I’ve heard a difference in Vi during our phone conversations, and now I can see it, too.”
“I hope it’s a good difference,” Cory said, raising her eyebrows and sipping her coffee.
“Oh, it is. She’s more carefree,” Josie explained. “Vi has always been focused on her career and going forward.”
“Believe me, she still is.”
“Yes, but she’s finding time to do things that give her joy. She didn’t do that before.”
“Maybe it’s because she’s waiting for that promotion. She doesn’t have to be out hustling new accounts like she once did.” Cory chuckled. “However, she’s been helping me secure more and more new accounts for the wholesale part of the store.”
“I’m not surprised.”
“She also works with me in the store, which surprised me. When she first told me about your store and the Spec’s stores she managed, I got the impression she didn’t want to do that ever again.”
“Oh, I know. Isn’t it funny how things change when there’s a reason to be somewhere?”
“I’m not sure I understand,” Cory said.
“Vi has rediscovered her love of helping customers—which is what she always excelled at—by being with you in the store. I’m sure it came right back to her and she loves doing it again and being side by side with you. That’s why Alberto and I love working at our store. We are together. Now, it doesn’t work for all couples, but it certainly has for us. Vi never understood that, but I think she’s beginning to now.”
“I’d like nothing more than for Violet to work with me every day, but she’s going to be the VP at Spec’s,” Cory said.
“She doesn’t have to be.”
“I could never ask her to give up her dream to work in a liquor store,” Cory said.
“That’s not her dream. It was simply a goal. I think you are her dream,” Josie said with a smile.
Cory smiled at Josie. She’d known since almost the beginning that Vi was the woman she wanted to spend her life with. Her dreams were coming true.
“She’s never talked about a girlfriend, lived with a girlfriend,” Josie said, widening her eyes, “or wanted to work with a girlfriend like she has with you. One reason Bertie and I wanted to come visit was to meet you.”
“Oh,” Cory said. She could feel her cheeks begin to warm.
Josie reached out her hand and patted Cory’s. “It’s okay, don’t get nervous. We can see how much you love our daughter.”
“I do,” Cory said.
“You do what?” Vi asked, breezing into the kitchen. “Good morning,” she added, squeezing her mom’s shoulders. She kissed Cory on the lips and walked over to pour herself a cup of coffee.
“Cory was just telling me about these cinnamon rolls warming in the oven,” Josie said, smiling at Cory.
“You’ll love them! Is Daddy sleeping in?”
“I am not,” Alberto said, joining them in the kitchen. He kissed Josie on the cheek and sat down next to her. “Would you pour your old man a cup of coffee, please? I feel old this morning after dancing so much last night. Your mother wouldn’t let me sit down.”
They all laughed and Vi set a steaming cup of coffee in front of him.
“I’m glad you enjoyed it. I was so surprised when Cory told me she could salsa. If I didn’t know it before, that’s when I knew she was the one for me,” Vi said as she sat down next to her.
“When we found out the dance studio held dances most weekends it became one of our favorite date nights,” Cory added.
“What are our plans for the day?” Alberto asked.
“I know Mom wanted to do a little shopping then I wanted to take you to the art gallery that I’ve been telling you about,” Vi said.
“Are you going to Gia’s?” Cory asked.
“Yes, but can’t you come with us?”
“It depends. Randi is opening this morning, but she needs off before Taylor comes in,” Cory said.
“I’m not sure I want to go shopping,” Alberto said. “Would you mind if I went to the store with you?”
Cory beamed. “I’d love for you to join me.” She wasn’t sure if Vi’s father reminded her of her own father or simply made her miss him more. Whatever it was, she and Alberto had hit it off. Cory knew she could learn from him how to keep her store successful and it was a bonus if he’d share stories about Vi growing up.
“You don’t want to go shopping?” Josie giggled. “Who will hold my purse when my hands are full?”
Alberto chuckled. “That’s the idea, maybe you won’t buy as many things.”
“Are you sure?” Vi gazed at Cory.
She nodded. “Enjoy a little mother-daughter time.”
“I’ll tell you what,” Vi said. “You do your store stuff, Mom and I will do our shopping, then we can all meet for lunch and go to the gallery together.”
They all agreed and as Cory got up to take the cinnamon rolls out of the oven, her phone rang. “Can you see who that is, babe?”
Vi picked up the phone. “It’s CeCe,” she said, connecting the call. “Hey, CeCe, Cory’s making breakfast. Just a sec.”
“Put her on speaker,” Cory said.
“You’re on speaker, CeCe.”
“Vi’s parents are sitting right here,” Cory warned her.
CeCe laughed on the other end of the call. “I’m not the one you have to worry about. You’re the one with the colorful language. Hey, we want Josie and Alberto to come to Sunday lunch tomorrow.”
Josie and Alberto shared a look.
“We have to be back tomorrow afternoon,” Alberto said.
“Don’t tell me, you’re working tomorrow evening,” Vi said, exasperated.
“No, I am not,” Alberto stated. “I’m keeping your favorite nephews while their parents go out of town.”
“Oh,” Vi said curtly. “Sorry, Dad.”
“No problem. Let’s change Sunday lunch to Saturday supper,” CeCe said.
“You don’t have to do that,” Vi said.
“We want to. Don’t try to get out of it now, Vi. Mom can’t wait to see you, and your folks will be a bonus. You and Cory will be on the hotseat!” CeCe’s laughter echoed from the phone.
“Why does she seem to be getting such joy from this?” Vi asked Cory.
“Because she’s my mean little sister!” Cory said loudly.
“Have a fun day,” CeCe said. “I’ll text you the details after I talk to Mom and Cat. Bye.”
Josie chuckled. “You must have had a lot of fun growing up with two little sisters.”
“Probably about as much fun as Vi did growing up with little brothers. They are annoying,” Cory said.
“I couldn’t agree more.”
Josie and Alberto both laughed.


“What do you think?” Vi asked as she walked out of the fitting room.
“You look beautiful, but when will you wear that dress?” Josie asked.
“Cory and I get dressed up for dates some nights and I could wear it to an opening at the gallery.”
“Let me buy it for you,” Josie said.
“What? No, Mom. I can buy the dress.”
“What about a wedding dress? I think we’ll be shopping for one soon,” Josie said with a smile.
Vi looked at her mother, surprised at first, but really, it wasn’t that far fetched. “I haven’t imagined my wedding since I was a little girl, but then I found Cory. I want to marry her someday,” Vi said wistfully.
“Why wait?” Josie asked.
Vi raised her brows in astonishment. “We haven’t even talked about it.”
“Don’t you think she wants to marry you?”
“Well, yes. I mean, we want to be together forever.” Vi shrugged. “We never spend a night apart.”
“Then get married. Let’s look at wedding dresses,” Josie said with excitement.
“Mom, we have to get engaged first.”
“Ask her.”
“Uh,” Vi scoffed. “Slow down.”
“Why? You and Cory certainly haven’t taken things slowly.”
“Does that bother you?” Vi asked, narrowing her eyes.
Josie shook her head. “I was a little concerned at first, but you sounded so happy on the phone.”
“And now?”
Josie smiled. “I’ve met Cory and I think you’ll have a happy life together.”
Vi sighed with relief. “Oh, thank you, Mom,” she said, hugging her.
“It’s obvious how much she loves you and supports your choices.”
Vi knit her brows together. “What do you mean, my choices?”
“Just that she supports your career goals.”
“Why wouldn’t she?”
“You seem very happy working in the store with her.”
“Oh,” Vi said. “I am, but Cory knows it’s just until my promotion comes through.”
“She told me that, also. But she enjoys you being there, too.”
Vi smiled and tilted her head. “Okay, Mom. I get it. I now understand why you and Dad liked working in the store together. I’m sorry I was such a little brat about it when I was younger.”
Josie smiled and patted Vi on the back. “Thank you for saying that, but more importantly, I’m glad you’ve experienced it with someone you love.”
“I do love her,” Vi said with a smile. “Hey, let me change. There happens to be a shop where they sell wedding dresses a couple of doors down. Maybe we could just walk through.”
Josie nodded and grinned.
Once they paid for their purchases they walked into the dress shop and began to look around.
“Cory’s sister, CeCe, just got engaged not too long ago,” Vi told Josie. “The day after is when Cory and I went on our first official date. I asked her out that night, but CeCe was popping the question and they had a little surprise engagement party after that.”
“So that’s when things began to speed up?” Josie asked.
Vi chuckled. “I guess you could say that. I had come by Cory’s happy hour bar a few times.” Vi stopped. “Did I tell you that she made me the most delicious non-alcoholic cocktails because she knew alcohol makes my head hurt?”
“Now that’s true love,” Josie said.
“Mom!” Vi laughed. “But you’re not wrong. That was such a nice thing to do.”
“She liked you,” Josie remarked.
“We liked each other. Even when I was trying to outsell her, I couldn’t get her out of my head and it had nothing to do with liquor sales.”
