
        
            
                
            
        

    
August

NICOLE PYLAND

PYLAND PUBLISHING LLC


Copyright © 2025 Nicole Pyland

All rights reserved

The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is coincidental and not intended by the author.

No part of this book may be reproduced, or stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without express written permission of the publisher.

ISBN-13: 979-8-88696-072-3


By the Author

Chicago Series:

•	Introduction – Fresh Start

•	Book #1 – The Best Lines

•	Book #2 – Just Tell Her

•	Book #3 – Love Walked into The Lantern

•	Series Finale – What Happened After

San Francisco Series:

•	Book #1 – Checking the Right Box

•	Book #2 – Macon’s Heart

•	Book #3 – This Above All

•	Series Finale – What Happened After

Tahoe Series:

•	Book #1 – Keep Tahoe Blue

•	Book #2 – Time of Day

•	Book #3 – The Perfect View

•	Book #4 – Begin Again

•	Series Finale – What Happened After

Boston Series:

•	Book #1 – Let Go

•	Book #2 – The Right Fit

•	Book #3 – All Good Plans

•	Book #4 – Around the World

•	Series Finale – What Happened After

Sports Series:

•	Book #1 – Always More

•	Book #2 – A Shot at Gold

•	Book #3 – The Unexpected Dream

•	Book #4 – Finding a Keeper

•	Book #5 – Making It Count

•	Book #6 – Side by Side

•	Book #7 – Crashing into Love

•	Book #8 – Spin Serve

Celebrities Series:

•	Book #1 – No After You

•	Book #2 – All the Love Songs

•	Book #3 – Midnight Tradition

•	Book #4 – Path Forward

•	Series Finale – What Happened After

Holiday Series:

•	Book #1 – The Writing on the Wall

•	Book #2 – The Block Party

•	Book #3 – The Fireworks

•	Book #4 – The Sweet Escape

•	Book #5 – The Misperception

•	Book #6 – The Wait is Over

•	Series Finale – What Happened After

Fire Universe:

•	Book #1 – The Fire

•	Book #2 – The Disappeared

•	Book #3 – The Kidnapped

•	Book #4 – The System

Stand-alone books:

•	Reality Check

•	The Show Must Go On

•	Future Wife

•	Echoes

•	Timeless

Young Adult / New Adult:

•	The Moments

•	Love Forged

•	Pride Festival

Anthology:

•	The Meet Cute Café 

(a collection of 8 interconnected love stories featuring couples of different ages and backgrounds)

Erotica:

•	Once a Month

•	Voyeur

Royalty Series:

•	Book #1 – Ascending

•	Book #2 – Appointing

•	Book #3 – Arriving

•	Book #4 – Awaiting

TruLove Universe:

•	SoulMatch

•	TruLove

New Orleans Series:

•	Book #01 – January

•	Book #02 – February

•	Book #03 – March

•	Book #04 – April

•	Book #05 – May

•	Book #06 – June

•	Book #07 – July

•	Book #08 – August

•	Book #09 – September

•	Book #10 – October

•	Book #11 – November

•	Book #12 – December


Contents

Title Page

Copyright

By the Author

August

CHAPTER 1

CHAPTER 2

CHAPTER 3

CHAPTER 4

CHAPTER 5

CHAPTER 6

CHAPTER 7

CHAPTER 8

CHAPTER 9

CHAPTER 10

CHAPTER 11

CHAPTER 12

CHAPTER 13

CHAPTER 14

CHAPTER 15

CHAPTER 16

CHAPTER 17

CHAPTER 18

CHAPTER 19

CHAPTER 20

CHAPTER 21

CHAPTER 22

CHAPTER 23

CHAPTER 24

CHAPTER 25

CHAPTER 26

CHAPTER 27

CHAPTER 28

CHAPTER 29

CHAPTER 30

CHAPTER 31

CHAPTER 32

CHAPTER 33

CHAPTER 34

Coming Next

Afterword

By the Author

About The Author


August
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Myra Davies owns her own contractor company and loves working in the city of New Orleans, but after her ex-wife left her for another woman and a more exciting life, she’s left feeling lonely and unsure of what to do with herself outside of work.
Elisa Benedetti finally had the courage to divorce her husband and tell the world that she’s gay. She’s ready to start over in New Orleans with her twins, who are about to go off to college. Unfortunately, the first house she’s ever bought herself needs a lot of work, and Elisa is surprised to discover that she just moved in right next door to a very attractive contractor named Myra.
When Myra and Elisa meet, it’s clear that there’s something there between them. Elisa has a lot to deal with, though, from her ex-husband to her kids and a new house that needs fixing up, and she’s not sure if Myra is willing to put up with all of it. Still, to Myra, Elisa is exactly what she’s always been looking for.
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CHAPTER 1

Working in New Orleans during the summer, when her job involved being outside at times, was one way to test Myra’s patience. Her crew today consisted of four of her regulars and two of the temps, whom she sometimes called for a big job or one that needed to be done faster for them to come in at budget. That was always her goal. She wasn’t the kind of contractor who tried to milk clients for every dime they had just to make more money for herself. She had more integrity than that. She took pride in the work her company did, and yes, she wanted and needed to make money on the jobs, but she never gouged her clients just to make a quick buck.

Today, she and her team were working on a screened-in porch in the Garden District. Over the years, she hadn’t worked on many homes in this very nice part of town. She’d grown up in New Orleans and had chosen to spend most of her company’s time helping people in the not-as-nice parts of town, and she’d spent some time working in the Ninth Ward at her previous company post-Katrina. Everyone who had been alive at the time had heard of the damage there and the levees breaking. She had been younger then, of course. Myra had gotten her job as an intern in construction management. She had been the first person in her family to go to school. Her uncle Henry had his own sandwich shop, and a lot of the family worked there or in food service around the city because they’d grown up in it, but Myra had been more interested in construction and had managed to get into a tough program for management.

That internship had been a great experience for her, and it had come at both the best and worst time for her city. Hurricane Katrina had torn a lot of it apart, but there had been other hurricanes since. While she had worked for someone else, she had had no say in what jobs they took, but now that she owned her own company, she spent at least some time each month working on repairing homes damaged by those hurricanes, and she didn’t charge crazy amounts of money to do it. In her opinion, if she sometimes did things at cost for a few people, they’d come back later or refer others to Myra’s business, and that was what kept her around.

The screened-in porch wasn’t one of those jobs, though. Thanks to her friendship with Melinda and Kyle, who lived in the Garden District, she had gotten several referrals here. After completing the work on the house that Kyle had inherited from her grandmother, both Melinda and Kyle had recommended Myra to others who lived here because they’d been happy with how she had managed to combine the past and history of their house with the modernity of the present.

This job had come at the last minute, which was why she had such a large crew here today. The client had planned on adding on to their house the following year, but when an elderly relative got sick and needed to move into the house sooner than planned, the owners had requested Myra and her team get the work done by the beginning of August. Apparently, the woman loved sitting outside in her backyard in her current house, so they wanted to make sure that she could do that here as well, and they wanted the porch screened-in so that she could do so day and night without worrying about the mosquitos or any other pests that made their home in Louisiana during the summer months.

Myra was proud of the work they had done so far. One more day or so, and they would be finished. It would’ve been done already, but she had talked the client into getting windows as well as screens. This would allow them to have the screens and the breeze when they opened the windows, and it would offer some extra protection for the furniture when it rained or worse than rained, which was common around here. They weren’t glass windows and were incredibly cost-effective because everyone who had screened-in porches forgot to cover furniture or other items out there at least once a year right before it rained, ending up regretting it, and her suggestion would help prevent rain damage in the structure as well and save them money on dealing with mold later.

Finished with her work for the day, Myra left her crew there to clean up and went home for a quick shower. Once done, she changed into clean clothes and headed to the Quarter, where she was meeting Melinda to talk about the office Melinda was surprising her fiancée, Kyle, with. Stopping off at her uncle’s shop first, she picked up her favorite Po-Boy, said hello to her cousin Henry Jr., and made her way to the NOLA Guides office.

“Are you two actually still talking about this office thing or just using it as an excuse to hang out?” Jill asked when Myra walked into the back office.

“A little of both,” Melinda replied with a smile. “Want to go on up?” she asked Myra.

Melinda had lived in the apartment right above the tour guide company up until meeting Kyle. Kyle had been a client first, but Melinda had moved in not long after, and the three of them had worked on updating the Garden District house together. Now, Myra considered them both, as well as Jill and some others, her friends as a result, and that was important to her because she was forty years old and hadn’t had many friends prior to meeting this group. Making new friends was already hard as an adult, and typically, people made friends at work, but that was a challenge for Myra because she owned the company, so all of her would-be friends were also her employees. Friday night drinks, where she bought everyone a round, sipped her beer, and headed out early, were fine, but she wouldn’t cross any of those lines. Normally, she wouldn’t even make friends with the clients, but Melinda and Kyle had been so great to work with, and when the work had continued for several months because they kept finding something else to update or fix, it had happened without her noticing, really.

Most of these women she had come to be friends with were quite a bit younger than her. She thought Jill was around twenty-six. Melinda was the same age, and Kyle was thirty-one. Bridgette was only about twenty-eight, but her fiancée, Monica, was Myra’s age, at least, and she had gone through a divorce as well. Asher was thirty-seven, while her girlfriend, Linden, was thirty-five. Rory was almost the youngest of them all, in her early twenties, so Myra and she didn’t have much in common, but Rory was very sweet and clearly in love with her girlfriend, Logan, whom she talked about all the time at NOLA Guides. Myra had spent a little time with all of them at this point.

Enid and her new girlfriend, Caroline, were at NOLA Guides often, too. Enid worked at the office part-time, and Caroline was a student. Myra had spent a little time with them at the office or at the bar where they all sometimes hung out, but she didn’t talk to them much one-on-one. Caroline was only twenty-one, so she reminded Myra more of her younger cousins than anything else. Since Enid worked at the office, though, Myra had interacted with her and Caroline more than with Sophie and Bryce, who were also in this ever-expanding friend group. Bryce lived in Tennessee, so she and Sophie were dating long-distance. Bryce was probably the person she was the least connected to as a result, but Sophie was a close second. Still, they had both been very nice to Myra, and she enjoyed having a group of women who were into women in her life for the first time in a while. It helped with the loneliness she had felt since her divorce and the loss of the friends she’d had throughout her marriage.

“Okay. So, Ky mentioned something new the other day, and I don’t know if we can make it happen now,” Melinda said once they were upstairs in the apartment, sitting on the sofa.

“What’s that?” Myra asked.

“She wants this recliner.” Melinda pulled out her phone to show her. “I have a link for it. I can buy it; that’s not the problem. But with the room not being overly large, I think we would have to get rid of the built-in bookshelves you were going to build to make room for it. It could go in front of them, but it would block the shelves behind it. I measured this morning. I worry it would look weird.” She held up the phone to Myra. “What do you think?”

Myra scrolled down to the chair’s measurements and thought about how it might look once reclined. Melinda was right: it would lean back into the shelves Myra was going to custom-build for the office unless they pulled the chair out, and then, it would run into the open door.

“There’s that linen closet behind the office,” she said, handing the phone back to Melinda. “We could knock down that wall between them to push the shelves back about three to four feet. I’d have to take a look at the plans to get the real measurements.”

“The linen closet?” Melinda asked.

“There’s space in the guest room for me to add a new one. It would be smaller, but you have storage in the other closet we added when we updated the main bedroom.”

“True,” Melinda replied. “Could that still be done while we’re on our honeymoon? It’s more work… I just still want this to be a surprise for her.”

“It shouldn’t be a problem. There’s nothing load-bearing in there, so it’s just knocking it down. I might be able to save some of it and make it a bit smaller to still get you the chair and the bookshelves, or I can also draw up a couple of different versions of the shelves for you. Maybe you’d like a different configuration, and we keep the closet. The bigger question is, how are you going to keep Kyle from buying the chair for herself now so it’s still a surprise?” she asked.

“Oh, I’m going to buy it for her for her birthday or maybe for Christmas; I haven’t decided yet. She’s spent a month looking up furniture she wants and finally found something she likes, so I don’t want her to not have it until the wedding, but the rest of the space will be a surprise. My soon-to-be wife is getting more and more successful by the day, and I want her to have a real office. She has one employee now, but she’s thinking about a second and maybe another one.”

Myra looked around the apartment then and had an idea she hadn’t thought of before. She wasn’t sure why it hadn’t hit her earlier, but maybe it was because the apartment was someplace where she and Melinda only met to keep the plans for the office a secret from Kyle, not because she had ever really considered the apartment at all beyond that.

“Have you thought about this place?”

“What about it?”

“Well, we’d be building Kyle a home office, but she’s going to have employees.”

“The one employee she has now is in Portland, so she doesn’t come to the office or anything,” Melinda replied. “I assume she’ll probably keep hiring remotely.”

“But would Kyle ever want to have an office outside of the house? If she adds other employees, would they need a place to sit? Or is she only hiring remotely?” Myra asked.

“You know, I don’t know that we’ve talked about that officially,” Melinda replied, looking around, too, now. “This isn’t technically my building. The owner of NOLA Guides left me the business, but she still owns the building. I know I don’t live up here anymore, but I’ve always expected her to rent this out to someone else. She’s losing money by just leaving it up here vacant like this. I mean, I love it because I can use it for secret meetings about my future wife’s home office, but it’s not really mine to make over.”