Josie giggled.
“Oh my God! I need to shut up. You’re my mother, I don’t need to be telling you this stuff.”
That brought a bark of laughter from Josie. “You don’t think your dad and I felt that way? Let me tell you something, my daughter, it just gets better.”
Vi smiled at her mother and knew what she said was true. Every day she was with Cory was better and better.
“I can tell by that smile on your face that you know what I’m talking about.”
Vi nodded. “Sometimes I can’t believe it. I never dreamed life could be like this. I have everything I’ve ever wanted.”
“And what’s that?”
“I have an amazing woman who is in love with me and my career is where I’d hoped it would be. It’s all coming together,” Vi explained.
“Well, I think you have a very important question to ask Cory.”
Vi turned from the dress she was gazing at and grinned. “Maybe Cory needs to ask me.”
Josie threw her head back and laughed. “Like you would ever let her beat you to the punch.”
Vi laughed along with her. “You know me so well. Come on, we’d better go. Cory and Dad are going to wonder where we are.”
As they walked back to Vi’s car she thought about what her mom had said. Maybe she did need to ask Cory an important question.
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V i and Cory introduced her parents to Cory’s mom and they immediately began an animated conversation.
“Wow, they hit it off,” Vi said, following Cory to the island where CeCe and Alexis were setting up the food.
“I’m not surprised,” Cory said, turning to Vi. “Your parents kind of remind me of my parents.”
Vi tilted her head and looked over where Christine, Josie, and Alberto were laughing. “I can see that.”
“Hey, I thought we were having burgers,” Cory said.
“Change of plans,” CeCe replied. “We decided that building your own tacos would be more fun.”
“Then it’s a good thing I brought you a jar of my famous salsa,” Vi said, setting the jar on the island.
“Yummy!” Alexis exclaimed. “Cory told us you made salsa and I wasn’t sure if she meant the dance or the sauce.”
“We have offered to teach you and CeCe the dance,” Vi said, chuckling.
Alexis leaned in closer to Vi. “Is it really like making love with your clothes on?”
Vi grinned. “If you do it right.”
“Then we’re in. When’s our first lesson?”
Vi laughed, putting her arm around Cory's waist. She followed Cory’s gaze and saw Cat introducing her friend, Elena, to her parents. She noticed her father was carrying on a conversation as if he knew her. “Did you and Dad hang out in the bookstore today?”
“We did while we were waiting to meet you for lunch. What took y’all so long?”
“Uh, we just lost track of time,” Vi replied, not wanting to tell Cory they were looking at wedding dresses. That was a conversation for another time. “They look rather friendly.”
Cory glanced over at them. “Yeah, your dad and Elena talked about some book they had both read.”
“I think Elena is becoming a part of the family,” CeCe observed quietly.
“Hey,” Cat said as she and Elena walked up to them. “Elena came along because…”
“Because she’s more than welcome to be here,” Alexis said.
“Thanks, Alexis.” Elena smiled.
“There’s been a development that I’ll tell you all about later. I don’t want a bunch of questions from Mom,” Cat said.
“What kind of development?” Cory asked.
Cat sighed. “Hattie is back in town.”
“What!” CeCe exclaimed.
“Shhh!” Cat shushed her. “What part of I’ll tell you later did you not understand?”
“Un uh,” Cory said, shaking her head. “She does not get to come back to town and upset you all over again.”
“It’s okay,” Elena said, giving Cat a sweet smile. “I’m helping Cat with it.”
Vi looked on and watched Cory and CeCe both narrow their eyes and look from Elena to Cat. She knew the Sloan sisters were close and it was admirable to see Cory and CeCe ready to defend their little sister. Vi met Alexis’s gaze and she shrugged. “Is this the ex whose name we don’t speak aloud?” Vi asked quietly.
Cat chuckled. “That’s Cory’s rule, not mine, Vi. But yes, Hattie’s my ex and she came waltzing into the store proclaiming her love for me, saying how she made a huge mistake.”
“She did make a mistake, but fuck her!” CeCe said.
“Sisters!” Cat whispered. “Later!”
Vi rubbed her hand across Cory’s back and could feel the tension. Cory had told her that Cat and Hattie had been in a long term relationship and Hattie ended it, out of the blue, leaving Cat devastated.
“Cory and I are going to teach CeCe and Alexis how to salsa,” Vi said, trying to steer the conversation away from Cat’s ex. “Would you and Elena like to learn, too?”
Cat gave Vi a grateful smile then looked at Elena. “That sounds like fun.”
Elena nodded. “It does.”
“Sure, count us in,” Cat said.
“What are y’all scheming about over there?” Christine asked from the kitchen table. “When those three sisters get together I have to keep a close eye on them,” she said to Vi’s parents.
“We’re not scheming, Mom. What would you like to drink? My beautiful partner has requested mocktails and I’m happy to be your bartender for the evening,” Cory said.
“Partner? That’s so formal. What happened to girlfriend?” Christine said in an amused voice.
“It’s simply the truth.” Cory smiled at Vi. “We’re in this together.”
“Then why don’t you live together?” Christine asked.
“Whoa!” Cory exclaimed.
“Told ya so,” CeCe teased. “Cory’s on the hotseat.”
“We are acting like bougie people who have more than one home,” Vi explained. “I think CeCe and Alexis did the same thing.” Vi winked at them, hoping to drag them into this as well.
“Nice try,” Alexis said. “But we are now living in this sweet little bungalow together.”
“Oh, this is fun,” Elena commented quietly to Cat.
“Isn’t it though,” Cat said.
“For everyone’s information, our friend Ella is keeping an eye out for a house for us,” Cory explained. “Now, how about those drink orders?”
Vi stood at the end of the island with Alexis as Cory mixed up a batch of tasty cocktails with and without alcohol. “How did you and CeCe decide to live here? Did y’all look at houses?”
“I loved her house because it felt like a home,” Alexis began. “So, I sold my house which was entirely too big for one person and we bought new furniture. We also went through our closets and donated things we rarely wore. That made it possible to fit our clothes into the two closets in the primary bedroom. Choosing the furniture together transformed the house into our home. It’s nothing like it was when CeCe lived here alone.”
“What a great idea. I love Cory’s home. It’s not big, but why would we need a huge house?” Vi said.
“Exactly. We didn’t need a big house either.”
“I’ve thought about selling my townhouse and investing in a certain business that I think is going to be wildly successful.”
Alexis chuckled. “Oh, I think I might know the property you’re speaking about.”
Vi grinned. “We could do the same thing and buy new furniture. I love that Cory’s house is so close to the shopping center.”
“We’re really happy with how things turned out,” Alexis said. “Now, I don’t guess you and Cory will be following behind us in the marriage department, would y’all?”
Vi raised her eyebrows. “How funny. My mother asked me the same thing today. I think her comment was: why wait?”
Alexis laughed. “I like your mother.”
“Are you and CeCe waiting and hoping for the big wedding that Christine won?” Vi asked.
“They’d better be!” Christine said from behind them.
Vi and Alexis both jumped. “Where did you come from?” Vi asked.
Christine laughed. “Oh, I’m always around, especially when there’s wedding talk that involves my girls.”
“Vi was telling me that you are newly engaged,” Josie said from where she stood next to Christine. “Congratulations.”
“How did they sneak up on us?” Vi asked Alexis.
All Alexis could do was shrug and smile. “Thank you.”
“Has Cory told you about the big wedding?” Christine asked.
Vi watched as Josie looked over at Cory who was staring at Vi, pleading for help.
“She’s your mother, babe.” Vi shrugged.
Cory’s eyes widened as she looked back down at the drink she was mixing.
Christine chuckled. “Several years ago one of the exclusive bridal shops in Dallas had a contest. Of course, I entered. What could be better than a huge wedding with three brides and their partners?”
“Three brides!” Alberto exclaimed.
“That’s right. The bridal shop saw the opportunity for the big promotion and we won!” Christine explained. “And there’s no expiration date on the offer.”
“That’s exciting!” Josie said, looking at Vi.
“It is, but not all three of us are engaged.” Cory pointed out.
“From what I understand, CeCe and Alexis are engaged,” Alberto said. “Are you not going to marry my daughter?”
Vi thought Cory’s eyes were going to pop out of her head. “Dad!”
Alberto laughed. “I’m sorry, Cory. You should see your face!”
Cory narrowed her eyes then laughed right along with Alberto. Vi wasn't sure what was happening.
“It’s okay, babe,” Cory said, handing Vi a drink. “Your dad has been teasing me all day about marriage and getting a house and…”
“Kids! Don’t leave out the kids,” Alberto added and laughed again.
“What the?” Vi exclaimed.
Cory stood beside Vi and put her arm around her. “We haven’t really talked about getting married and we’ll talk about it someday, but I’d never let anyone make a spectacle out of something as special as our wedding.”