“Got it,” Myra said. “Well, if anything changes, just let me know. This is a nice space. Kyle’s office could be in the bedroom, and there’s room for at least three desks out here with some nice open space as well. The kitchen makes an instant break room, and this building is already zoned for business, obviously, so it’s just getting a permit or two and making a couple of changes, really; not much to build or fix.”

Melinda looked around again and said, “Let me try to stealthily ask her if she ever plans to hire locally or work out of an office, and I’ll get back to you. If she’s into that, or I get the vibe that she might want this place, I will check with the owner. Ky could pay her rent to lease it, which would be more than she’s making now, no matter what the amount is.”

“Sounds good,” Myra said, and soon after, she packed up her things, and they headed back downstairs.

Having said her goodbyes to Melinda and Jill, who was working the counter, she made her way back to her own office, which was small and had just enough space for herself, her bookkeeper, and a break room and bathroom. The rest of the space was mostly the warehouse, which wasn’t overly large, but it held their supplies and the trucks parked there overnight so that she could close the garage doors and keep them safer from thieves. Normally, she would have let the bookkeeper, who also worked the phones for her, answer the calls and book the jobs, but when Myra noticed that she was already on another call when their second line started ringing, she picked up the phone herself, not wanting to possibly lose the business.

“Davies Contracting,” she greeted as she sat down at her messy desk.

“Hi. I’m looking for a quote on some work,” a female caller said. “I bought a house a few months ago, and there’s some old hurricane damage, I think. I talked to someone, and they said you were the one to call here.”

“Oh. Yes, we do that. What kind of damage is there?” she asked as she reached for a Post-it note and pen.

“So, there are some wood issues in the kitchen, I think. I did an inspection, and they warned me about some mold. I got that taken care of before we moved in, but it’s back, and I think the wood might be damaged.”

“Wood in the kitchen,” she said as she wrote.

“In the pantry. But that wall connects to the plumbing, and I don’t know if it’s a big deal or not.”

“You had a company treat the mold, right? Did they tell you about the damage?”

“I watched a YouTube video on the mold at first,” the woman replied. “My mistake.”

“Bleach?”

“Yes. And I know it doesn’t actually get rid of it, but it was the fastest option.”

“We don’t remove mold. You’ll need to call someone else to remove it for good,” Myra replied.

“Oh, I did. I finally gave in. They came out already and took care of it. It wasn’t that bad, and they didn’t mention any damage, but I think the guy they had come out was in a hurry, so he just left without giving me any information. On top of that, there’s the roof, which they told me needs fixing.”

Myra wasn’t specifically a roofer, but they did roofing jobs from time to time, especially after hurricanes, and she knew people whom she could sub-contract out to if that was a requirement.

“How bad?”

“It doesn’t need replacing,” the woman said.

Myra checked her computer and the calendar already on the screen.

“I can do an inspection for you and get you a quote, at least. I might not be the right one to do the actual job, and I’ll let you know if that’s the case, but my pricing is fair, so you’d have something to compare it to if you need to get an estimate from someone else,” she said.

“Really? That would be great,” the caller replied.

“Let me just take your information. Name?”

“Elisa Benedetti,” the woman replied.

“Email and phone?”

Elisa gave it to her.

“And the address?”

When Elisa gave her that, though, Myra’s ears perked up.

“White-and-blue house?” she asked.

“Yeah, white with blue shutters and doors. How did you know?”

“Um… I think you might be my next-door neighbor,” Myra replied.


CHAPTER 2

“Need any help?” Gwen asked her.

“No, we’re okay. They’re just being annoying,” Elisa replied of her own children. “I thought we were done with the terrible twos. How did no one tell me there are also annoying eighteens?”

Gwen laughed and reached for her purse that she’d left on the table by the door.

“I’m the cool aunt. Want me to talk some sense into them?”

“No, they need to talk some sense into themselves. I’m trying the whole thing where I let them build their own character and act like adults, despite the fact that I want them to stop being little assholes.”

Gwen smiled at her and kissed her cheek.

“I’ll see you later, then?”

“Yeah. And thanks for lunch,” Elisa replied.

She saw her ex-sister-in-law out of the house, closed the door behind her, and sighed. She was lucky that she still had Gwen after the divorce. She’d lost most of her other friends when she and her now ex-husband had separated. They had mostly been his friends anyway, but it had still hurt, and she had lost the rest of them when she had moved her and the kids to New Orleans. The kids had been seventeen at the start of the divorce process, and she had gotten full custody. Elisa hadn’t wanted to move them toward the end of their senior year, so she had stayed in the guest house behind her now-old home and let them graduate with their friends while she worked to prepare for their future. She had bought the house in New Orleans and had made near-daily trips for months to get things set up but also to just get some time away.

Yes, her ex-husband was a very successful doctor with his own practice, and he worked at least ten hours a day, if not longer, so he wasn’t around the house, but it still felt strange to Elisa to be in the old home she had shared with him for nearly twenty years without being his wife anymore. The guest house was a full apartment, so she hadn’t needed to go in the main house often, but since her kids lived there, she’d found herself cooking dinner for the three of them, and sometimes, even all four of them as if nothing had changed and she were still married to their father. He had gotten a little used to it as well, but on top of him clearly liking having his wife back, at least in some ways, he’d decided to start dating as well. Apparently unable to wait just the couple of months before the kids were out of high school and his ex-wife was ostensibly out of his life forever since the kids were eighteen, he’d started going on dates and making it very clear where he was going each night.

“I’m picking up Samantha for our date,” he’d say after grabbing his keys by the door.

He had always made sure to emphasize the word date, too, and he had always dressed up for those dates. He would wear a suit and one of his nicer ties with his even nicer shoes. Elisa couldn’t remember the last time they’d had a date night at all, but when they had actually made a night of it the once a year it had occurred, he’d been in jeans and a sweater, claiming he had to dress up all day every day and needed a casual night out. She’d understood and hadn’t cared, but the difference in him since they had separated had been easy to spot. She had been a little jealous, of course, but not because he’d been going on dates with beautiful women or that he’d even brought a couple of them over to the house, noting that the kids were old enough to understand that their parents were moving on.

She’d disagreed on that point. They might be eighteen, but she wasn’t sure that there was an age where any kid would be okay with their father bringing other women home while their mother was making breakfast for them. She wasn’t jealous of the other women. She knew how her husband was in the bedroom, and there wasn’t much for her to be jealous of. She supposed that might have been more because of her than him, though, and maybe these other women would enjoy his disinterest in any kind of foreplay, his insistence that he needed the stress release of jerking off in the shower every morning and grunting her out of her slumber as he did, and the five or so minutes the sex actually lasted.

Interestingly enough, he’d not been okay with her purchasing a vibrator to help her own body relieve some tension. The five minutes it took him to finish never got Elisa to her own orgasm. She wasn’t sure she had ever had one with him in the whole two decades of their relationship, not even the first few times when things had been new and were supposed to be exciting. Of course, that newness had evaporated the moment the stick had turned blue, and she’d discovered she was pregnant.

Elisa wasn’t jealous of the women for being with him. She was jealous that he was able to start over, which had been her dream all along. She’d been the one to suggest the separation and push for it to be legal because she had planned to start dating as well. She’d been the one to then send him the divorce papers because she hadn’t been able to wait anymore. She’d needed to be done and out of her marriage, out of that house, and somewhere new. At thirty-eight, she’d been finally ready to really start her life, but then, she’d thought of the kids and their school and how she would have to wait because no matter how unhappy she had been, Elisa would always put her children first.

“Mom, I don’t understand. Why can’t I get the bigger mini fridge and the bigger TV for my dorm?” Archie asked her when she walked back into the kitchen.

“Because we’ve already bought you a mini fridge, and you’re taking the TV from your room. It’s big enough for a tiny dorm room, Arch,” she replied, using one of her son’s many nicknames.

“Adele’s TV is bigger,” he argued, pointing at his twin sister.

“I bought it myself. I had a job, and I used some of my money to buy things I wanted for my room,” Adele stated.

Ever the older sibling, Adele then picked her plate up and carried it to the kitchen sink. Elisa wasn’t sure if it was because Adele was the older twin or because girls matured faster than boys, but she’d always been the more responsible of her children.

“I had soccer,” Archie retorted.

“I had tennis and two academic clubs. Plus, I was the salutatorian,” Adele said.

“Just couldn’t get that point-two you needed to be the valedictorian, could you?” he teased.

“I’m sorry; weren’t you ranked, like, in the hundreds?” Adele argued further. “And your TV is fine. Any bigger, and you wouldn’t have room for it.”

“I want to play video games on it. How can I be on my bed and play on a TV that’s so small?”

“You could consider studying,” Adele suggested.

Elisa laughed at the impossibility of that as she sat down in her chair.

“Yeah, right,” he replied. “Mom, come on.”

“Honey, we got you the fridge already, and you have a TV. I’m not getting you another one or returning that fridge. You have a roommate. What’s he bringing?”

“What will I watch in my room when I come home?” he asked. “I mean, when I come here.”

Elisa tried her best to hide the disappointment in him calling this new house here instead of their home, but he was right: it wasn’t much of a home just yet. She’d taken months to get the place in order, and once the kids had been out of school, she had driven them here, and they spent the weekends with their father. Neither of the twins had been particularly happy about that, but they hadn’t turned eighteen until July, so they had been stuck with her as part of the custody agreement.

“Mom, I won’t have a TV in my room here,” he added when she didn’t say anything.

“Ask your roommate to bring the TV so you can keep yours here,” she suggested. “I’m not buying you another TV, Arch. Don’t you watch stuff on your phone anyway?”

“AJ, just get a job and buy one yourself. They’re not that expensive. Like, one paycheck, and you’d have a bright and shiny new TV for your dorm,” Adele suggested.

“I leave soon,” he said.

“Did you miss the part where I said work for, like, one paycheck or something? That’s plenty of money for a TV and a new fridge if that’s all you care about,” Adele replied and walked out of the kitchen. “You’re so annoying. How are we even related?”

Elisa had to laugh at that. Adele had been born seven minutes before her brother, but in maturity, it felt like they were seven years apart. Adele understood that her mother couldn’t afford to buy her all the things she wanted for her dorm, and she had been working since she was sixteen and legally could. Archie Junior had played sports and had earned himself a scholarship to play at a Division-II school. It wasn’t a top Division-I school, and he would likely never go pro, but the school he would be going to was a good one, so she hoped he’d excel academically and figure out what he wanted to do with his life when soccer was over. Adele had gotten an academic scholarship to a great school, and for the first time in their lives, they were about to be separated.

Also for the first time in their lives, their mother wasn’t buying them all the things they were asking for because most of the money from the divorce settlement had gone into the purchase of the house and the furniture. The rest was to keep them afloat until she found a job. Archie Senior was paying her alimony but no child support now that the kids had turned eighteen. He was, however, paying for their room and board at school, which wasn’t covered by their scholarships, and for their books and other expenses since the tuition was covered by their scholarships. Elisa had opted for that instead of more money for her each month.

It was a good decision in the long term, but it meant that she had to be careful about how she spent her money until she found work. So, for now, she spent her days looking for jobs while she painted walls that still needed to be touched up and called contractors to take a look at the damage from a hurricane that had hit the house five years prior. The house had been a steal when she’d gotten it, and she had known about the damage then, but she’d needed to focus on getting the kids everything she could to set up their rooms and to make them feel like this place could be a home before she did any new work. Now, though, as they were about to leave the nest and had what they needed, even if it wasn’t what they wanted, she needed to address the other issues or risk having to spend more money later. So, she had made the call to the contractor Gwen had recommended and sat at the table alone after AJ had gotten up and dropped his dishes from lunch into the sink.

“Um… I think you might be my next-door neighbor,” the woman on the other end of the call said.

“Sorry?” she replied.

“I live right next to you. I’m forty-eight-twenty-one. The white house with the red mailbox.”

“Really?” she asked.

Elisa walked to her front window and pulled back the cheap ivory-colored curtains she’d found online. They didn’t exactly fit the windows and were thin, so they didn’t block much of anything, but they were something, and they made the house feel more lived in. Looking through the window now, she saw the red mailbox the woman was referring to.

“What are the odds?” she said mostly to herself. “You work for the company I happened to call today.”

“Something like that,” the woman said. “So, I can swing by when I get done here to check it out.”

“You don’t have to come by when you’re done with work,” Elisa replied.

“I’m never done with work,” the woman told her and laughed a husky laugh that seemed to go with her relatively deep voice. “But I don’t mind, and I can at least take a look around. I’ll have to wait until at least tomorrow before I can get you an estimate on the work, though. Maybe the day after, at most, because I’m on a job tomorrow, but I should be able to squeeze it in if everything is straightforward. Are you available tonight?”

Elisa walked to her front door and said, “Um… Sure.”

“It can be another time if you want. I don’t–”

“No, that’s fine,” Elisa replied as she walked outside and turned toward the house next to her own. “You have a nice house.”

The woman laughed again and said, “Thank you? Are you just noticing it for the first time?”

“Kind of, yeah,” she replied and laughed in return. “I mean, I’ve seen it, obviously, but I’ve never paid any attention to it. It’s nice.”