Vi had no idea what to say. How had this conversation turned so quickly into talk about weddings and marriage?
“Are you okay?” Cory asked quietly.
Vi nodded. “How about those tacos!”
“Nice save,” Alexis murmured.
Vi stepped away from the island so people could build their tacos.
“I think all of this talk about weddings is your fault,” Vi said quietly to Alexis.
“My fault?”
“Yes, you and CeCe had to go and get engaged.”
Alexis laughed. “You didn’t even know us then.”
“I know you now!” Vi exclaimed.
“Listen, it’s obvious we’re going to be one big happy family someday.”
Vi smiled and watched Cory help her mom reach all the taco toppings. The Sloan sisters had accepted her with little drama and so had Christine. She couldn’t ask for a better family. Then she glanced at her parents as they filled their plates. Her mom had never said anything negative about her relationship with Cory. Even though it had started out rather volatile, Josie had encouraged Vi not to be mean to Cory. Vi chuckled at that particular memory.
Alberto and Cory must have had a good morning together because they had laughed and joked all through lunch. All four of them enjoyed the art gallery and Vi was confident Cory would fit in with her family. Her brothers had always supported her even though they were annoying when they were younger. Vi was sure they would love Cory as well.
Vi glanced over at Alexis. “You’re right. Next time it’s our turn to host the family dinner.”
Alexis grinned. “That’s the spirit!” She leaned in and added, “Hey, you don’t have to be married to be family.”
Vi nodded. “Let’s eat.”
Later that night, Vi was lying in bed with Cory’s head on her shoulder. She gently ran her hand up and down Cory’s back.
“Hey, babe,” Cory said, raising her head. “I’m sorry about all that talk about marriage and weddings tonight.”
“Hmm,” Vi murmured. “Maybe my dad is right. Do you not want to marry me?”
Cory’s eyes widened and she smiled. “Yes, well, we haven’t talked about it. Do you see marriage in your future?”
Vi smiled. “I see you in my future. You are my future. Yes, I’d love to be married to you someday. But this isn’t a proposal from either of us. We can do better.”
Cory giggled. “Yeah, we can. But Violet,” she said tenderly, “our future is beautiful.”
“Oh, baby. Just like you,” Vi said, bringing her lips to Cory’s and kissing her softly. As most of their kisses did, this one quickly became heated.
“Do you think your parents can hear us?” Cory said in a hoarse voice.
“I can be quiet, can you?”
Cory answered her with a kiss that radiated desire through Vi’s body. She felt Cory’s hand slide under her shirt and she forgot all about proposals, weddings, and marriages. All she felt was love for her Corrine.
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“I t was nice having your parents here this weekend,” Cory said. “I think they liked me.”
“Liked you? They love you, honey, just as I do,” Vi said. “I had told them so much about our up and down relationship, but you know what? My mom kept telling me: ‘You like this girl, hija, don’t you think you could be friends? Be nice to her,’” Vi said, imitating Josie’s voice.
“Be nice to her?” Cory laughed. “Oh wait a minute! The day of the volleyball game you told me your mom was praying for me! I remember that now!”
Vi laughed. “I asked her why she’d be praying for you and she said she was praying that I wouldn’t be mean to you.”
“You were never mean to me,” Cory said, pulling Vi down to sit on the couch with her.
“I tried to be, but I just couldn’t do it,” Vi said in a frustrated voice. “It’s these lips.” Vi kissed Cory sweetly. “I wanted to kiss them and now I get to and I can’t get enough.”
Cory giggled. “These lips love you.” She tugged Vi closer and kissed her deeply. Cory eased down on the couch and pulled Vi on top of her. “How about we stay right here and make out all afternoon.”
“I’m up for that,” Vi said, pressing her lips to Cory’s once again.
Cory’s phone began to ring where it sat on the coffee table. “Don’t answer it,” Cory mumbled.
Vi reached for it and looked at the screen. “It’s Ella. You’d better get it.”
Cory connected the call. “Hi, Ella. I’ve got you on speaker with Violet.”
“Oh good. I don’t mean to bother y’all on a Sunday, but I think I’ve found you a house,” Ella said.
“Oh yeah?”
“Yeah, would you want to look at it today?”
Cory smiled at Vi and shrugged.
“Yes, we can look at it today,” Vi said.
“I’ll text you the address and meet you there. Is now okay?”
“Yep, we’ll see you there. Thanks, Ella.” Cory ended the call and looked at Vi. “So much for making out all afternoon.”
“Come on, babe. This won’t take all afternoon.”
“And then we can come back here and pick up where we left off?”
“Absolutely. Hey, thanks for being so nice to my parents this weekend,” Vi said, standing up.
“I wasn’t being nice. I really like them and enjoyed having them here.”
“Our little family is turning into a big family,” Vi said.
“A big, happy family,” Cory added, reaching for Vi’s hands as she helped her up.
They drove to the address Ella had texted them and pulled into the driveway. The house was a lighter colored brick, with dark trim and a yellow door that gave it a pop of color.
“Oh wow, this is nice,” Cory said.
“It is,” Vi said.
Cory glanced at Vi, hearing something in her voice. “What is it? You don’t like it?”
“No, it’s not that. I’m just surprised. This isn’t far from the store and it kind of looks like us.”
“Ella knows her stuff and us,” Cory said. “There she is now.”
“She brought Gia with her.” Vi waved as they got out of the car.
“Hey,” Gia said. “I decided to come along and see if this was the right house for y’all.”
Ella shook her head. “I keep trying to tell her that I know what I'm doing.”
“Look at them,” Gia said. “They’re almost as cute as we are.”
Cory and Vi laughed as they held hands.
“You’re opposites attract and enemies to lovers all rolled into one cute couple,” Gia said, using her finger to draw circles in the air in front of them.
Cory smirked. “I have light hair and Vi has dark hair. Other than that we are quite similar.”
“We do like a lot of the same things,” Vi agreed.
“Let’s see if you like this house,” Ella said, unlocking the front door.
They walked into the large open living area. The kitchen was in the back of the space with an area for a dining table.
“I love these open living spaces. There are no walls to keep you from each other. If you need your own space there are rooms down the hall for that,” Ella explained. “Our house is open like this so we’ll be able to keep our eyes on the kids.”
“Kids?” Cory said, looking over at Gia.
“Oh, no. There’s only one in here, but we’re planning to have more.”
“This is wide open,” Vi said, holding her arms out from her sides. She walked over to a large island that separated the kitchen from the living area and ran her hand along the top of it.
“What is it, babe? You seem…surprised,” Cory said.
Vi sighed and turned to face Cory. “I was going to suggest that we live at your house. I was talking to Alexis and she told me how they transformed CeCe’s house into their house.”
“What about your townhouse?”
“I planned to sell it and we could use part of the money to update yours and the rest I wanted to put into the store,” Vi explained.
“What?” Cory couldn’t believe her ears. “That store is already yours, you don’t have to put money into it.”
“I know that, babe, but I want to,” Vi said. “It’s a good investment.”
“The cutest,” Gia said quietly.
Cory and Vi both looked at her and smirked.
“When Ella and I got married, I was living in a little guest house on her parents’ property. We loved that little house and stayed there until we needed to move,” Gia said, patting her belly.
“It sounds like Vi has thought about this and wants to invest in your future in every way. But if I may…” Ella said, holding up one finger. “This is really a nice home and it made me think of you two. Let’s look at it—”
“And make our decision even harder?” Vi asked.
Ella chuckled. “Exactly.”
“I thought your company name was Make It Easy,” Cory said.
“It will be easy, once you see all your options,” Ella replied.
“Okay,” Vi said, taking Cory’s hand. “Lead the way.”
“Let me show you the features of the kitchen, then I want to walk out these large doors to the backyard.”
“Do these open or slide out of the way?” Cory asked. “It’s like you can’t tell if they're doors or windows, but whatever they are they give you such a nice view of the backyard.”
“They are folding glass doors,” Ella said.
“Oh, I’ve heard of these, but haven’t seen a house with them,” Gia said.
Ella opened and folded the doors back, making a large opening into the backyard and patio.
“Oh wow! That is so cool!” Vi exclaimed. “With some nice patio furniture and that ceiling fan going we could be out here most of the spring and fall.”
“I can picture that,” Cory said, walking out on the patio. She smiled and turned to Vi. “We could string up lights like the ones in the bedroom at the townhouse.”
Vi’s eyes widened. “Oh, I like that!”
“As you can tell, the house is in the shape of an L. The patio extends to the end of the house then the backyard opens up all the way across,” Ella explained.
“Hmm, we could put in a pool!” Cory exclaimed, looking over at Vi.
“The kids would love that!” Gia said.
Cory and Vi both whipped their heads around and stared at her.
“My kids,” she clarified, rubbing her belly.
“That’s twice in two days someone has mentioned kids around us,” Vi said, gazing at Cory with her brows raised.