“Thanks. I did the front porch myself, if you want to check my work before I stop by tonight.”

“I don’t think I know your name,” Elisa realized.

“Oh, sorry. Myra. Myra Davies.”

“Davies?” Elisa said. “As in the name of the company?”

“It’s mine, yeah.”

“That’s what you meant about never being off work,” she said with a smile and took a few steps into Myra’s yard to inspect the white-painted front porch, complete with a swing. “I want a swing on my porch.”

“Sorry?”

“Nothing. I was just looking at your swing, and I think I want one of my own,” she said.

“Oh,” Myra replied. “I have a supplier; local guy who makes them. If you want, I can show you more of his stuff to choose from. I have a catalog he gave me. He does custom stuff but has some standard things he sells as well.”

“Maybe another time. I need to get the house repaired before I go buying new stuff for it.”

“No problem. I can be there around five-thirty, if that’s okay with you. If not, later is fine since I can walk over whenever,” Myra said.

“That should be fine. I’ll get my kids to behave.”

“Oh, okay,” Myra said.

“That was a joke. It was a bad joke, but it was a joke.” Elisa laughed a little at how ridiculous she sounded because this woman didn’t need to know that she had kids. “They’ll behave,” she added.

“I can bring candy if that helps.”

“They’re eighteen, so it will,” she said, laughing at her second lame joke.

Then, Myra laughed, and Elisa stopped laughing to listen to it.

“Well, this is probably the strangest call you’ve ever gotten from a prospective client, huh?” she asked.

“Pretty close, yeah,” Myra replied. “I did once get a call from someone who insisted I was the woman he’d gone on a date with one night, and when I told him that he’d called a contractor, he said I was lying and didn’t want to go out with him again, so I should just be an adult and tell him that.”

“What did you do?”

“I told him I didn’t want to go out with him.”

Elisa laughed and asked, “What did he say then?”

“He asked me to reconsider because he really liked me.”

“Wow,” Elisa said, shaking her head now. “A real winner, that one.”

“I know. Right?” Myra laughed.

“I should let you get back to work,” Elisa said as she sat on her sofa.

“Oh, yeah,” Myra replied, and it sounded as if she had forgotten that they’d been arranging for her to come to the house. “Five-thirty?”

“I’ll be here,” Elisa said.


CHAPTER 3

Myra pulled into her own driveway and looked over at the house to her right. It was, just like her own, an old shotgun-style home, but this one, unlike hers, had a second floor. She hadn’t lived here when they’d added it on, but she could tell by looking at it that it hadn’t been built with the house initially. The wear and tear and weathering on the outside of the house were older on the bottom floor than on the top. She wondered, not for the first time, when they’d added on the entire second floor. She hadn’t needed that much room post her divorce, having no children of her own and not planning on having any, either, so it hadn’t made sense to build on to her own home, but she had always liked the look of the house next door, despite the upper and lower levels not exactly matching.

She had noticed months ago that it had been put up for sale and had seen the moving truck, but she’d been so busy with work that she hadn’t paid much attention to the new owner or, really, anything else. Technically, she had enough time now to go inside her own house and change out of her dirty and sweaty work clothes and into something more comfortable, but this was a work call, so she needed to appear in her work shirt and pants. Deciding to go inside and at least put on a fresh work shirt, she grabbed an apple and ate half of it before she slipped her boots back on. Finishing the apple on the way over to the other house, she dropped the core into the trash can she had in the back of her work truck to deal with later and carried her clipboard across the yard with her.

The call with Elisa Benedetti had been an interesting one. For a minute at the end there, Myra had forgotten that she was on a work call. It had been nice and strange at the same time. Well, mostly nice and only a little strange, and she found herself excited to go check out the house and even more excited to meet her neighbor. Myra hadn’t ever been the kind of person who just introduced herself to a neighbor when they moved in. She preferred to keep to herself, but she didn’t consider herself unneighborly. If someone needed to borrow that cup of sugar and she had it, she would give it to them. If she was in her backyard and her neighbor was in theirs, she’d give them a wave and ask how they were doing, but that was the extent of how far she reached out without someone doing the reaching out first.

She rang the doorbell and looked at the house up close for the first time while she waited. The door opened, and she was met with the confused face of a teenage boy who had a phone to his ear.

“Yeah?” he asked.

“I’m from Davies’ Con–”

“We don’t want it,” he interrupted.

“Sorry?”

“Whatever you’re selling, we don’t want it,” he stated. “Yeah, hold on a sec. There’s some salesperson at the door,” he added into his phone.

“Archie, you’re an idiot.” A teenage girl appeared next to him, looking very similar to the boy: both had blue eyes, caramel skin, and brown hair. “Sorry. Are you the contractor person?” she asked Myra.

“Yeah. I’m here to do the inspection,” Myra replied.

“Excuse my brother; he’s a moron,” the girl added.

“Shut up,” the boy replied and glared at his sister.

“Will both of you shut up?”

Myra recognized that voice from the phone earlier, and then, the owner of the voice appeared behind the teenagers, who parted like they’d done that a thousand times before so that she could move past them.

“Hi,” Elisa said and smiled at Myra. “Did you happen to bring that candy you mentioned earlier? I think they could both use a sucker to shove in their mouths so that they stop talking.”

“Damn, Mom,” the boy replied.

“Go. Be on your phone,” Elisa said, laughing at him.

“I tried to help,” the girl said.

“Kiss-ass,” the boy stated said as he walked away.

“Dumbass,” the girl retorted and walked off, too.

“Well, those are my kids,” Elisa said. “I know they act like toddlers, but believe it or not, they are technically adults and can vote in elections now, which should concern both of us.”

Myra laughed and said, “I should’ve brought that candy.”

“They’d just complain about it, too,” Elisa said on a sigh. “I don’t think I’ve done anything right by them, in their minds, since they were twelve.”

“I’m sure that’s not true. Twins?”

“Yeah. Adele and Archie Junior, also known as Archie, Arch, AJ, asshole, idiot, moron, and a few more, but those last ones are the names Adele calls him. I stick to AJ, Arch, Archie, and sometimes, Junior, I guess.”

“So I heard,” Myra replied with a smile.

“I’m sorry. Come in,” Elisa said, moving aside in order to let Myra in. “You’re here for work, but you’re also apparently my neighbor, so I don’t know if I should offer you a drink and a snack or just let you get to work.”

“Oh, I don’t want to put you out. I can see you’re busy.”

Myra walked inside the house, and Elisa closed the door behind her.

“With them? No, they’re always busy on their own. They are about to go to college, so I’m the annoying mom asking them if they’ve packed, if they have everything, or if they plan on giving me five minutes of peace and quiet anytime soon.”

Myra smiled and said, “I can check things out tonight and get out of your hair. It won’t take long. I can’t guarantee we can do the actual work, like I said on the phone, but you can take my quote to someone else, if that’s the case, and they should match it.”

“My sister-in-law told me you were known for hurricane stuff.”

“Have I done work for her?”

“No, but a friend of hers,” Elisa said. “I don’t remember the name she gave me, but I can ask. Anyway, if you can’t do it, is there someone else who’s good at this?”

“Everyone in New Orleans, if I’m being honest,” she said. “You kind of have to be if you’re in my line of work and live below sea level, but yeah, I’m known for it specifically. I like doing what I can to bring places back after the water tries to take them from us.”

Elisa tilted her head, gave her a soft smile, and replied, “That’s really nice.”

“Well, I don’t do it for free, so I don’t know how nice it really is.” Myra laughed off the compliment because Elisa’s blue eyes and that caramel skin were really getting to her.

She needed to remember that Elisa had just mentioned a sister-in-law, meaning she was married and not at all available. Her kids were in the living room right now, for crying out loud. Myra shook herself out of it as Elisa turned and walked them in the direction of the work that needed to be done.

“So, should I follow you around or just let you do your thing?” Elisa asked.

“Either is fine. I need to check out some things and take some notes. Is it okay if I take pictures?”

“Of course,” Elisa replied. “Do you want something to drink? I feel like I should ask again.”

Myra smiled at her and said, “I’m okay, but thank you.”

“Okay.”

“Mom?”

“Yeah?”

“When’s dinner?” Archie asked.

“In about an hour.”

“I’m starving,” he said.

“Grab a snack,” Elisa replied.

“Do we even have anything?” he asked.

“I’m fairly certain there is at least one bite of food in this house.”

Myra chuckled under her breath at Elisa’s comment and got to work on the inspection.

“Do we have any of those cookies?” he asked.

“You ate them all,” Adele noted.

Myra turned and realized that she’d walked in as well.

“Not all that long from now, you two will be on your own. Can you actually take care of yourselves, or do I need to worry? You realize that food won’t magically appear in your dorm rooms, right? You have to shop for it and maybe even cook it.”

“I’ll be fine, but I don’t know about him,” Adele replied. “At least I can cook.”

“I can cook,” Archie argued.

“Grilled cheese, mac and cheese from the box, and probably something else with cheese in it,” Adele said.

Myra checked a few things off on her form and made a note about the condition of the wood.

“Dinner is in an hour. I’ll start cooking soon. Will you get out of here and let Myra work in peace?”

“Who’s Myra?” Archie asked.

“The contractor. She’s standing right there,” Adele said and rolled her eyes at her brother.

“Oh, right. How was I supposed to know her name? Mom, can we talk about me going to Dad’s tonight?” Archie asked.

“Tonight? You were just asking me about dinner.”

“I know. It’s a two-hour drive. I can eat here and then go.”

“Why?”

“Because all of my friends are there. Literally, all of them. And there’s a party I want to go to. If I leave after dinner, I’ll get to Dad’s by, like, nine or something, and I can drop my stuff off and go. I’d come back tomorrow.”

“If you’re going, I want to go, too,” Adele added. “I can just hang with Sarah and Olivia. They’re watching movies all night.”

“You’re driving yourself, then,” Archie replied.

“First of all, if you’re both going, you’re taking one car. Second of all, you can’t wait until the weekend?”

“The party is tonight,” he replied. “Some of my friends are leaving for school before me, so there are going to be a lot of these, like, send-off party things coming up. I just don’t understand why we had to move here. Why couldn’t we just wait?”

“AJ…” Adele said. “Come on. You know why.”

“Still. Mom, you were in the guest house already. Why couldn’t you move in there permanently? I don’t think Dad would’ve cared. We would have–”

“That’s enough,” Elisa interrupted. “Both of you, go. Just be anywhere but here right now. If you really want to go to your dad’s, fine, but you’re taking one car. Call me when you get there and when you’re back from the party.”

“Text?” Adele asked.

“Fine.” Elisa let out a deep breath. “Just go.”

Myra hadn’t wanted to eavesdrop, but she had heard the whole conversation while she’d been taking photos of what she was seeing and making her notes on the work that would need to be done. It wasn’t much and wouldn’t really be worth her time rescheduling another job to be able to take this on, but the work, while not all that extensive, would need to be done soon, or Elisa would have actual rotting wood to contend with that could jeopardize the structure of the house.

“Sorry you had to hear that,” Elisa said to her, sounding like she was closer to Myra than before.

Myra turned around and replied, “No problem. Kids, huh?”

“Do you have any?” Elisa asked.

“Uh… No,” she replied. “My extended family is big, so I’ve been surrounded by them, though.”

“Well, mine are a handful, but they haven’t always been. The divorce is still something they’re dealing with.”

“Sorry to hear that,” Myra replied.

“Yeah, me too,” Elisa said. “So, how bad?”

“I have a few more things to look at, but it’s not bad, really. It will be, so you should take care of it sooner rather than later.”

“Okay. Well, that’s the plan. I’ve only been putting it off this much because I needed to get the rest of the house done so that they felt like they had a home to come back to when they’re off school for breaks.”

Myra knew she shouldn’t take this job. It wouldn’t make her any money because now that she had heard Elisa’s kids acting like little entitled assholes, she couldn’t charge her the real price she would charge someone else, and she would give her everything at cost, too, because she was a neighbor. Elisa was also beautiful and kind, and there wasn’t an official discount for that, but Myra wanted to help her out.

“I can do the work in the evenings and on the weekends for you, but I can’t move another job for this one. I can get one of my temps to do it for me, but I’d rather do it myself since we’re neighbors.”

“You don’t have to do that,” Elisa replied. “I can just take the quote, like you said, and find someone else you’d recommend if you’re too busy to take it on.”

“It’s okay. It’s not much work, really, and it’s something I can do on my own, so that’ll cut down the costs for you. Can I get you the official estimate tomorrow?”

“Of course,” Elisa replied.

“And I can work for an hour or two after you have dinner or something so that I’m not making noise while you’re trying to eat.”

“Don’t worry about that. They know we need this for the house, and they’re usually on their phones during dinner anyway.”

Myra nodded and replied, “I’ll type up the estimate and email it to you tomorrow. You can just call the office or email us back to approve it, and we’ll go from there.”

“Okay. Thank you,” Elisa said.

“No problem. I’ll let you get to dinner now.”

“Do you want to stay?”

“For dinner?” Myra asked.

“Sorry; that must have sounded weird,” Elisa replied, shaking her head at herself. “Like I said, you’re my neighbor but also possibly my contractor, so…”

“Not tonight. I need to get home. But maybe another time?” Myra said with a smile that she hoped told Elisa that she meant it.

“Yeah, okay,” Elisa replied.


CHAPTER 4

Elisa rolled over in bed and took a deep breath. When she checked the clock, she discovered that it was just after six. Remembering what it had been like having two kids under the age of seven, she laughed a little because they’d never let her sleep this late back then. Adele had always been an early riser prior to her teen years, so even though Archie slept later most mornings now, when he had been younger, before the hormones really kicked in, he’d been right behind his sister. No matter what Elisa had tried to keep them in bed beyond seven in the morning, they’d never done it. Well, maybe once, when they’d stayed out after midnight for a family Christmas party, but they had still woken her up at eight, so that wasn’t exactly sleeping in.

Elisa lay in bed and stared up at the ceiling, which had a brown stain in the right corner. The roof was leaking in that spot, but the water hadn’t yet made its way onto the pale-blue carpet in her bedroom. She was keeping a bucket under the stain just in case, but that made her realize that Myra hadn’t checked out the roof the previous night.

“She probably just wanted to run out of here because your children were acting like entitled brats,” she said to herself.

She’d have to ask Myra to come back to do an estimate on the roof damage as well or get someone else out if Myra didn’t have the time or didn’t want to risk running into the twins again. It was nice, though, waking up this early and not hearing one of them in the shower or their footsteps on the creaking floorboards. Elisa knew those would have to wait to get fixed until she found a job and could afford it, but for now, she would focus on the fact that she had the house to herself for at least the morning since the kids had stayed out late and would drive back late, too, no doubt. She predicted they would raid their father’s fridge for lunch and snacks before they hit the road instead of attacking hers when they arrived. Actually, they’d probably just do both.

As Elisa got up and dressed for her morning run, which she’d only started doing the previous week, she thought about her many missteps with them. Should she have stayed in the guest house until they were both gone and settled at school before she moved? That might have made it easier for them to have the summer with their friends, but she had been miserable in that guest house. Her ex-husband had been very vocal about his desire for her to stay there, but not because he wanted them to get back together. He just liked having a wife there to take care of certain things. While Elisa hadn’t been getting his clothes dry-cleaned or cleaning the house anymore, she had still been cooking meals for the kids, which he had also benefited from. She had still been there to occupy the kids with a parent they could talk to and get permission from, who could take them shopping or do the shopping for them. She supposed that several years prior to their divorce, she had become more his housekeeper than anything else. Even his attempts at sex had dried up prior to her asking for the separation, and Elisa had become more of an employee than a wife, but she had still stayed because of her children.

When she slipped out the door, she glanced at Myra’s house. The truck Elisa normally hadn’t paid much attention to but knew was usually parked there wasn’t there right now, indicating that Myra was probably already working. How she hadn’t noticed the logo on the side of the truck before when she had seen it nearly every day was beyond her, but it only proved the theory that people rarely paid attention to things unless those things pertained to them in some capacity. Elisa hadn’t worked out in years, so she’d been trying to run a mile in the humidity and heat of a New Orleans summer every day this week to get her stamina up. She couldn’t afford a gym or even gym equipment, so until she found herself a job and saved up, she would be running outside at least a few days a week. It was part of her starting-over plan. She didn’t think she had put on a ton of weight since the divorce and felt like she looked attractive enough, but this was about her health and helping her with her stress level.

Part of her divorce agreement meant that she had been able to stay on her ex-husband’s health benefits until she got herself a new job with benefits of her own, and his benefits were amazing, so after moving to New Orleans, she’d started therapy and went once a week to talk about the divorce, the kids, and trying to make a new life for herself here. Her therapist had been the one to suggest working out as a way to get some good hormones moving through her body, but it was easy for her to say; her therapist wasn’t the one dripping with sweat after only half a mile down the road.

After showering and making herself some coffee, she turned on her computer and pulled up the various job sites she frequented to see what might be available for her. She had never finished college, which she regretted to this day, and unfortunately, many jobs still required college degrees, so she typically didn’t apply for those so as not to waste her time. Finding a couple of vacancies, she bookmarked them, wrote separate cover letters for each of them before applying, and just as she had finished that, the front door opened, and the kids came barreling through it, already arguing about something.

◆◆◆

“I took a look,” Myra said as she walked inside through the back door.

“And? How bad?”

“You’ve got three leaks that I can see, but those spots can be patched, and you don’t have to redo the whole roof.”

“Really?” she asked.

“Yeah. And it’s work I can have one of my guys do. The shingles might be a problem, though. Matching them exactly might be tough, and those are obviously weathered, so you’ll have a mismatch up there until you redo the whole roof in a few years. I think you can get at least three more years if you do that; more or less, depending on the weather.”

“I don’t care about mismatching shingles if it means I don’t have to pay for a whole new roof right now,” Elisa said. “And thank you for taking a look. I completely forgot about it last night when you were here, and my kids were probably so annoying; you just wanted to get out of here.”

Myra chuckled a little and said, “Nah. Like I told you, I have a big family. I’m used to it. Want to sit down and talk about the new estimate? I can give you a rough one for the roof, but I’ll know more when I get to my computer later.”

“Sure,” Elisa said, excited to have another adult other than Gwen join her at her kitchen table for the first time.

When Myra pulled out a piece of paper from her clipboard and slid it over to her, Elisa looked down at it and saw the amount, which was scary but not terrifying. She reminded herself that she had been expecting this and that she had to do it, or the house would start to fall apart.

“So, I’d estimate the roof side of things would add on an extra couple of grand to that, but that depends on how bad the leaks are once we get in there and really take a look. If it’s a quick patch and a few shingles per leak, it’ll be way less. One leak seems like it just started recently.”

“The bedroom one, yeah. That started a few weeks ago, really.”

“Okay. Well, that should be a quick repair and would lower that estimate, but like I said, I’ll know more once I get my computer and get you the real number, and then, when we get in there and see the damage better. I’ll make sure to tell you the options along the way, so if we can quick-patch something but not do the full repair just yet because you want to go cheaper right now, we can. It just means you’ll have less time with the roof before you’ll have to do more work on it.”

“Right,” Elisa said. “Do you want something to drink?”

Myra looked around the kitchen and replied, “I don’t want to get in the way of your family dinner. I–”

“The kids came back today to drop their stuff off. They went out. As much as I think they hate being away from their friends right before going off to college, they like the nightlife of New Orleans better than that small town we came from. So, they’ll probably show back up around eleven or midnight. If they’re any later than that, they’ll message me. I know they seem like they’re spoiled, and I suppose they are to a certain extent, but they were much better when I was still with their dad or after we were separated and divorced but I still lived there.”

“You lived with him after the divorce?”

“It’s a long story, but yes,” Elisa said with a smile. “We met in college, and I got pregnant. He wanted to do the right thing, even though it wasn’t the nineteen-fifties, and his family wanted us to get married, so we did. I dropped out and raised the kids while he continued in pre-med and then medical school. His parents, around that time, moved out of their house and retired to a smaller place in Arizona, so they gave us theirs.” She shrugged. “We’ve lived there since, and when we separated, I moved into the guest house once we told the kids. I stayed longer than I’d planned because I wanted them to at least graduate with their school friends, and I’d gotten full custody. He didn’t fight me for that because there wasn’t much of a point; they were almost eighteen. It was more just a paperwork thing. Anyway, an even longer story is that he started bringing women home, things got very awkward, and I couldn’t stay any longer.”

“He brought women home while you were still living there?” Myra asked.

“Yes. And, honestly, I’m not at all jealous because he’s moving on. I’m the one who asked for the separation and divorce. It was more about the fact that he got to move on already when I was the one who wanted to. While he was off becoming a doctor and building his practice, I was the primary caregiver for the kids. I’m not even sure he knows that Adele hates broccoli or that Archie got a D in Spanish his junior year, so we had to hire a full-time tutor to help him get that grade up during the soccer season, or he would’ve been kicked off the team.”

“I’m sorry,” Myra said. “I don’t have kids, obviously, but I went through a divorce. It wasn’t exactly the same thing, but it wasn’t fun, either.”

“Your ex didn’t parade women around you, essentially bragging that he’d just slept with them while you were sleeping in the guest house out back?” she asked, trying to lighten the mood, but Myra’s serious expression told Elisa she had made a mistake.

“Actually, she cheated on me. No parade, though.”

Elisa had caught the pronoun in that sentence but tried not to react to it because any reaction would likely be read the wrong way by Myra, so after a few seconds, she nodded.

“I’m sorry to hear that,” she said. “I don’t understand why people get married just to cheat.”

“Me neither,” Myra replied. “I thought things were good. We had a decent life together. I had no idea that she had this other person she was with at least a night or two each week.”

“She wasn’t home?”

“She was when we first got together, but she got a promotion that required her to travel around a lot, so she usually stayed in a hotel here or there. I thought that was what she was doing, at least. I didn’t know that she was sleeping with a co-worker who traveled with her sometimes. Her boss, technically.”

“What?” Elisa asked, sitting up more in her chair.

“Yeah, her married boss who had a husband and three kids of her own at home. They started up one night and just never stopped. They’re still together now. When I found out, I was in this state of disbelief. We had both known exactly what we wanted when we met. We each had careers. Those were important. I wanted to own my own company one day. Neither of us wanted kids, but if gay marriage ever became legal, we wanted to get married. We did, and I thought things were good, but she got promoted, met her, and that was it. She stayed with me for some reason.”

“Why didn’t she just–” Elisa stopped herself.

“Leave?” Myra guessed what she had wanted to ask.

“Yeah.”

“I don’t know. I asked her, but she didn’t really have a reason. I can guess that it was more because she didn’t know what would happen with them. They worked together, and one or both of them could’ve gotten fired. The woman she was with was married, too, and a parent. There was a chance she wouldn’t have left her husband, so if my ex couldn’t have her full-time, at least she had her part-time and me at home waiting for her, thinking we were still in love.”

“God, I’m sorry, Myra. I mean, I know my ex-husband cheated on me during our marriage, but I’m not sure I ever really cared about it. At first, it was just a hunch, but–”

“I didn’t even have a hunch,” Myra interjected. “I was sitting at home, waiting for her to tell me all about her day, and then, it was all just out there that she’s been with someone else for years, and it’s over with us, and she’s telling me she changed her mind and she’s going to be a stepmom now and move to New Jersey for their new life together. It was all so sudden and not at all at the same time.”

“I’m sorry,” Elisa repeated. Then, she placed a hand on top of Myra’s own on the table and gave it a squeeze. “I have wine. It’s the expensive kind, too. I took it from the wine rack when I left. He didn’t even notice.” She winked at Myra.

Myra laughed and said, “Another time.”

“You don’t have to keep saying that if you don’t want–”

“No, I do,” Myra interrupted quickly. “I just need to get you the rest of this estimate for the roof and check the schedule to see who I can get out here to do the work. Plus, I owe my friend, Melinda, a new blueprint for some changes to the work she needs done.”

“Are you sure you should be doing this work for me? You sound very busy, and I wouldn’t mind if you put me off to someone else that you’d recommend.”

“No, it’s fine. I can do it. It won’t take that long.”

Myra went to stand, which meant that her hand had disappeared from Elisa’s.

Elisa looked up at her and said, “Okay. Well, I’ll walk you out.”

“That’s okay,” Myra replied with a smile. “I know the way home.”

Elisa laughed and said, “I’m sure you do.”

“I’ll send you the estimate to approve, and if it’s okay, I’ll get started after that.”

“Sounds good.”

And it did sound good. Having Myra in her house, doing the work herself, sounded very good because what Elisa hadn’t yet revealed to Myra was the reason she had finally left her husband. All these years, she had known and had been too scared to admit it. In college, when they had met, Elisa had known, but one date with Archie Senior had led to another and another, and then, sex, a condom breaking, her not being on birth control long enough yet, and two babies. Then, a wedding and a marriage. All these years, though, she had known and hadn’t said anything to anyone until she had finally had the courage to tell Gwen. When Gwen had told her that she needed to be herself to be happy and to leave her own brother, Elisa hadn’t been sure at first, but when she realized that the reasons she had stayed in her marriage were about to go to college and not need her in the same way anymore, she had finally done it. She had come out to her now ex-husband and her kids. Now, she was watching Myra walk out of her kitchen, hearing Myra mention her ex-wife over and over again in her head.


CHAPTER 5

“Hey, Henry,” Melinda said.

Myra looked up and spotted Melinda, Kyle, and Jill walking through the door of her uncle’s Po-Boy shop. It was still interesting to her that she had never really noticed Melinda or any of her new friends here before, even though, according to Melinda, the woman had been coming to the restaurant for years, and Myra was in here at least once a week to grab something. Usually, she would grab the food and go, though, so maybe that was why she hadn’t noticed any of the now-familiar faces prior to them becoming friends.

“Hey, Mel!” Uncle Henry yelled in response. “Have a seat. Usual?”

“Yeah. For me and Ky. Jill?”

“Me too,” Jill said but didn’t look up from her phone.

“Hi,” Melinda greeted her as she sat down across from Myra and next to her fiancée, while Jill sat down next to Myra. “She’s texting with Willa,” Melinda added in explanation as she nodded toward Jill.

“Actually, I was messaging Enid, who had a work question,” Jill replied. “But now that you’ve mentioned it, I will go ahead and message my girlfriend, too, because I want her to come over tonight.”