“Just because someone says it doesn’t mean you have to have kids,” Gia said. “I was talking about our kids. Surely you’re going to invite us over. We’re friends, duh!”
Vi and Cory both laughed. “Yes, we’re friends,” Cory agreed. “Plus, Violet is going to make me an aunt. We would be happy to include your kids because I’m telling you, we are exceptional aunts.”
“I’m sure you will be,” Ella said. “Our kids could use a few more aunts. Come inside, we’ll see the backyard again from the primary suite.”
They followed Ella back into the house and down a hallway.
“There are two guest bedrooms here with a shared bath that’s easily accessible from the main living area,” Ella pointed out.
Cory and Vi walked through each bedroom and the bathroom.
“Then down this hallway is the primary suite. Just wait until you see this bath,” Ella said.
They walked into the primary bedroom which was quite large. Another large door with floor to ceiling windows opened up to the backyard.
“Oh, Ella, this is gorgeous,” Vi exclaimed.
“You can see there’s another smaller patio right through the door,” Ella said.
“Look in here,” Gia said from the bathroom.
Cory joined her where there was a large tub with a separate shower on one side and two sinks below large mirrors on the other.
“I don’t think you’ll have any problem with closet space,” Gia said.
A door in the bathroom opened into a generous closet with two built in chests.
“This is amazing,” Vi said, taking it all in.
“We’re going to go back to the living area and let you roam around,” Ella said, taking Gia’s hand and leaving the room.
Vi walked back into the bedroom and gazed out the large windows to the backyard. Cory stood beside her and could see them ending their day together in this room.
“Is this what we’re supposed to do?” Vi asked, stepping in front of Cory and holding both her hands. “Do we fall in love, buy a house, have kids, and then what? Do we grow old together?”
Cory tilted her head and smiled. “You just described a typical timeline for most people. But Violet, we aren’t most people. We can do this however we want. It’s our time, remember? That’s what you told me that day at the lake. We get to do our life together however we decide.”
“I love you,” Vi said.
“And I love you. But maybe this is too much. We’re still waiting for your promotion. These are big life things happening all at once. I don’t care where we live as long as we’re together. We can keep doing what we’re doing until it’s the right time.”
Vi smiled. “This feels like the right time. I can see us in this house.”
“Why do you still seem surprised by that?”
Vi shrugged. “I had this idea of us repainting and buying new furniture, making your house ours.”
Cory squeezed Vi’s hands and waited.
“I have found since falling in love with you, just when I think I know what’s going to happen, something better comes along,” Violet said.
“Hmm.” Cory grinned. “Since falling in love with you, everything is better.”
“Is it? I want to make you happier than you ever dreamed,” Vi said.
“You already do.” Cory wanted to be sure Vi understood how happy she had made her and the best way to do that was with a kiss. When their lips met Cory’s heart opened and all the love Vi had put there plus the love Cory had for her flowed into Vi’s heart. The moan vibrating deep in Vi’s throat let Cory know Vi felt it too.
They pulled apart and Vi said, “What do you see when you look in this backyard?”
Cory smiled, put her arm around Vi, and looked out over the yard. “I see your nephews playing.”
“I have more than just nephews.”
“I can’t wait to meet my new family,” Cory said.
“Those kids won’t be here but a couple of times a year, if that. What else do you see?”
“I see us sitting on this little patio gazing up at the stars or talking about our day. I see us working side by side in the office we make out of one of the guest rooms.”
“Go on.” Vi smiled, rubbing her hand up and down Cory’s back.
“I see us cooking together in that nice kitchen, but I also see us doing what we were doing before Ella called.”
“Making out in our living room.” Vi giggled.
Cory nodded. “But the best part,” she said, taking Vi’s hand and turning them around to gaze at the bedroom, “is that I see us here, where I’ll get to go to sleep with you next to me and wake up the next morning even more in love with you.”
“How about the part before we go to sleep?” Vi said, raising her eyebrows.
Cory smiled. “We’ll be making love for years in this house or wherever we live.”
“Oh, baby. I see those things too, but it’s such a new vision for me. I thought I would be alone, running this fucking liquor business and that’s it. No partner, no kids, keeping in touch with my family. With you, all of that has changed. Did you think you’d ever find someone?”
“I hoped, but I never saw myself as a mom. I thought I’d be an aunt someday.” Cory shrugged.
Vi raised her eyebrows with a question and Cory knew what she was asking.
“CeCe isn’t having kids, but you never know with Cat. Our quiet little sister constantly surprises us.”
“But, like you said, you are an aunt now.” Vi put her arms around Cory’s waist and pulled her in close. “Because I’m never letting you go. It’s you and me, baby, forever and ever.”
Cory chuckled. “That would be my happily-ever-after.”
“Let’s get this house and make it our home,” Vi said with hope in her eyes.
“Are you sure? This isn’t too much too fast?”
Vi shook her head. “Nope, it’s our time, baby.”
Cory felt like her heart was going to explode. The most amazing woman was in love with her and this was where they would make their home. “Let’s go tell Ella and Gia.”
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“I ’m so glad you took the morning to make deliveries with me,” Cory said, glancing over at Vi.
Vi chuckled. “It’s amazing how nice Jelena and Chris were to me while we were at Betty’s. They were nice enough before, but when you told them our news it was as if a switch flipped.”
“They liked you from the beginning. I really think Chris wanted to take your offer, but was afraid he’d lose my friendship. The way you helped me restructure his deal made it that much sweeter.”
“Have you noticed we make a good team?” Vi said, taking Cory’s hand in hers.
“I’ve known that for a long time now,” Cory said. “I wish you could be with me when I give Grant the new contract for the Tanglewood Country Club deal. He loved your ideas on how to make events at the country club more popular and of course it helps us with the added liquor sales.”
“Sometimes you have to help people see their potential,” Vi said. “I learned that not too long ago when a certain beautiful blond walked into my office with a list of prospective new accounts for me.”
“A beautiful blond, huh,” Cory teased. “I hope you gave her compensation for those accounts.”
“Oh, I still am.” Vi giggled.
Cory laughed. “You know, it wasn’t that long ago, but so much has happened since then.”
“So many good things have happened,” Vi said. “I can’t wait to sign the papers on our new home.”
“It will be ours in a couple of days. We couldn’t have asked for better timing. Your townhouse closed and we moved all your things out.”
“They’re ready to move into our home and the movers will be at your house while we sign the papers.”
“I think we’ll be able to spend our first night in our new home that night!” Cory said excitedly.
“We’ll see,” Vi said. “I think we should wait until Friday.”
“Why?”
“Because I don’t want to spend the first night in our new place tired and sweaty,” Vi explained. She had realized a few days ago that everything was coming together, but there were a couple of things she wanted to do to make their first night in their home perfect. Cory was going to be so surprised if Vi could pull this off. She had asked for help and Cory’s sisters were more than willing, along with Alexis and even Elena.
They were pulling into the back of The Liquor Box when Vi’s phone rang.
“Hmm, that’s Diane,” Vi said, looking at the screen.
“I’ll unload these empty boxes from the back,” Cory said, getting out of the pickup.
Vi’s heart started to race when Diane asked her when she’d be back in the office. She had news about her promotion.
“Is everything all right?” Cory asked, when Vi joined her in the back of the store.
“Yeah.” Vi nodded. “I think this is it, baby. Diane asked when I’d be back to the office.”
Cory smiled and raised her brows. “You’ve got this, Violet. Or should I say Ms. VP.”
“Give me a kiss for luck and I’ll see you after work,” Vi said. She pressed her lips to Cory’s and felt a calmness wash over her body.
“I love you, babe,” Cory said with a grin.
“I love you, too.”
“Just remember, we’re a great team and I’m in this with you.”
Vi sighed contentedly. “You have always supported me and I know you always will.”
“Go get that job and show Spec’s more of your magic.”
Vi kissed Cory again and walked out the back door to her car.
She had an uneasy feeling as she drove to her office. This was what she’d been working for all these years. Diane sounded excited on the phone so the promotion was most likely hers. Still…she had a nagging feeling deep inside her.


Later that afternoon Vi walked into The Liquor Box and saw Randi at the register. She looked around for Cory and then spotted her walking into the store from CeCe’s salon.
“Hey,” Cory said, her face brightening. “What are you doing here? I thought you were—”
“Uh, something happened at work.”
Cory furrowed her brow. “Are you all right?”
Vi nodded. “Could we go in the back and talk?”
“Of course,” Cory said. “Randi, holler if you need me.”
“Okay, boss,” Randi replied.
Vi reached for Cory’s hand and couldn’t believe how fast her heart was beating.
They walked into the back room and over to the couch. “Let’s sit,” Vi said.
“What’s wrong, babe?” Cory asked, pulling Vi’s hand into her lap.
“They offered me the Vice President of Sales job today.”
Cory’s face lit. “That’s awesome! You knew you were going to get it!”
“I turned it down,” Vi stated.
Confusion washed over Cory’s face. “You what?”
“I’m not happy, Cory.”
Vi could see the concern and what appeared to be fear on Cory’s face.
“Oh no, baby. I’m happy with you!” Vi exclaimed.
“Oh, my God, Violet! I swear you scared me to death!” Cory said, clutching her hand to her chest and releasing a big breath.
“I’m sorry. What I should’ve said is that I’m not happy at work. I don’t want to be VP of Sales,” Vi said.
“Okay. Can’t you keep your current job?”
“I don’t want that, either,” Vi said.
Cory tilted her head and waited.
“I’d like to apply for the sales position at The Liquor Box,” Vi said with a lopsided grin.
The look on Cory’s face went from confusion to elation in the blink of an eye.
“We won’t have my salary and we’re buying a house, but we both know how well the store is doing. Just imagine if I could spend all my time working here with you and expanding the wholesale business even further,” Vi said.
She could see the wheels turning behind Cory’s blue eyes and could feel her squeezing her hand.
“Say something, baby!” Vi exclaimed.
Then Vi saw tears pool in Cory’s eyes. “You’ve made me the happiest person alive. I want you working with me more than anything, but I’d never ask you to give up your dream,” Cory finally said.
“I told you that since I fell in love with you everything has changed. My dreams have changed. I want to be here with you, in our store, in our home, living our lives side by side. You are my dream, Corrine Sloan, and I want it all!”
Cory let out a whoop and grabbed Vi. “You just described my dream too, Violet!”
Vi cradled Cory’s face between her hands and crashed their lips together in a kiss. She felt tears roll down her face and mix with Cory’s. This was true happiness and she’d found it with her love.
“Wait.” Cory pulled away, breathing hard. “I’ll have to check with my co-owner to see if she approves of this hire.”
Vi laughed. “I approve,” she said, kissing Cory again.
There was a knock at the door then it opened and CeCe and Cat stuck their heads inside. “Randi said she heard you scream and came and got us to check on you. Is everything all right?” CeCe asked.
The grin on Cory’s face gave Vi the assurance she’d made the right decision.
“Let me introduce you to the new Director of Sales for The Liquor Box,” Cory said, beaming a smile at Vi.
“What?” Cat asked. “You’re coming to work here?”
Vi nodded. “Yep. I turned the promotion down, quit my job, and accepted the position that’s meant for me.”
“Oh,” CeCe gasped and covered her mouth with her hands. “I’m so happy for you both.” She walked over and hugged Cory and then Vi. “I can’t imagine two people more suited for working together.”
Cat joined in the hugs. “I knew you were having doubts about Spec’s the last time we talked. I’m so happy you figured this out. Welcome to the Sloan Sisters’ Shopping Extravaganza!”
“Oh my!” Vi said.
Cat chuckled. “That’s what Cory likes to call it, so you may as well get on board. It’s easier than trying to fight it.”
Vi laughed. “Oh, I know all about trying to fight feelings for Cory Sloan. The best thing I ever did was open my heart to your big sister.”
Cory smiled and kissed Vi. “Let’s celebrate at the happy hour bar. Champagne for everyone!”
“Let me call Alexis to come by on her way home from the hospital,” CeCe said.
“I’ll text Elena that she needs to get up here,” Cat said.
The champagne flowed and they celebrated the new management of The Liquor Box.
Vi pulled Cory aside and said, “We’ll have to look at our change in income, babe. It may be an adjustment.”
“I’ve never been one for fancy things. I wanted my own store, but to have the person I love most working side by side with me and running our store—that’s more than a dream come true, Violet. That’s happily ever after for me,” Cory said.
“I thought the new house would be happily ever after,” Vi said.
“As you said, babe. Just when we think we know what’s going to happen, things change. And it keeps getting better.”
Later that night Vi held Cory in her arms. They had celebrated when they got home and made love until Cory fell asleep. This was the right decision for her and more importantly for them. She had been thinking about it for a while now. When she realized why her parents loved working together she began to see that she and Cory were doing the same thing. She began to question her commitment to her job.
Vi spent more and more days at the store with Cory and even used some of her many days of accumulated leave to work on new accounts for The Liquor Box. When she noticed how well the store was doing since she’d been working alongside Cory, she knew it could support them both.
Then it was just a matter of really looking at her goals and the idea of leaving Spec’s altogether. That’s when she realized working with Cory wasn’t just a goal, it could be their life. Everything changed. Vi felt excited when she worked at the store. She hadn’t felt that in a long time. Spec’s had become a job, but The Liquor Box was so much more.
In two days they would close on their new home and the next day was her planned surprise for Cory. She had one more thing she needed to do before that happened.
Vi took a deep breath and snuggled Cory a little tighter. “This love gets sweeter and sweeter and you, Corrine Sloan, are all mine.”
“Mmm, I love you,” Cory murmured in her sleep.
“And I love you.”
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V i walked into The Neon Rose and Talia looked up from behind the bar.
“I know you don’t like me,” Vi said, holding her hands up palms out.
“I don’t know you,” Talia said curtly.
“But you do know Cory.”
Talia nodded and took a sip from the glass that sat in front of her on the bar.
“I’m in love with her,” Vi said with a soft smile.
Talia’s eyebrows crept up her forehead. “Really?”
Vi nodded. “And she loves me, too. But, I know you two were once together and Cory said you were better as friends than girlfriends.”
Talia nodded. “I tend to wander and I didn’t want to hurt her. She knew I would eventually and we decided to save the friendship.”
Vi started to sit down but hesitated. She saw Talia give her a nod and she slid onto a stool. “Cory is the most amazing person,” Vi began. “She puts up with my competitiveness, she forgives me when I’m too much, and she has the biggest, kindest heart of anyone I’ve ever known.”
“Girl, you’ve got it bad.” Talia chuckled. “Don’t forget trustworthy, Vi. Surely you’ve noticed when you’ve been here with her that I don’t kiss her any longer. We do share a hug.”
Vi smiled. “I noticed.”
Talia reached into a cooler and pulled out a non-alcoholic beer for Vi. She opened it and set it in front of her.
“Cory told me you don’t really care much for alcohol. She swears this is the best NA beer she’s had.”
Vi nodded. “Oh yeah, she’s tried them all, just for me.”
“That should tell you something. She convinced me to stock it.”
Vi took a sip of her beer. “I want to marry her,” she blurted.
“Oh!” Talia said, taking a long drink. “Maybe you should ask her.”
Vi scoffed. “I want to, but…”
“But?”
“I want it to be special because she’s such an incredible person,” Vi said.
“Hmm, I have a feeling you’ve figured something out,” Talia said, giving Vi a big smile.
Vi returned her smile.
“I know you’ll be good to her or you’ll have to answer to me and her sisters,” Talia said playfully.
“I’ll be good to her because I love her and can’t imagine my life without her,” Vi promised.
“Then do you care to tell me what you have in mind?”
Vi took a drink from her beer and smiled.


“What a day,” Cory said, taking the money out of the register. “Our new home is waiting. All the furniture is arranged. We still have boxes to unload, but do we get to spend our first night there tonight? Please.”
Vi chuckled. “You go lock the back door and maybe you’ll get your wish.”
Cory gave her a look and Vi could feel her heart start to speed up. She took a deep breath as she watched Cory walk to the back of the store.
Vi glanced out the front windows and smiled. She locked the front door and took her phone from her back pocket. Music began to play and Cory walked towards her.
“Why are all our friends standing outside and looking in the windows?” Cory asked.
“Let’s give them a show,” Vi said, holding up her arms. “Dance with me.”
Cory grinned and walked into Vi’s arms. They stepped and spun, doing their favorite salsa.
Vi bent Cory back as the music ended. When she pulled her back up she slid down Cory’s body, landing on one knee.
Cory gasped and her mouth flew open in surprise.
“Before we let our friends and family in to celebrate with us I need to ask you something,” Vi said, holding Cory’s hand.
“Celebrate with us, such cockiness.”
“I’m not cocky. I’m sure. When I walked into this store all those months ago, I was standing right here and looked into the most beautiful blue eyes I’d ever seen. I know we are meant to be together. We have found each other at the perfect time to live our perfect love. You have given me a life I couldn’t even dream about because I didn’t think it was possible. Everything with you is possible, my love. Corrine Sloan, will you marry me?”
Vi could see tears in Cory’s eyes. “Oh babe, I don’t mean to make you cry.”
Cory smiled. “These are happy tears. Yes, Violet, I will marry you.”
Vi stood and met Cory’s lips eagerly. “I love you so much.”
Their family and friends were beating on the windows and cheering.
“Oh wait,” Vi said. “I almost forgot.” She reached into her pocket and produced the most beautiful sapphire and diamond engagement ring. She slid it on Cory’s finger and looked into those clear blue eyes that still mesmerized her.
“It’s beautiful, baby. I love it!” Cory said, holding her hand in front of her and wiggling her fingers.