“Isn’t she there all the time anyway?” Kyle asked, wrapping an arm around Melinda’s chair.

“Not all the time,” Jill said. “And like you two can talk; you moved in together after, like, five days.”

“It wasn’t five days,” Melinda said as she laughed. “And moving in?”

“What? No,” Jill replied as she shook her head. “We’re not doing that yet. Maybe in the future. I mean, I hope we do in the future, but she’s just starting that new job. I’ve got my mom, whom I’m still a little worried about, Juni is changing schools, and I’ve got a new job, too, now that you’ve finally promoted me. That’s already a lot. Besides, I’m meeting her sister this weekend, and that’s a big step.”

“Just the sister?” Myra asked her.

“To start. She’s also one of those super successful older sisters that you want to impress. Willa’s really cute about the whole thing, wanting to make sure I’m prepared for her lawyer sister to grill me on the witness stand.” Jill smirked. “It’s led to some really hot sex for us this week.”

Myra laughed and took a drink of the sweet tea she had grabbed for herself from the back.

“I’m not nervous. Should I be nervous?” Jill asked them then.

“I don’t think so,” Melinda replied.

“Yeah, it’s just her sister, not her parents, right?” Kyle asked.

“Not yet. They’ll be next, I’m sure. Willa said that once I meet Wallis, it’s her brother after that. Wade is just on a trip right now, so I can’t meet him first, but he is a little more laid back, from what I’ve been told. Once I meet Wallis, though, she’ll fill their parents in that Willa has a serious girlfriend, and they’ll expect a meeting.”

“That’s good,” Melinda noted. “It is serious, so you’ll want to take those steps with her.”

“I just want her. I’ll take all the steps, but I just want Will. I know it hasn’t been long, but I can see us together for the long haul, kind of like you two. That’s the point, right? If you want to find one person and not date around, if you don’t see anything happening in the future, it just ends. I don’t want this to end. Same, I assume?” Jill nodded toward Kyle and Melinda.

“I still can’t believe how it all worked out,” Kyle said. “I only came here because my grandmother died, so I needed to find some things out about my family history, but I ended up staying and found the love of my life at the same time.”

Melinda just smiled over at Kyle before she leaned in and kissed her on the cheek. Myra watched the exchange and felt that familiar jealousy she had whenever she was around these two. She missed it, what she’d once had with her wife. It hadn’t worked out, and they clearly weren’t meant to be, after all, but she’d once believed that she had found the love of her life. She still wasn’t sure how she had gotten the thing so wrong.

“Our life is just so boring,” her ex had told her the night they had had the big talk.

“It’s boring?” Myra had asked.

“Yes. We work, and that’s it. We don’t have pets. There are no kids. We don’t go on vacations because you need to be here for work all the time. I finally got a job where I get to travel, and it’s nice. I know it’s business hotels and per diems, so nothing like a vacation, but it’s still better than just sitting around at home talking about nothing, which is what we’ve been doing for years.”

“And she’s not boring?” Myra had asked.

“No, she’s not. But it’s not just about that, Myra. I’ve changed. I don’t want the same things I wanted before.”

“You mean kids?”

“No, not just kids. I haven’t even met hers yet, but I’m looking forward to it. Now that she’s leaving her husband, it’ll be us, and we’ll be a family. I want that, but it’s also more than that. She’s not a workaholic. We can go on vacations and travel the world if we want.”

“With three kids?”

“With or without them,” her ex had said. “Their dad will have them sometimes, and we can afford to have a nanny or something.”

“We?” Myra had said, shaking her head. “You’re already a we? We’re married.”

“I know. I have a lawyer, Myra. I have the papers ready.”

That had been it. Myra had hired her own attorney to look over the papers, but since her ex hadn’t wanted any part of the business and only asked that they sell the house and split the money, the process had been fairly simple, which made no sense. How could someone declare lifelong love to someone else, taking them more than a year to plan the day when they would make it official in front of their friends and family, only to have it all dissolved with a few signatures and money paid to attorneys and the courts?

“You okay?” Melinda checked.

“Sorry?” she asked, refocusing on her friends and their lunch.

“I just asked if you were okay. You were kind of zoned out there.”

“Oh, sorry. I’m good. I was just thinking about this job I have later.”

“What is it?” Kyle asked.

“Just some storm damage to repair, but it’s at my new neighbor’s place.”

“That’s convenient,” Jill noted.

Myra nodded and said, “It is, yeah. I’m too busy to just take it on, though, so I’m working on her place at night and on the weekends until it’s done.”

“Her? The neighbor?” Kyle asked.

“Her name’s Elisa, yeah,” Myra said. “And I have a little problem.”

“What kind of a problem?” Melinda asked.

“Well, she’s drop-dead gorgeous.”

“Oh. Suddenly, I’m more interested in this lunch.” Jill put her phone down on the table. “Tell us more.”

“She’s straight.”

“Oh. Bummer,” Jill replied, sitting back in her chair. “I was hoping for some hot gossip.”

“You have a hot girlfriend now, remember?” Melinda teased.

“I know. I didn’t mean that I wanted this Elisa to be hot for me, but for Myra, obviously, and I wanted the hot details if there were any.”

“There aren’t,” Myra said and sighed. “It’s a little confusing.”

“What’s confusing?” Kyle asked.

“She’s lived there for months now, but I’ve never paid much attention. The summer is always so busy for me. I’ve been putting everything into the business recently, and it’s finally really taking off. Like, we’re making a real profit now for the first time that I can use to reinvest in marketing or hiring.”

“Or, taking a break,” Melinda suggested with a lifted eyebrow. “Like, even just one day off.”

“I take days off.”

“Really? Name one day you took off this month.”

“Well, not this month, but…” Myra thought back to the previous month. “And not last month, but I took the afternoon off for my mom’s birthday.”

“Because she told you that she brought you into this world, and she could take you out of it if you didn’t,” Melinda noted.

Myra laughed and replied, “That does sound like her.”

“Back to hot Elisa,” Jill said. “What’s confusing?”

“Not confusing. I think that’s the wrong word. It’s just that she is beautiful. She’s got this brown hair and bright-blue eyes. I’m a sucker for that combination. I don’t know if she’s Italian or Hispanic or maybe–”

“She’s hot. We get it. Tell us about the confusing part,” Jill insisted.

“Does your girlfriend like your impatience?” Myra asked through her laughter.

“She doesn’t know about it. I’m not impatient with her.” Jill shrugged.

“Not even in bed?” Melinda asked.

“That’s none of your business,” Jill said.

“Turnabout isn’t fair play, I suppose,” Kyle noted with a lifted eyebrow aimed at Jill.

“Myra, back to you.” Melinda motioned for her to continue.

“There’s not much else to say, really. I’ve only been over there twice for work, and she’s nice. She’s sweet and just out of a complicated divorce, I think. She has twins: a boy and a girl. They’re eighteen and about to go to college, but they are kind of acting out because of the divorce and the move here. It seems like she’s just doing the best she can to start over, and I can empathize with that.”

“But she’s straight?” Jill asked.

“I assume so. It’s not like I asked her. She’s technically a client who just also happens to be my neighbor. I don’t want to make things awkward. When I told her about my ex, though, I did mention she was my ex-wife, and Elisa didn’t really react to that.”

“So, she doesn’t have a problem with it?” Kyle asked.

“I don’t think so. It didn’t seem that way. Although, I am giving her a hell of a discount on the work, and she probably knows that if she did her research. She seems like the kind of woman who would. So, she might not want to say she has a problem with it because she needs the work done.”

“You could always try talking to her about it,” Jill suggested. “Like, casually as you’re hammering things.”

Jill made a motion as if she were holding an invisible hammer.

“Is that what you think I do? Hammer things?” Myra laughed.

“I don’t know. I can barely cook a meal. I’m not sure how you build an entire house. You do that, right?”

“I have, yes, but not usually,” Myra said, still laughing. “And I do less work in the field than I used to because I now have payroll and business things to do, but yes, I also hammer things still, just not all the time.”

“But you’ll be there with a hammer, probably, and she’ll be there because it’s her house,” Jill said. “You could just talk to her.”

“Get to know her,” Melinda added.

“And see if it’s a friendship,” Kyle said.

Melinda and Jill both looked at her in confusion.

“What? I’m pragmatic.” Kyle shrugged a shoulder. “If she’s straight, Myra doesn’t want to get her hopes up, right?”

“Right,” she replied. “I’ve been burned before.”

“By a cheating wife who didn’t have the guts to tell you that she wanted something more or different before she had sex with someone else while you were still married and then didn’t tell you for years,” Melinda said. “And, honestly, Myra, that’s on her, not you. I wasn’t there, but from what you’ve told me, she never even talked to you about being unhappy or that she had changed her mind about kids.”

“She didn’t. I would’ve considered it,” Myra replied. “I never really saw myself with kids, but I would’ve at least listened to her.”

“Elisa has kids,” Jill noted.

“Elisa isn’t my wife.” Myra laughed. “Besides, they’re eighteen. I wouldn’t have to raise them.”

“I can’t wait to raise ours,” Melinda said to Kyle.

Kyle smiled at her and replied, “Same.”

“They’re annoyingly cute,” Jill said.

“Willa was in the office yesterday, and I saw you making goo-goo eyes at her,” Melinda replied.

“I do not make goo-goo eyes. I don’t even know what those are,” Jill argued.

When their food was brought to the table, and they all started eating, Myra tried to pay attention to what her friends were talking about next, but she kept thinking about Elisa, who was probably at home right now since she’d told Myra that she didn’t have a new job yet. Myra considered bringing something to the house for Elisa for a minute, like a bottle of wine, but Elisa had wine. She had even offered it to Myra last night. Flowers weren’t an option. It was a job, not a date. A plant? It could be like a housewarming gift or something.

“Hey, what plant means, ‘Welcome to the neighborhood,’ or something like that?” she asked.


CHAPTER 6

“This is the last trip, I swear,” Elisa said.

“You said that last time,” Archie replied. “And I can’t help it; I need more stuff.”

“The room you will be living in is the equivalent of a prison cell when you add in the fact that it’s only half yours. How do you need more stuff?” she asked.

“Mom, it’s college. It’s not like we’re just getting stuff for a few months. It’s for four years.”

“So, you won’t be asking for anything else for the next four years?”

“Not what I meant,” he replied. “The bed is an extra-long twin. I didn’t know that.”

“I told you to read the details. You swore to me that it was regular, even when I asked you to check when I found out that Adele’s would be extra-long.”

“I know. I did. I thought I read it right,” he replied. “It said standard, but I guess I read the wrong line in the email.”

“I guess so,” she said.

They were standing in line at the department store, and Archie was holding a giant white bag filled with the bedding set they’d bought for him just last week. He had wanted it in plain blue, and that had been pretty easy to find, so Elisa had been happy to have one more thing off this monster supply list checked off, but that hadn’t lasted long as they were now returning that very purchase because of the dimensions. And to think about it, she had thought she was done with school supplies after their senior year. She hadn’t anticipated needing to buy the twins basically a full apartment worth of stuff, despite the fact that they’d be living in dorms. She had failed to think about the fact that they borrowed supplies at home or had whatever they needed in their classrooms, but college was different. She should’ve remembered that, but she had only been in school for a couple of years, one of them being during her pregnancy, so she had been a little preoccupied with planning a life with twins and a guy she knew she could never fully love.

“Is there anything else we haven’t gotten yet, Arch? I’m not making another trip to the store. When I drop you off, if we realize then that there’s something we forgot, we can get it on campus or nearby, at least.”

“Is Dad going to drop me off, too?” he asked as they moved up one spot in the return line.

“I don’t know. Have you asked him?”

“Yeah. He said he didn’t think he could.”

Archie shrugged a shoulder, but Elisa knew her son.

“Have you told him that it’s important to you for him to be there?” she asked.

“It’s not a big deal. It’s just driving me there since I can’t have a car on campus and, like, helping me unpack. He has more important things to do.” Archie seemed to have realized his mistake then and turned to her with wide eyes. “Sorry, Mom. I didn’t mean–”

“I know. It’s okay,” she replied, offering him a motherly smile.

It was true, though: she didn’t exactly have other, more important things to do. Her kids were the most important things in her life, so dropping them off at college would always be more important than anything else she had on her schedule. She’d been happy to find out earlier that summer that they were leaving on different days, so she would be able to drop them both off and enjoy her time with them on this next life step they were about to take.

“Mom?”

“Yeah?”

“It’s going to be weird,” Archie said.

“What is?”

“Being without Adele.”

She rubbed his back and asked, “Being away from her, you mean?”

“Yeah. Can you not tell her I said that, though?”

“Sure, honey,” she replied with a little laugh.

“It’s just that we’ve always kind of been together. We had different activities and stuff, yeah, but we’ve always gone to the same school and had a lot of the same classes besides her nerdy AP things. We’ll be far away now, and it’s weird.”

“I’m sure she’s feeling the same way, Arch.”

“No, she’s not. Adele is, like, perfect.” He took a step forward, and Elisa joined him. “She’s, like, a super genius and an athlete, all in one. She could’ve easily gotten a scholarship for tennis; she just didn’t want to play anymore. And she likes all the extra things at school. I was struggling to keep up on top of having soccer.”

“Honey, you’re playing soccer in college. That’s a big deal. You had to put a lot of time and effort into it these past four years.”