“It reminded me of your eyes.” Vi smiled and reached for Cory’s hand. “Should we unlock the door so our friends and family can come in?”
“In a minute,” Cory said, kissing Vi once again. Their lips met in a kiss that held more than promise. It was full of love and all the adventures to come.
When they pulled apart they both laughed and went to unlock the door. Congratulations rang around the store as their friends and family rushed in to hug the happy couple.
CeCe and Alexis wheeled in a cooler full of chilled wine, beer, and champagne. Vi and Cory greeted everyone as Cat brought in a tray of snacks followed by Elena with her arms full as well.
“They never did tell us exactly what was going on with them,” Cory said as Cat and Elena walked by.
“Oh yeah, we’ll ask them later,” Vi said.
“Talia!” Cory exclaimed.
“Congrats,” Talia said, hugging Cory. Then she turned to Vi and held out her arms.
“You don’t have to,” Vi said.
“I want to.” Talia hugged Vi, then whispered in her ear, “Thank you for making my friend so happy.”
Vi nodded and smiled.
“Now, I’m going to drink your liquor for a change,” Talia said, walking over to where CeCe and Alexis had set up the bar.
“Hi Diane. Hi Penny,” Cory said.
Diane shook her head. “I should be upset with you for taking my best salesperson from me, but looking at both of those smiling faces, I can see it’s the perfect match.”
“Thanks for coming and celebrating with us,” Vi said, hugging Diane.
“I’m so proud of you. Go live this life and don’t miss a thing,” Diane said.
“I will. I promise,” Vi said, surprised as tears stung the back of her eyes.
“Can I come hang out at the happy hour bar with y’all?” Penny asked.
“We’d love to have you!” Cory grinned.
“Don’t get any ideas of following Vi here,” Diane said, eyeing Penny.
“Thanks for being here,” Cory told them both.
“Well, well, well,” Alexis said, grinning at Cory. “It wasn’t that long ago we were at our engagement party and I believe your comment was something about battling with a liquor rep, but you had it under control.”
“Oh, is that what she said that night?” Vi said, raising her brows at Cory.
“If you’ll remember, you came in the store and asked me out, but I couldn’t go because I had to be at their party,” Cory replied, defending herself.
“Oh, I remember and I also remember what happened the next day,” Vi said, putting her arm around Cory’s waist and pulling her to her side.
“I’ll never forget that day,” Cory said quietly, leaning over and kissing Vi’s cheek.
CeCe nodded. “Oh yeah, that was the big lake date.”
“Honey, maybe we won’t have to wait much longer to get married,” Alexis said.
“Two down and one to go,” Christine said, joining the group. “I love seeing my girls happy.”
“I’ve never been this happy, Mom,” Cory said.
“Welcome to the family, Vi. We’ve been waiting for you,” Christine said.
Vi gasped. “That’s what Cory told me!”
“She wasn’t the only one. I want all my girls to find the kind of love I had with their dad. I can see it in those baby blue eyes that I gave them. Cory and CeCe have found their loves.”
“I’m not sure what is going on with Cat and Elena, but I’m going to find out,” CeCe said.
“Leave them alone,” Christine said. “They’ll tell us when it’s time for us to know.”
Cory exchanged a look with CeCe and they both replied, “Yes ma’am.”
“Hey,” Krista said, walking up and hugging the newly engaged couple.
“Congratulations,” Melanie said. “I see the Lovers Landing magic is alive and well, but I think you two were already in love that first day you came out to see us.”
Vi shared a look with Cory and nodded. “You’re probably right, but Lovers Landing certainly seemed to bring out the honesty that day.”
“It did,” Cory agreed. “It felt easy to tell Violet exactly what I was feeling without too much fear.”
Vi chuckled. “You kept telling me to trust you and I did.”
“Don’t get any ideas about playing on Cory’s volleyball team,” Olivia said, walking up to them. “You belong with us.”
Vi laughed. “It’s more fun playing against each other. I win either way because I get to go home with her.”
Cory scoffed. “You’d better watch that trash talking. You won’t beat us every time.”
“We’ll see,” Vi said, winking at Cory.
“Thanks for being here with us.”
“We wouldn’t miss it,” Frankie said.
The party continued with toasts to the new couple from their friends.
Later, as they pulled into the driveway of their new home, Cory sighed. “What a happy day.”
“It ain’t over yet, babe. I have been saving a very expensive bottle of wine for a special occasion.”
Cory looked over at Vi and chuckled. “It isn’t the bottle you bought that day, is it?”
Vi nodded with a sexy smile.
They got out of the car and Vi unlocked the front door. “Thank you for being patient with me about spending the first night in our new home.”
Cory walked through the door and Vi followed her and closed it.
“You’re welcome, but why did you want to wait?”
“Because,” Vi said, wrapping her arms around Cory’s neck, “I intend to make love to you in every room of our home tonight as my fiancée.”
Cory giggled. “I love you, Violet. Which room first?”
Vi grinned. “May as well start here and work our way to our bedroom.”
Their lips met in a playful kiss as they were both smiling, but Vi quickly deepened the kiss and could feel the love in their hearts growing. She had no doubt every day would bring more love and the best part was being side by side, living their happily-ever-after.





FOUR MONTHS LATER
“We’re getting married tomorrow and you’re here working,” Cory said.
“Just finishing a few last minute details,” Vi replied.
“Taylor and Randi will take care of everything. Now come with me.”
“And where are you taking me, my fiancée?”
Cory chuckled. “I like the way you say that.”
“Perhaps wife will sound even better,” Vi replied.
“Come with me, wife to be,” Cory said, laughing. “I rhymed.”
Vi groaned. “Are you happy or what?”
Cory grinned. “You know the answer to that. Now, please come with me,” she said, holding out her hand.
Cory took them home to change and asked Vi to please be patient because her surprise was worth it.
“You do remember we have the rehearsal dinner tonight,” Vi said.
“Of course. That’s why we’re changing now. We’ll be on time for the rehearsal,” Cory promised.
They changed into their outfits for the dinner and Cory drove them towards downtown.
“Hmm, could we be going to the gallery?”
Cory whistled. “You are good, my love.”
A few minutes later Cory parked the car and they went inside where Gia was waiting for them.
“Look at you two. Can you believe you’re getting married so soon? I mean, when you got engaged I thought it would be a while.”
“We did, too, but as I’ve told Vi, Cat is the quiet one, but she always surprises us.”
“I want to hear the story, but not today. You’re beautiful and full of wedding excitement, I’m sure,” Gia said.
“We are, but my fiancée,” Vi said, smiling at Cory, “has some kind of surprise for me.”
“That she does. Right this way,” Gia said, leading them into a private viewing room.
“What’s this?” Vi asked as she gazed at a painting sitting on an easel. She looked over at Cory with furrowed brows.
“I know you love this painting. We’ve talked about it several times and I thought it would be a perfect addition to our home. It can be a wedding gift to ourselves.”
Vi gasped. “Really!”
Cory nodded and smiled. The look on Vi’s face was worth every penny. “When you smile like that, no one is more beautiful than you, Violet,” Cory said breathlessly.
“Babe, I can’t believe this.”
“It helps when you have a friend that runs the place,” Cory said with a pleased smile.
Gia handed each of them a glass of wine. “Take your time enjoying your painting. When you get home from the wedding it will be there to greet you.”
“Thank you, Gia. I can’t believe this.”
“I believe you said that already. It’s truly my pleasure,” Gia said. She winked at Cory and left the room, closing the door.
“This painting is one you liked the first time you brought me here,” Cory began.
Vi nodded.
“It reminds me of us.”
Vi smiled and raised her eyebrows. “Do you mean that day at the lake?”
“Yes, that day was so special to me. I was already falling in love with you and I knew I had to capture your heart that day or I might not get another opportunity.”
Vi chuckled. “And little did you know, you already had it.”
“I think our hearts already knew, but we were both…”
“Feeling very vulnerable. But once the lake or Lovers Landing got a hold of us, it felt easy to be honest with you.”
“For me, the moment I felt your skin under my fingertips, a feeling came over me I had never experienced, but have several times since,” Cory said.
“What do you mean?”
“It was very similar to the push and pull of our relationship in the very beginning. I kept after you to look my way or at least say hello when you were trying so hard to get away from me.”
“That was so I wouldn’t let you in my heart. At the time I was trying to keep you at a distance so as not to see you as friendly, but you know how that turned out.”
“When I ran my hand across your stomach that day on the beach I felt such peace. This is going to sound strange, but I felt like we belonged to each other, and I also felt my heart race with desire that lit up my body. It was like nothing I’d ever felt.”
“And you feel that when you touch me?”
“Yep, sometimes it makes me feel grounded when that’s what I need, other times it makes me feel grateful, and other times it makes me so hot I can’t wait to get our clothes off.”