“Yeah, but I only made it to a Division-II school. That’s not a big deal. I didn’t get any D-I offers. And my school is so lame; we’re not even practicing yet. We should’ve started a month ago, but they don’t want us there until right before school starts because they haven’t found a new coach yet.”

“I know it may be weird, but it’s their season, so they make the rules,” she replied, still not understanding anything about soccer despite the fact that she had been watching her son play since he was four years old. “You’ve got an athletic scholarship, though, and if you do well here and you want to transfer to another school after this year, maybe you’ll be in the position to do that,” she suggested, having no idea how that worked and worrying she shouldn’t have said anything.

“If they don’t want me now, why would they want me then?”

“Arch, maybe they just need to see you at the collegiate level, kicking some soccer butt.”

“Mom, you don’t kick soccer butt. What does that even mean?”

“I don’t know. Maybe they just need to see you scoring more goals at that level.”

“I’m a right back.”

“Okay.”

“That’s defense, Mom,” he said as he rolled his eyes at her.

“I know that.”

Elisa did know that, but whenever there were those corner kick things, he was always in the goal box thingy with all the other players, so she assumed they’d expect him to score some goals, and he had only scored one penalty kick for the team his senior year.

“Your high school was small, honey. It’s not like there were scouts there all the time. The few that showed up to your games were interested.”

“Two D-I scouts were there this year, and I didn’t get a scholarship to either school.”

“I thought you said they didn’t need any players in your position. It’s not just about how good you are, Arch. It’s about what they need, too.”

“Yeah, I know. I just want to play soccer, Mom. I know Adele doesn’t care. She played tennis because it was an activity and looked good. I play soccer because I love it.”

“I know, honey,” she replied as they moved up another spot in line.

“Mom?”

“Yeah?”

“Am I weird because I’m going to miss my sister when I go to college?”

Elisa laughed a little and said, “No, honey. You’re twins. It’s a little different than just a brother missing his sister. I know in the past few years, things have been different, and you’ve grown apart a bit, but that’s normal because you’re teenagers. I know your sister. I’m sure she’s going to miss you, too.”

“Has she said anything to you about it?” he asked.

“No, but that doesn’t mean she doesn’t feel it. Maybe you should tell her how you’re feeling.”

“Yeah, right,” he said and laughed. “She’d just make fun of me. She’s always calling me her younger brother.”

“Because she can. You’d call her your younger sister if you’d been born first.”

“Probably,” he agreed as they reached the counter.

“Hi. I need to return this. I have a receipt,” Elisa said and handed it to the woman at the counter.

“This item isn’t returnable.”

“Sorry?” she asked. “It’s within the thirty-day window.”

“But the item’s receipt says, ‘No returns.’” The cashier held it up for Elisa to see. “If opened, no returns.”

“If opened? We didn’t open it,” Elisa said as she looked at the plastic bag her son had placed on the counter.

“The zipper is open,” the woman pointed out.

“Because it’s a zipper. I didn’t open this. It’s bedding for my son’s dorm, but we’re getting something else because this won’t fit. He’s never even pulled it out of the bag.”

“Yeah,” Archie added in his attempt to help.

“I would have to get my manager to approve this,” the woman replied.

“Yes, please do,” Elisa said.

The cashier just rolled her eyes as if she hadn’t expected Elisa to take her up on the manager offer and picked up the phone by the register.

“I need a manager,” she said into it and waited. “It’ll be a few minutes,” she added to Elisa. “Do you want to wait?”

“Yes, I do,” Elisa replied.

Seven minutes later, the manager approached and processed the return.

“Mom, you were a Karen back there,” Archie said.

“I was not,” she replied as they left the return area.

“You asked for her manager.”

“She offered to get the manager. I didn’t ask for them,” Elisa said as she laughed.

“Still, it was pretty cool,” he replied. “Can we go find what I need now?”

“Yes, but that’s it, Arch. I mean it.”

“I know. I know. Just the bed stuff. We can get the rest when I get there. I heard you.”

“Good. Are you going to talk to your sister?”

“No,” he said. “Mom, I just don’t know when we’ll talk and stuff. Like, we’ll both have classes, and I’ll have soccer. You know she’s going to be all over the activities there. And we’ll see each other on school breaks, but I see her every day now, and we were always in the same school before.”

“Maybe tell her that you want to talk regularly. Pick a night that works for both of you.”

“Yeah, I guess. What about Dad?”

“What about him?” Elisa asked as they arrived at the bedding section of the store.

“You’re here now, and he’s there. Where do we go for breaks? And what if Adele comes here and I go there or vice versa? I wouldn’t see her for months.”

Elisa hadn’t thought about the fact that they would be on school breaks and might choose to spend them with their father, which would mean she wouldn’t see them.

“We’ll figure that out. Just tell your sister that you want to talk to her at least once a week or whatever you want and that you want to text or something.”

“She’ll think I’m, like, attached to her.”

“No, she won’t. And she’s attached to you, too. You’re twins. That’s how it works. You know your aunt Annabelle and your father were inseparable when they were younger.”

“Yeah, but Aunt Annabelle lives in France now. They haven’t seen each other in, like, three years, I think.”

“Your aunt has her own life now, but that doesn’t mean they’re not close,” she said.

“Close? I don’t think Dad has mentioned her in at least a year, and they’re twins, too.”

“Honey, your dad has a lot on his plate. So does Annabelle.”

“So does Adele,” he argued. “And so do I. I have things, too.”

“I know you do,” Elisa said as she laughed again.

She watched her son take in the giant wall of bedding options until he found three different options in blue. Only one of them had been an extra-long twin size, and it was fifty dollars more than the one he’d picked out initially. Elisa could afford it, but if she didn’t find a job soon, she’d have to start cutting back on expenses after the kids left the house and hope they wouldn’t notice.

“Hey, Mom?”

“Yes, Arch?” she said after they got into the car.

“Have you ever thought about going back to school? Everything’s online now, so you could even do it from home. I know you had to drop out because of us.”

“No, I chose to drop out because of you two,” she said. “I could’ve stayed, or I could’ve gone back once you and your sister were in school, but I had a job, and outside of having the usual college experience at eighteen through twenty-two, which I can’t have now, the main point of college is to get a job, right?”

“Yeah, but you don’t have a job now.”

“Because we moved, and I’ve been getting us settled. I’ll get something soon.”

“Okay. If you did want to go back, though, Adele and I would think that’s cool. We could help you study when we’re home, if you want.”

“Oh, you could, huh?” she asked as she put the car in drive.

“Yeah. We talked about it when we were driving to Dad’s house. We feel bad.”

“Why?”

“Because Dad knocked you up, and you left school. He got to keep going, though, and you had to take care of us.”

Elisa put the car back in park and said, “Archie, I don’t regret any part of being your mom. Not one thing. I didn’t have to take care of you. I got to be your mom. It’s true that your father and I didn’t exactly plan to have you when we did, but I don’t regret anything. You hear me?”

He nodded and said, “Yeah, I hear you.”

“Good. Now, let’s go pick up some lunch on the way home. You can get ice cream, and I won’t tell Adele.”

“Cool.” He laughed a little.

Driving home and watching her son eat an ice cream cone in about three bites was entertaining, but it also made Elisa think about the fact that this would be one of the last car rides like this that they would have together before her only son went to college. Sure, there would be school breaks and summers, but soon, he would meet a girl he liked, and he would want to spend a holiday with her instead of back home, just like his father had done with her and she had done with him. He would get a job near campus or an internship somewhere, and the summers at home would shorten before disappearing altogether. Soccer was only different this year because the school was in between coaches after the coach left for another university, and they had yet to hire a replacement. Next year, though, Archie would be at school starting in July. She only had so many more days like this with him before things would change, and that was true for Adele, too.

Her life had been about her children for almost two decades, and now, all of that was about to change. She would be left by herself in this house that was half-falling apart but was all she had been able to afford, with no hobbies, aside from her running, and no real friends who weren’t her thirty-two-year-old ex-sister-in-law, who had been living in New Orleans for a while now and was much more established here than Elisa. So, yes, she had Gwen, but that was it. Well, unless she counted Myra, whom she was paying to fix her house and who had turned her down for drinks and dinner twice now, so Elisa probably needed to take the damn hint. Myra wanted a client, not a new friend. Or maybe just a client and a neighbor. Either way, Elisa would need to find something more than just running, cleaning the house, and her job search to occupy her time soon.


CHAPTER 7

Myra pulled her long braids back and looked at herself in the mirror. She didn’t usually check herself out before she went to a client’s house, but she was tonight. Elisa was someone she wanted to be friends with, regardless if there was a chance at anything more, so she was only trying to make sure that she looked professional; that was all. She shook her head at herself then, knowing that wasn’t true, and grabbed her tools, heading out the door and over to Elisa’s.

“Hey,” Elisa greeted. “Come on in.”

She moved out of the way and let Myra walk in.

“Hey. Is it still okay for me to work now?”

“Of course. The kids are gone anyway.”

“Out for dinner?” Myra asked.

Elisa closed the door behind her and started walking toward the kitchen.

“They’re gone for a few days. They went back to their dad’s again. More farewell parties and friend hangouts. Their dad also has a pool, so I’m sure that’s part of it.”

Myra set her toolbox down and took in Elisa, who was wearing a white dress with light-blue flowers on it. She was also barefoot, and her toes were painted with the same blue color.

“You look nice,” she said before she could stop herself.

“Oh. I had an interview. It was a last-minute thing. I just got home, actually.”

“Interview?”

“It’s a receptionist position downtown. I doubt I’ll get it, but I was out shopping with Archie, and on the way home, I got the call that they wanted to know if I could come in today. I don’t really have interview clothes, so I’ll need to go shopping again, but I thought this dress was probably okay. Right?”

‘Okay’ wasn’t the word Myra would use to describe how Elisa looked right now. The pale color of the dress and her soft, caramel skin was a perfect combination.

“Yeah, you… It’s good.” She cleared her throat. “So, receptionist?”

“It was just something I saw online. It’s an hourly position for about twenty hours a week, so I thought it might be something to do more than anything.”

“Well, I hope it works out,” Myra replied. “I won’t get in your way if you need to cook or, I don’t know, just hang out. I have headphones and a podcast to keep me occupied if you need to do something else.”

“Oh,” Elisa let out as if she hadn’t thought about that. “Right. Yeah. I was going to make something for dinner.”

“No problem.”

“Um… The kids are gone, and it’s just me,” Elisa said, clasping her hands in front of her. “I know I’ve asked before, and you said no, so it’s okay if you do that again, but I always make too much food anyway. Do you maybe want to eat with me or take something home with you if you want? It’ll be leftovers tomorrow or go to waste.”

Myra smiled at her because Elisa was just adorable right now. She didn’t want to tell her no for a third time because she really did want them to at least be neighborly without it being awkward between them, but dinner with this woman without flirting with her would be difficult, with Elisa wearing that dress.

“What are you making?” she asked.

“Pasta with chicken. Unless you’re a vegetarian,” Elisa added quickly. “I can make it without chicken. I have a jar of Alfredo sauce, so it won’t be from scratch. Oh, and I have cheesy garlic bread. Archie loves it, but he doesn’t know I bought it because he’s incapable of opening the refrigerator and actually seeing food there. He usually just yells, ‘Mom, there’s nothing to eat!’ and closes the door.”

Myra laughed and began pulling out the tools she would need to get started.

“That sounds good, actually. And I’m not a vegetarian; I’m from New Orleans.”

“No one here is a vegetarian?”

“Have you seen a vegetarian restaurant in town?” Myra asked.

Elisa laughed a little and said, “No.”

“Then, there’s your answer. We don’t even make those for the tourists,” she joked.

“I’m sure there are at least vegetarian dishes on menus,” Elisa replied and walked behind the kitchen island, where she bent down.

This bending down thing gave Myra a great view of her ass, and Myra needed to check herself. Neighbor or not, Elisa was a client with whom she needed to try to remain somewhat professional, so she turned away and got to work.

“I’m sure there are, but I don’t eat them. Seafood and sausage is the New Orleans way. Give me a gumbo or jambalaya.”

“I don’t know how to make those,” Elisa replied.

“No?”

“No. I’m not from Louisiana originally.”

“How did you end up here, then?”

Elisa filled a pot with water and said, “I went to school at LSU, where I met Archie Senior. I’m from Illinois originally, just outside of Chicago. Well, about an hour outside of Chicago, but that’s the closest big city people know, so I use it as a reference point.”

“Did you ever think about moving back?” Myra asked.

“I did, yes. Lots of times.” Elisa put the pot on the stove and turned it on. “When I first got pregnant, in fact. I never really considered not having them or giving them up, but I did consider moving back home to have help from my family. My parents are still there, and so are my two sisters. They are a year and two years older than me, and they were in college, too, so I didn’t want to ask them for anything. Both of my parents worked, and I didn’t really want to ask anything of them, either. When Archie’s parents offered to help us as long as I quit school, I took them up on their offer, and we got married.”

“They made you quit school?”

“They didn’t make me, per se. They just offered financial assistance and help, but his mom thought it would be best for me to be home with them for at least the first two years. She was a stay-at-home mom herself. I’m glad I had that time with them, though. You can’t ever get it back. They just keep growing and changing, and one day, you look at them, and you wonder how they got from growing inside you to being three years old. That never really stops, either.”