“I’ve heard some people say it feels like home, but for me it feels like Cory.” Vi smiled. She took their glasses and set them down so she could wrap her arms around her. “And Cory is love. You feel like love and that’s where I want to be.”
“That’s where we’ll stay.” Cory whispered her lips over Vi’s, barely touching them. “Oh, Violet,” she said softly.
“This painting reminds me of love. That’s where we first found it, sank into it, and decided not to be afraid of it.”
“I love you, so.” Cory deepened the kiss and all she felt was their love swirling around them. She pulled away slightly and looked into those brown eyes that gave her such warmth. “I started out swearing at you and now I’m swearing all my love to you.”
“Corrine Sloan, I swear—”
Cory didn’t let Vi finish her statement. Her lips were begging to kiss her love again and again. Tomorrow they would be married and it would be the beginning of their married life, but once they first said “I love you,” that was the beginning of their happily-ever-after. And they intended to live every second of it.
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PROLOGUE
“W hat are we looking at?”
“It looks like a shopping center to me.”
“Oh, it’s not just any shopping center,” Cory replied. “It's ours. You are gazing upon the Sloan Sisters' Shopping Extravaganza.”
At forty-four years old, Corrine Sloan was the oldest sister. She had thick blond hair and clear blue eyes that saw a vision of what this property could be.
“What are you talking about? I think I would remember buying a shopping center,” CeCe remarked.
Cecilia was the quintessential middle sister of the Sloan siblings. Her fiery red hair and crystal blue eyes matched her personality. She was a forty-two-year-old good time ready to happen and was usually responsible for the fun.
“We didn’t buy it,” Cat Sloan said. “Explain yourself, Cory.”
The youngest and therefore the baby sister, Catarina was thirty-seven. Her rich dark chocolate hair set off her blue eyes that matched her big sisters'. She was the quiet, reserved one, but not to be overlooked.
“Do you remember when Dad’s rich uncle died and gave us all that money?”
“Of course I remember,” CeCe scoffed. “He took us out to dinner and told us not to get any ideas about spending it.”
“Yeah, as far as I can remember that’s the only time he spent any of it,” Cat added.
“Well, Daddy set aside part of that money for us,” Cory said. “He left explicit instructions for us to do something with it together. This shopping center includes three stores, one for each of us.”
“Why are we just now finding out about this?” CeCe asked, giving her sister a measured look. “And why isn’t Mom telling us about it?”
“You know since Dad died Mom gave over all the financial stuff to me,” Cory said.
“Yeah, Dad’s been gone a year, Cory. What took so long for us to find out about this?” CeCe demanded.
“Dad had this in an investment that didn’t mature until now. Mom told me about it last month,” Cory replied.
“Why didn’t you tell us!” Cat exclaimed.
“Because I had to be sure there was plenty of money for Mom to live comfortably going forward,” Cory said defensively.
“I thought Dad made sure of that with his life insurance,” CeCe said.
Cory nodded. “He did, but there were other things we had to do to get the money. It was all documentation bullshit and as you’ve both told me numerous times, neither one of you cared to be bothered with that. Right?”
CeCe and Cat looked at each other and smirked. “So, tell us what happened,” CeCe said with a dramatic sigh.
“Mom told me about the investment. I contacted the company and they gave us an option of monthly disbursements or a lump sum.” Cory took an envelope out of her pocket and handed it to CeCe. “This is what Dad wanted.”
CeCe opened the envelope and held it so Cat could read over her shoulder. Tears welled in both their eyes as they scanned the handwritten letter.
CeCe looked up at her sisters with fire in her eyes. “I don’t know why he couldn’t have enjoyed this money instead of saving it for us! He kept working at that damn factory, building planes, when he could’ve retired and spent time with Mom or us!”
Cat put her arm around her sister. “He loved building those airplanes. Can you imagine him sitting around? No, that wasn’t who he was. The man was always building something. And did you ever hear Mom complain? Did any of us ever really want for anything growing up?”
CeCe sighed loudly. “We weren’t poor, but we damn sure weren’t well-off either!”
“This is what Dad wanted,” Cory said, taking the letter from CeCe’s hands. “Can you imagine how proud he would be if we owned our own stores, side by side? This is the place!”
“It’s not even finished yet,” CeCe observed.
“That’s the beauty of it. CeCe, you have always wanted to open your own salon. You can customize this space and make it yours. How many chairs do you want?” Cory asked.
“Hmm.” A smile grew on CeCe’s face. “I can see three on each side as you walk in and then two or three stations in the back to do nails and facials.”
“Okay, so CeCe gets her salon. What kind of store are you going to open, Cory?” Cat asked.
“There’s not a liquor store within ten miles of this area. Look at the storefront at the end. That’s about to become The Liquor Box,” Cory said proudly.
“What!” Cat laughed.
“That’s right,” Cory replied with a laugh. “I’m a lesbian and that’s what we do. We lick—”
“Stop!” CeCe and Cat yelled in unison.
“We know what you do. You’ve told us over and over,” CeCe said.
“We get it. The Liquor Box,” Cat added.
“I’ve already lined up my first big customer.”
“Who?” CeCe asked.
“You know that sapphic resort at the lake where the Hollywood gays go?”
“Yeah, Krista Kyle owns it with Julia Lansing. I’ve done their hair and they’ve brought several of their clients in over the last couple of years,” CeCe said.
“Didn’t you go out there for a party last summer?” Cat asked.
CeCe wiggled her eyebrows. “I certainly did. Those Hollywood folks know how to have a good time.”
Cory and Cat both chuckled.
“So CeCe opens a salon and you’re opening a liquor store. What do you have in mind for me?” Cat asked.
“Well, little sister. I have an idea, but if you could open any store you wanted, what would it be?”
“Hmm,” Cat murmured as she stared at the building.
“Oh, I know!” CeCe exclaimed. “It has to have something to do with books. You love to read!”
“That’s what I was thinking.” Cory nodded.
Cat glanced at her sisters with a sly smile on her face. “I’d love to open a bookstore, and in the back I’d have an exclusive toy store.”
Cory and CeCe gazed at their little sister with confused looks on their faces.
“A private, clandestine adult toy store,” Cat stated.
“Oh!” CeCe exclaimed as her eyes widened.
Laughter bubbled from Cory as she said, “Oh my God, Cat. That’s perfect!”
The three sisters gazed at the building as ideas flowed through their heads.
“What do you think? Will you join The Liquor Box?” Cory asked.
“I can see it now,” CeCe said, holding her arms out wide. “Salon 411. You’ll not only get the perfect hairstyle, but you’ll know everything that’s going on in town.”
“Oh, I like it,” Cory said. She turned to Cat. “Your turn.”
“Hmm, let’s see. How about Your Next Great Read?”
“Yes!” CeCe exclaimed.
“Do you have a name for the room in the back?” Cory asked Cat.
“Yeah, I think I’ll call it The Bottom Shelf.” Cat grinned. “But let’s not tell Mom about that part.”
Cory chuckled. “You have to watch out for the quiet ones.”
“So, little sister. Do we get a discount?” CeCe asked.
Cat laughed. “Do you think this is what Dad had in mind?”
“I can see it now!” Cory exclaimed. “Our clients can stop by and get a drink, a book, and get their hair done.”
CeCe held out her hand. “I’m in.”
“I’m in,” Cat said, placing her hand on top of CeCe’s.
“Watch out,” Cory said, placing her hand on top. “Here come the Sloan Sisters!”





THREE MONTHS LATER
C at Sloan quickly glanced at her watch and couldn’t believe that just a few short hours ago she was with her sisters, toasting to the success of their new businesses as they opened the doors for the first time.
As she walked back through the opening between her and CeCe’s stores she’d taken a moment to gaze around her brand new bookstore. Your Next Great Read filled her with pride and anxiety in equal measures. Cat had never owned her own business; neither had her sisters. But in a twist of fate or was it a lucky break, either way, she, Cory, and CeCe had the money to make this happen.
Cat chuckled as she remembered Cory telling all their friends and family that they were opening the Sloan Sisters Shopping Extravaganza. She wasn’t wrong in spite of the silly name. This wasn’t your typical shopping center though, it was more eclectic.
Cory opened The Liquor Box on the other end of the building and CeCe’s beauty salon was nestled between them. Cat’s bookstore was the anchor on the other end. While finishing the building Cory made sure there was a large opening between each store so people could browse all three locations without walking outside.
It proved to be a smart addition as people walked from store to store during their open house.
Cat overheard CeCe explaining to her clients that they could get their hair done while enjoying a good book or a drink. Several customers had stopped by the bookstore after buying their favorite bottles of wine from Cory and mentioned making an appointment at CeCe’s salon as well.
So many thoughts swirled in and out of Cat’s head as she waited on customers or straightened the shelves. She loved to read and after discovering sapphic fiction and romance she wanted others to know about this genre. Cat loved these books because she often saw herself in the characters.