“I never really wanted kids myself. I like having children in my life, but I didn’t want to be responsible for them every day, honestly.”

“I wasn’t planning on having them for a while, if ever, back then,” Elisa shared.

“No?” Myra asked as she worked, trying to focus on the job to be done but also wanting to listen to Elisa.

“Not really, no. Don’t tell my kids, but the plan was premed and then medical school. I wanted to be a pediatrician. I thought that would be a good way to be around kids without having to have them myself.”

“You wanted to be a doctor?”

“That’s how my ex-husband and I met: we had a class together and started dating.” Elisa got a baking sheet out and began putting pieces of frozen garlic bread onto it. “Then, I got pregnant, and you know the rest.”

“Did you ever think about going back to school once the kids were older?”

“You know, Archie asked me that today.”

“Your ex-husband?”

“No, other Archie.” Elisa laughed. “AJ. Sorry. AJ asked me that today.”

“And?”

“I told him no, but yeah, I’ve thought about it. I don’t know that I want to be a doctor anymore, though. My existing credits wouldn’t really apply after all this time, so I’d have to just start over, doing four years plus medical school and then internships and everything else, and it’s just too much for me. It’s twelve years, at least, and that would be if I went full-time. I’d rather find something that pays the bills and where I can save money. Have you always wanted to be a contractor and own your own company?”

“Oh,” Myra said, stalling because she hadn’t expected the conversation to be diverted back to her. “Yeah, I guess. I wasn’t sure about owning my own company back then – I liked the work and got an internship – but it just kept going from there. Being my own boss became something I wanted, and it has its benefits and its drawbacks.”

“I can imagine. The buck stops with you, right?”

“That, and it also means that I’m never really off work. It bothered my ex, I think. I didn’t know that until the end, but I guess she wasn’t a fan of me working all the time.”

“Is it something you love, though?” Elisa asked as she put the bread in the oven.

“Yeah, it is. I mean, there are some days when I wish I had the day off and other times when I think about taking a vacation where I actually leave New Orleans for a week or two and just relax, but I never do.”

“Why not?”

“No one to go with me,” she replied and turned toward Elisa, who was standing a few feet away, watching her work.

“No special someone?”

Myra laughed and said, “Not since my divorce.”

“What about a friend vacation?”

“I lost a lot of the ones I’ve known the longest in the divorce, but I’ve got new ones in the past year or so.”

“There you go. Ask one of them.”

“That might be odd. All of them are paired off now.”

“Oh,” Elisa said.

“Yeah… I’m the only single one in the bunch. It would be weird to ask one of them to go with me without their girlfriend or fiancée, and I don’t want to be a third wheel, either.”

“I can relate,” Elisa replied. “I lost my friends in the divorce, too.” Elisa’s phone, which was on the table, buzzed. “Sorry. I told the kids to message me when they got to their dad’s place.” She picked it up.

“It’s okay. I need to focus here anyway. I’m going to be hammering and cutting things, so I need to watch my hands,” she said, holding them up.

Was she crazy, or was Elisa staring at her fingers? She wiggled them a bit, and Elisa’s eyes followed the movement. Myra hadn’t ever liked her own hands. They were a little bigger than she would have liked and were also rough from her work. Her ex had requested that she put on lotion twice a day to help smooth them out, and Myra had done so for years, but she hadn’t bothered in a while since she no longer had anyone to make them smooth for. She wondered if Elisa liked rough hands. She doubted it. Her ex-husband was a doctor, after all, with probably perfect baby-soft hands. That was likely what Elisa preferred.

“I should change anyway. I’ll be right back,” Elisa told her.

“Okay,” she replied.

When Elisa left the kitchen, Myra took a deep breath. She had hardly done anything since arriving, and if she didn’t at least make some progress, Elisa would probably fire her, and she would lose this chance to get to know her. She turned around and finally got to work, but seconds later, she heard something and turned back around to find the water in the pot on the stove boiling over. Elisa had put the pasta in there without her noticing, and now, the bubbles were rolling over the pot. Myra wasn’t sure what to do, but she didn’t think she should just let it keep making a mess, so she put her stuff down and walked over to turn the stove down and look for a cup. Finding one in the drying rack, she filled it with cold water and dumped just a little into the pot to calm the water down.

“Oh, shit,” Elisa said.

Myra turned to see her moving toward her, wearing a pair of black sweatpants and a white T-shirt that said, ‘St. Peter’s Preparatory School.’

“I left it on high. Is it ruined?”

“No. It just started boiling over, so I turned it down.”

“I can’t even make pasta right.” Elisa shook her head.

“There’s nothing wrong with the pasta, Elisa,” she said and smiled over at her. “It’s pretty hard to mess it up.”

“I married an Italian, so I constantly heard how I messed up the pasta in the house. I didn’t salt the water. I didn’t cook it long enough. I cooked it too long.”

“Well, I’m not Italian, so I don’t know the difference anyway.”

“Right. Gumbo and jambalaya, huh?” Elisa smiled over at her.

“I can show you how to make it one night, if you want.”

“Which one?” Elisa asked as she moved behind Myra, and her hand moved over Myra’s lower back as she did.

“Both, if you want,” she said and swallowed. “They take time if you make them right.”

“Time, huh? You told me you work twenty-four-seven. When will you teach me?”

“I can add you to my calendar,” she replied.

Elisa moved back to the stove with another pan and a jar of Alfredo sauce and said, “That’s very kind of you.”

The response came with a smirk on her face that Myra wanted to kiss off.

“Your sweats are cute,” Myra said, going with this possible flirting they were doing right now. “What’s St. Peter’s?”

“Oh,” Elisa said and looked down. “Thank you.” She smiled at Myra. “It’s the school the kids went to.”

“Prep school?”

“Yeah. It’s Archie’s alma mater, so he wanted the kids to go there, too. It’s small; only about five hundred kids.”

“Private?”

“Yes. And great academics. It was a good environment for both of them, but they did get spoiled there with small class sizes and a lot of attention from teachers, so we’ll have to see how they do at college, where there are lectures with two hundred kids, and the professors don’t even know their names.”

“I’m sure they’ll do fine,” Myra said. “I should get back to work.”

“Oh,” Elisa let out, shaking her head. “Yeah. I’ll finish up here. Can you take a break to eat?”

Myra nodded at her and went back to work. She tried to focus; she really did… But Elisa hummed while she cooked. Myra wasn’t even sure that she knew she was doing it, but it was sweet and soft, and it made Myra want to walk over to her, pull her back against her, and kiss her neck. She wanted to hold Elisa while she hummed and cooked and then turn her around in her own arms to kiss her lips. Myra hadn’t felt anything like that in a long time; not with any of the women she had dated – or, rather, attempted to date – since her ex had blindsided her. No one she had gone out with since had stirred anything in her, but she had nearly screwed her own hand into the wall when Elisa started humming, so that had to mean something.


CHAPTER 8

“You have a crush,” Gwen said with a knowing smile.

“I do not,” she replied.

“Yes, you do,” Gwen insisted. “I’ve been here for five minutes, and you’ve said Myra’s name at least as many times. Myra this. Myra that.”

“You’ve been here fifteen minutes, and I’ve only said her name twice,” Elisa argued.

“Three times. Final offer,” Gwen replied as if they were bartering over an item at a yard sale.

“I have nothing else to talk about. The kids are gone. I went for a run. I did the dishes and applied for another couple of jobs. That’s the extent of my life right now outside of the fact that someone is working on my house.”

“Someone being Myra. Nice try.” Gwen laughed. She then took a drink of her sparkling water and added, “You’ve never really talked to anyone about a woman, have you?”

Elisa looked down at her plate and said, “No.”

“Do you want to talk about one now? I know you were married to my idiot older brother for a couple of decades, and I was still pretty much a kid when you two met and the twins were born, but I’m not a kid anymore, and I have known you for two decades now, too. Besides, if anyone gets it, it’s me.”

“I know. I just don’t really know what to say. She stayed for dinner, and we talked for a while. Then, she got back to work and left around nine. I thought it was weird for me to sit there and watch her, even though I wanted to keep talking. Besides, she kind of needs to focus on the work. She’s measuring and screwing things. She gets this look of concentration on her face that’s really cute, and her nose scrunches up.” She imitated Myra’s nose scrunch with one of her own.

Gwen laughed a little and asked, “How long did you actually watch her while you pretended to do something else?”

“Not long. Just, like, a few minutes. Then, I went to the living room and watched TV on mute so that I could hear her if she needed anything.”

“And how was the dinner conversation?”

“Really good. I touched her.”

“Sorry; what?” Gwen said with a little cough.

“Oh, not like that. Get your mind out of the gutter.” She laughed and reached for her fork. “I only meant that when I went upstairs to change out of my dress for dinner, I left the pasta on the stove, and it boiled over. She went to stop it for me, and when I got back, I was really close to her for the first time. I sort of had my hand on her back for a second, but she didn’t move out of the way or anything, and she didn’t flinch, either.”

“So, she’s into the idea?”

“What idea?”

“Elisa, she’s into the idea of there being more than just a client and contractor relationship. I don’t know many contractors that are down with their clients having their hands on their lower backs.”

“Oh, I don’t know. It could just be a neighbor or friend thing. I mean, women touch each other. She said no to drinks and dinner twice before, remember? She might have felt bad about saying no two times and stayed out of pity. I haven’t exactly done anything to let her believe that I have an exciting life. The opposite, really. She knew the kids were gone because they preferred their dad’s place. And I understand why. I just couldn’t stand being in that guest house anymore, acting like the housekeeper more than the woman he was married to for decades.”

“I know. I’m sorry. My brother has always been a dick,” Gwen said. “Annabelle, too, though. I like to think that my parents realized that and, six years later, had me to balance things out cosmically. Of course, they’re twins, and I’m just little old me, so they had to have little Grant four years after me once they’d confirmed I wasn’t a dick, too. Seriously, it’s like Arch and Annabelle popped out of the womb entitled and expected everyone to do everything for them, or at least, make things easier on them. I don’t know if my parents raised Grant and I differently, but if I didn’t know for a fact that my mom gave birth to all four of us, I’d swear two of us were adopted.”

“Which two?” Elisa asked with a smile, loving whenever Gwen talked about her distaste for her older siblings, even though Elisa knew it was petty.

“Depends on the day. You know my parents. They can be assholes, too. My mom was born with that silver spoon in her mouth, and my dad had it put up his ass when he popped out right after they cut the cord.”

Elisa laughed and said, “Yeah, that sounds about right.”

“Sometimes, they’re cool, though. I know it probably didn’t seem that way to you, given how things were in the beginning. When I tell you how pissed off they were that their precious first-born son had gotten a girl pregnant out of wedlock while he was also in college, you’d probably not believe me because, from your perspective, I’m sure, their anger was aimed at you.”

Elisa nodded and said, “I got a lot of glares, yes.”

“In their mind, their perfect baby had worn a condom like he was supposed to, so it wasn’t possibly his fault that it broke, and you should’ve been on birth control, too, or not be having sex at all. Gotta love their old-school blame-the-woman-for-everything approach.”

“Yeah, that sounds about right, too. Your mom actually asked me who my gynecologist was and why my mom hadn’t talked to me about safe sex. She had talked to me about safe sex, and I was on birth control.”

“You were?” Gwen asked, looking surprised.

“Sort of.”

“Sort of? We’ve never really talked about this. I didn’t want to bring it up because I thought it might be hard for you to talk about.”

“I went to the campus clinic when I started dating Archie. They gave me a pile of condoms and birth control. I took it. I just didn’t take it long enough to have it be beneficial. Your brother was ready, and I wasn’t, really, but I still said yes when I shouldn’t have, and here we are.”

“He pressured you? You never told me that,” Gwen said, leaning over the kitchen table and looking concerned. “Do I need to murder my older brother?”

“Let’s just say that I knew I was gay then.”

“You did? You didn’t tell me that, either. When you came out to me, you said you’d been soul-searching, and you figured it out.”

“I did soul-search, but I’ve known forever. I might have even known before you knew you were gay, probably, given our age difference. Anyway, I knew when I met Archie, but I didn’t know how to admit it to myself, let alone anyone else, and we went out a couple of times. We were making out one night, and I could… feel he was…”

“Oh, gross. That’s my brother, Elisa.” Gwen shook her head in disgust and leaned back again.

“How much of this do you really want to know?”

“None of the details, obviously.”

“Well, he asked. I said no at first, but we kept kissing, and I could tell that he really wanted to. I should’ve repeated my no and told him that we should wait, but I didn’t. Things kind of went from there. So, while your mom was wrong to blame me and should’ve blamed both of us for getting pregnant, I didn’t tell him no, and I knew the birth control wasn’t exactly potent yet. I did make him wear a condom, at least, thinking that would help. He argued at first, but–”

“He did what?” Gwen asked.

“He put it on, at least.”

“But he argued with you?”

“He said we were both virgins, so there wasn’t a point. He didn’t have an STI.”

“Hold on.” Gwen shook her head rapidly. “My brother, who was already pre-med then and should’ve understood the basics of how sex worked, told you that just because he didn’t have an STI, he shouldn’t have to wear a condom? Like, he just forgot that he could get you pregnant?”