She may have been a quiet tax accountant by day, but when she escaped into the world of sapphic literature she became the ice queen having a secret affair with her assistant. Or the girl-next-door with a crush on her high school best friend. Sometimes she wondered what it would be like to be the domme or a submissive in some of the spicier books.
Cat walked along and lazily let her fingers roam across the titles in one particular section: second chance romance. An unintentional sigh escaped from deep inside her. Fucking Hattie Tucker.
“Are you all right?” Jessica asked from behind the register.
“Sure. Why wouldn’t I be?” Cat replied, walking towards her.
“I know that sigh. You’re thinking about Hattie, aren’t you?” Jessica asked.
Cat narrowed her eyes. “I knew it was a bad idea having you come to work here.”
Jessica smiled. “What’s so bad about having one of your best friends working with you?”
“Because, evidently you know my sighs. I’m not sure that’s a good thing,” Cat said, with a soft smile.
“I only know your Hattie sighs. And that’s because your sisters made it my job to make sure you don’t waste another minute thinking about that good-for-nothing ex of yours,” Jessica explained.
Cat furrowed her brow. “If they made that part of your job, are they paying you as well?”
Jessica chuckled. “What do you think?”
Cat nodded. “Just as I expected.”
“Seriously, Cat. I know you can’t help but think about her sometimes.”
“If it were up to Cory she would erase the woman from my memory,” Cat said.
Jessica laughed. “You’ve got that right.”
“Now, CeCe is a little more reasonable. She simply wants her banned from the metroplex.”
They both laughed.
“I wasn’t really thinking of her in the way you might imagine. I was looking at second chance romances and thought there was no way that would ever happen to me.”
“Really?” Jessica said, tilting her head. “You mean to tell me if Hattie walked in here right now and told you what a fool she’d been you wouldn’t reconsider?”
Before Cat could reply a bell echoed through the store indicating a customer had come in the front door. Cat smiled. “I’ve got this.” She winked at Jessica and walked towards the front of the store.
Cat put on her best smile and was silently grateful to this customer who just helped her avoid answering a question she didn’t even want to think about much less believed would happen.
“Hi, welcome to Your Next Great Read. I would be happy to help you find a book or point you in the direction of your favorite genre,” Cat said.
The woman who’d walked into the store returned Cat’s smile and paused. “Are you the owner?”
Cat nodded. “Yes ma’am. I’m Cat Sloan.” She held out her hand and the woman gently held it then released it. Cat could feel the warmth from this woman’s hand and once again smiled at her.
“I’ve been watching this place and couldn’t wait for you to open. I’m Elena Burkett.”
“It’s nice to meet you, Elena. You must love books since you were waiting for us,” Cat said.
“I do love to read and honestly it’s too easy to download a book these days, but there’s something about walking among the titles and seeing what draws you in,” Elena said.
The smile on Cat’s face grew. “That is exactly how I feel. You never know what you’ll discover from simply browsing around the store.”
“That’s what I’d like to do, but I wanted to ask about a specific genre, if I may,” Elena said.
“Please do. I’m here to guide you on this adventure or step away when you want to explore on your own.”
Elena chuckled and raised an eyebrow. “Do you mean that or are you trying to sell me a book?”
“Oh, I mean it, but …” Cat let her voice trail off as she grinned.
“I think you may love books as much as I do,” Elena stated.
“I did quit my job to open a bookstore, so yes, I love books. You’ll find a wide variety of genres in the store, but I have a love of sapphic fiction and romance so there is an extensive inventory of those titles,” Cat explained.
“Show me,” Elena said as her eyes widened.
Cat grinned and guided Elena past the displays at the front of the store and into her favorite section.
“There are labels at the top of each shelf so you’ll know what books those shelves hold. For example, this first section is romance. But it is further broken down into more specific tropes.”
“Oh, I see,” Elena said, scanning the shelves. “There’s age gap and friends to lovers, oh and second chance. How about ice queens? The chillier the better.”
Cat chuckled. “Oh, Elena. I have ice queens on top of ice queens.” Cat showed her the section and then pointed out a few favorites.
“I’ll let you look through the titles without me looking over your shoulder, but I wanted to point out the reading nook at the end of these shelves.”
Elena gasped. “Isn’t that cute!”
“Feel free to have a seat and read a little before you decide what to buy,” Cat said. She looked into Elena’s soft brown eyes and for a moment she felt like she’d made a new friend. Cat didn’t make friends easily. She was quiet and stayed to herself. It took her a while to warm up to new people, so this was definitely an unusual feeling.
“Thank you, Cat. I have a feeling I’m going to be spending a lot of time here,” Elena said.
“You’re welcome to stay as long as you’d like,” Cat said. She walked down to the reading nook and put a few magazines back into the rack. This was Cat’s favorite part of the store. She wanted her customers to have a place to unwind even if it was just for a few minutes.
She glanced over and noticed Elena had several books in her arms as she inched her way towards the reading nook. Cat’s attention was drawn to the opening between her store and CeCe’s.
“Hey, CeCe,” Cat said as her sister came into the store with a client. They both were drinking a glass of champagne and Cat was reminded of their sisters’ toast before their stores opened that morning. They had champagne and all kinds of complimentary snacks for the open house as well as sales and discounts in each store.
“Hi, sis. I’d like you to meet…probably my favorite client,” CeCe smiled at Alexis. “This is Doctor Alexis Reed.”
“Oh, CeCe,” Alexis scoffed. “Hi, it’s nice to meet you,” Alexis said, holding out her hand.
Cat took it and smiled.
“Listen Doc, you’ve worked hard and earned your title. Everybody would be calling me doctor if I’d gone to school that long and accomplished the things you have. You’re a big deal,” CeCe said.
Alexis shook her head and smirked.
“This is Cat, my little sister,” CeCe said, finishing the introduction.
“Hi, Alexis. It’s nice to meet you,” Cat said. “I’ve heard CeCe mention you.”
“Uh oh. Am I one of her problem clients?” Alexis asked.
“Not at all. She’s always happy after your appointments,” Cat explained.
CeCe looked over at Alexis and shrugged. “What can I say, I’m glad I’m your stylist.”
Alexis smiled at CeCe and sipped her champagne.
“I gave Alexis a tour of the salon, but I saved the best for last. Do you mind?” CeCe asked, nodding towards the back of the store.
“It’s all yours.” Cat winked. “Mom has already been by so you don’t have to worry about her seeing you come and go.”
“Thanks for the warning. I haven’t seen her yet,” CeCe said as she and Alexis walked to the back of the store.
Each store had been customized for their specific businesses. At the back of Cat’s store was a hallway with restrooms like her sisters’ stores, but there was also a room that Cat had made into her clandestine den of sex toys called The Bottom Shelf. She always wanted to have a secret room if she ever owned her own business and attributed it to her love of mysteries.
But her imagination didn’t stop there. She wanted to make it fun and just a tad bit scandalous. Cat would never consider herself sexually ambitious or even overly curious, however, she had experimented with a vibrator and a dildo at one time or another. If you couldn’t love yourself how could anyone else?
Her sisters were surprised when she suggested the sex toy shop. Cat may be the quiet little sister, but that didn’t mean she didn’t have desires. She was a woman who was used to taking care of her own needs. As the little sister she was oftentimes forgotten when her older sisters were involved in all sorts of school activities. She’d learned to take care of herself and even though she could count on her sisters to always be in her corner she knew she had to rely on herself first.
The Bottom Shelf was a way to take the embarrassment or bashfulness away from women who wanted discretion, but also wanted to explore themselves or open up to their partners. She didn’t advertise her little shop in the back, but a few well placed yet discrete suggestions were all it took to get the word out.
She watched CeCe and Alexis disappear into the back of the store and walked over to the reading nook where she found Elena with a stack of books.
“I love the welcoming vibe of your store,” Elena said as Cat sat down in the chair next to her.
“Thank you. I want people to be able to walk in here and ask for whatever kind of book they’re looking for, without hesitation.”
“I had no idea there were so many titles in the sapphic genre,” Elena said.
Cat smiled. “It’s a niche that opened up a new world for me when I discovered it after I graduated from college.”
Elena gave Cat a long look. “I’m older than you, but I can remember reading a few books like these under the covers when I was in college.”
Cat furrowed her brow. “You’re not that much older than me.”
Elena nodded. “Oh, yes I am.” She stared at Cat again then said, “I’m forty-seven and I’m guessing that’s at least ten to fifteen years older than you.”
“Does it matter?”
Elena chuckled. “Not one bit. I don’t even know why I’m telling you this.”
Cat grinned. “I’m thirty-seven, so I’d say your guess was pretty accurate.”
Elena leaned in. “Can I ask you something?” she said quietly.
“Of course.”
“Those two women walked rather stealthily to the back of your store then disappeared. I couldn’t help but overhear them as they asked about The Bottom Shelf.”
Cat Sloan is Swirling will be in January 2024.
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