“Boys,” Elisa said. “It’s why I’ve been trying to cram as much sex education into AJ and Adele’s brains since I thought they were old enough to hear it. Adele has a good head on her shoulders, but I thought I did, too. It’s so hard to be with someone and tell them no when you don’t want to do it and they keep pressing. I was gay, already knew it, and I still gave in. As far as I know, Adele actually likes boys. She might be just like me in that situation. And while I don’t regret it because I have both of them, if I didn’t get my kids out of that night, I think I would regret it. I know I regret parts of it.”

“The sex part?” Gwen joked.

“Well, it didn’t exactly make me want to have sex with a guy again, but no.” Elisa chuckled. “I regret the fact that I wasn’t strong enough to tell him no and actually mean it. Your brother is persuasive, but I should’ve told him that I didn’t want to. I should’ve at least said that we needed to wait for the pill to kick in, and if he couldn’t do that for me, then he didn’t deserve much else.”

“Right about that,” Gwen said, still shaking her head. “I can’t believe that. God, I’ve never had a lot of respect for my brother, but I think I just lost what was left of it. How did you stay with him all this time?”

“Honestly, it was really hard in the beginning, but it got easier over the years, and that was part of the problem: it was easier to stay than go, and I had the kids. I lasted as long as I could, though.”

“I really don’t know how you did. I think that’s strength, Elisa. I know you might not agree, but you stayed with someone you can’t ever give yourself fully to because you thought it was right for your family.”

“Was it, though?” she asked.

“You made a life for your kids, Elisa. I know for some, they would’ve left or maybe not let my brother be involved at all, but you did the best you could. I hate to say this, but my family has one good thing about it, and that’s money. AJ and Adele got to go to a great school, had a pretty nice life, and I don’t think you’ve let them become entitled assholes.”

“They’re on their way there a little bit, but I think that’s because they’re mad about the divorce and me moving. It’s made their goodbyes with friends more difficult, and they’re not understanding yet why me living in the guest house with their father moving on in front of my eyes might be hard for me. I think Adele does, and I’m sure AJ does, too, to some extent, but they’re a little more focused on their lives right now, which is how it should be.”

“You gave them that chance, Elisa. You’re still giving them that chance to have their own lives. They’re going to school, and hopefully, they’ve listened to your talks about safe sex and understand the consequences.”

“I want them to have all the options. If they decide on their own to drop out of school and do something else, fine, but I want it to be their choice.”

“I know,” Gwen replied and leaned forward again. “But we’ve been talking about the kids, my family, and the past for a few minutes now. Let’s try talking about the future.”

“Not much to talk about yet. I had an interview. It was at the last minute, and I wasn’t prepared, so I doubt I’ll get it. It was for a receptionist job.”

“Well, at least it’s an interview.”

“Yeah. It’s only part-time, so no benefits and not a lot of money, but it might be a nice way to transition back into the workforce after taking time off.”

“Could be, yeah. But what about this Myra woman who lives next to you and is, apparently, gay and didn’t mind you touching her?”

“It’s not like that,” Elisa said.

“But could it be? Part of the reason you finally came out was because you’re ready to actually be with a woman, right? And I don’t just mean sex. I meant in general. A relationship, potentially.”

“I think so. But what woman wants to be with a lesbian who’s been closeted for her whole life and has only had sex with one man? I know the kids are grown up and will be out of the house, but Myra said she never really wanted kids. AJ and Adele will still come home on breaks and for the summer. If I got anywhere with Myra, or even another woman, they probably wouldn’t want to have to deal with that; adult children coming and going and possibly getting in the way. No matter what, I’ll always put them first. Will someone understand that?”

“Of course, they will,” Gwen said. “We’re talking about women here. Not all of us want kids, that’s true, but we would understand better than guys, I think, that kids come first to someone who has them. You just have to find the right person. Someone who gets the fact that you’ve only ever been with one guy, and it’s okay with them. Someone who understands that you have two kids who still need you and always will. Those things are non-negotiable, so if they don’t get that you’re ready for something new but you come with some light baggage, they don’t deserve you.”

“Light?” Elisa laughed. “Light baggage?”

“It’s not that big of a deal, really. In the grand scheme of things, being a divorced, closeted woman with college-age kids isn’t anything to worry about. You need to find the person who not only isn’t worried about it but loves those things about you.”

“Who’s going to love the fact that I’m a divorced, formerly closeted woman?”

“Someone,” Gwen replied, shrugging a shoulder. “Trust me, there’s a woman out there who will like being your first. It’s a thing.”

“A thing?”

“Yeah, when older–” Gwen stopped herself. “I don’t mean you’re old. Just that–”

“No, go on. It’s fine.”

“Well, when a woman comes out a little later in life, and she’s never been with another woman, that can be a turn-on for some women. The thing to keep in mind is that you’re not just looking for sex, right?”

“Right,” she said.

“So, make sure you don’t find someone who only wants to be your first because it’s a turn-on. Find the one who wants to be your first and maybe you’re only, if you’re lucky.”

“I want to be lucky.” Elisa sighed. “Not just get lucky.”

“I know. And, look, I know this Myra woman kind of just fell into your lap. I’m not suggesting you do anything with her. You clearly like her at least a little bit, though, so maybe just see where it goes.”

“One problem with that.”

“What? The kid thing?”

“No. She doesn’t know I’m gay,” she replied.

“Well, you can fix that easily enough,” Gwen said.

Elisa’s phone rang, and she stared down at the screen wide-eyed.

“What?” Gwen asked.

“It’s her. It’s Myra.”

“Answer it.”

“What do I say?”

“I don’t know. Maybe just try a greeting of some kind.” Gwen chuckled.

Elisa picked up the phone and said, “Hello?”

“Hi. It’s Myra.”

“Oh, hi,” she said as if she hadn’t known it was Myra.

“Listen, I finished a job early today, and I’ve got some time. I was thinking that since I took a long break last night to eat with you, that I’d come over and get some work done, if that’s okay. I’m not sure if you’re home or what your plans are.”

“I’m here,” she replied too quickly. “I mean, yeah, that’s fine.”

Gwen just laughed.

“Shut up,” Elisa whispered to her after covering the phone with her hand. “When will you be here?”

“In about an hour, if that’s okay with you.”

“Yeah, that’s fine. I’m finishing up lunch with a friend, and she was just about to leave.”

“I was?” Gwen teased her.


CHAPTER 9

“I’m heading out to the Benedetti job,” Myra said.

“Oh, are you sure? I can have Mark or Emmanuel take that one for you. It’s pretty basic, from what you had me put in the computer,” her customer rep said.

“Yeah, it’s good. She’s a neighbor and a friend, so I’ve got this one.”

“Must be why you’re hardly charging her anything. Just materials at cost and no labor.”

“Family discount.”

“I don’t even think you give your family this big of a discount,” the woman replied.

“I’ll be there for the rest of the day, but call me if anything comes up,” she said, ignoring the comment.

“I will, but we should be fine. Two crews are hard at work today, and all the materials have arrived on time, for once, so we’re on schedule.”

“Great,” Myra said.

She checked her email one more time to see if she had missed anything and headed home. It was just after three in the afternoon, so this would give her at least three extra hours to work on Elisa’s project. She estimated that if she was able to proceed on Saturday and Sunday for a few hours as well, it would take about two weeks to finish the interior work on her own, and the roof would take another week or two, depending on how bad the leaks were. From what she had seen, though, they were only just beginning and not bad in most places. One trouble spot would require more work, but they would be able to handle it. Her only concern was that they were in hurricane season right now, so she didn’t want Elisa to be without a roof, even in part, while it was being repaired since the heavy rains could hit at any moment. Myra, being a contractor, had to check the weather constantly, especially this time of year. She needed to know if there was anything to worry about and how to alter her schedule if so. Nothing was on the radar for a major storm so far, but they might have some light rain this weekend, so she would wait to start the roof work until after it passed unless there was something that popped up between now and then.

Myra pulled into her driveway, got out, and locked her truck, deciding not to go inside and change into a fresh shirt again since it would mean that she cared what Elisa thought about her, and she didn’t, obviously. Okay… That was a lie. But she needed to be herself, and when she came home from work, she was usually at least a little bit messy. Sometimes, she had sawdust all over her clothes, while other times, she smelled like paint or paint thinner, as was the case today.

“Hi,” she greeted when Elisa opened her door.

“Hey,” Elisa replied, offering her a smile. “Come on in.”

“Are you sure? I kind of just dropped this on you.”

“Yeah, I’m sure,” Elisa said.

Myra walked in and followed her back into the house.

“Are you hungry? I have some lunch leftovers. I made sandwiches. I thought I’d eat two, but I only ended up eating one. Not that I usually eat two. I just skipped breakfast, and– You know what? I thought I was hungry enough to eat two sandwiches, and that’s fine.”

Myra chuckled and said, “Yes, it is. You can eat as many sandwiches as you want.”

“Well, I only ate the one, but I have a turkey sandwich with mustard and cheddar, if you’re interested. I was just going to have it for dinner later, but if you want it, it’s yours.”

“I had lunch earlier, but thank you,” Myra replied. “And you don’t have to feed me every time I’m here. I appreciate it, but it’s not necessary. At this point, I think I owe you a meal.”

“I doubt it. I did my research, Myra. I know you’re giving me a sizeable discount here. I feel like I owe you a meal every time you come over.”

“You don’t,” Myra said. “Really, it’s fine. Like I told you, I can come over after my normal workday, so I’m not losing money or anything.”

“But you’re not really making money, either, are you?”

Myra didn’t want to lie to her, so she shook her head and said, “It’s really not a big deal.”

“Can I at least help somehow?” Elisa offered. “I know I’m not super handy, but I can maybe pass you things.”

“You want to help?”

“Can I? Or will I just be in the way?”

“Depends, I guess,” she said. “But if you want to hand me things, that can be helpful.”

“I can do that. Let me get us something to drink first, and you can tell me what you need,” Elisa replied.

“Okay,” Myra agreed, liking that she would have more time with her.

When Elisa returned with two glasses of water for them, Myra walked her through the basics of the toolbox to make it easier for her to know what to hand her. Then, Myra began measuring. She’d already brought the lumber she would need last night after dinner, so now she had to take it out back to cut it down to size using the saw and the sawhorses she pretty much always brought to work with her in her truck.

“So, that’s going to go there?” Elisa asked, pointing.

“Yes. I need to cut it down first, but I’m going to measure all of them before I go out back and do that.”

“I don’t think I’ve ever sawed anything.”

“You want to try?”

“God, no.” Elisa laughed. “I’d do it wrong and ruin a piece of wood.”

“No, you wouldn’t. I have extras here, and it’s not that hard. I’ll draw the lines and set everything up. I’ll even help you hold the saw.”

“Help me? Like, stand behind me or something?” Elisa asked with a flirtatious smile.

It was flirtatious, right? Elisa was flirting with her again. Myra had thought that had been the case over dinner the previous night as they had shared pasta and wine. Elisa had forgotten to cook the chicken, and the garlic bread had been a little burned, but Myra had had a lot of fun watching her try to scrape the burned cheese off the bread as she continued to apologize for not cooking the chicken that Myra hadn’t cared about at all.

“Yeah,” she replied. “If you want to try it.”

Elisa just nodded, so once Myra had finished measuring and marking her lines, she carried the two-by-fours outside, and Elisa followed her. Having set up the first piece of lumber on the sawhorses, Myra explained the rules of the saw first. Elisa would have to wear the safety goggles since Myra hadn’t brought her face shield, and she would need to let the saw reach full speed before she started her cut.

“I look weird,” Elisa said after Myra took her through the rules and placed the goggles over her eyes.

“No, you don’t. Do I look weird?” Myra asked, pointing to her own goggles.

“No, but you look like you know how to do this stuff, so you can pull those off. I probably look like an amateur who shouldn’t be wearing safety goggles for anything.”

“It’s really not that hard. These are basic cuts. I’ll do the more difficult ones at the shop, where I have the rest of my saws and supplies. I’ll bring those pieces over this weekend. These are straight lines. They teach these cuts in high school woodshop classes.”

“Making me feel worse? Really?” Elisa joked.

Myra laughed and said, “Here. We’ll practice. The saw is still unplugged, so just hold it first; feel its weight a little.” She held it out to Elisa and moved behind her.

“Heavier than I thought,” Elisa noted.

Myra pointed to the different parts of the saw and explained their purpose. She didn’t have to do this. Elisa could saw a straight line just fine, she guessed. But being behind her like this gave Myra a chance to breathe her in and touch her on the back as she attempted to keep Elisa steady with the saw in her right hand.

“You should just do this. I’ll watch,” Elisa said, trying to hand Myra back the saw.

“Probably,” she replied with a little laugh. “I’m not exactly insured to have you saw something.”

“What?” Elisa turned to her, and the saw bumped against Myra’s side. “Oh, shit.”

“It’s okay. The blade is covered, and it’s off, but yeah, I think that about wraps up our saw lessons for the day. I’ll do it, and you watch. Maybe you can learn a little, too.”

“Sorry,” Elisa said. “I got really nervous.”

“Why? It’s just a saw.”

Myra took it from her and stepped away.

“Um… I’ve never done it before.”

Myra nodded for Elisa to stand aside and said, “You can plug it in from very far away, and I’ll take it from here.”

“Sounds good,” Elisa replied with a laugh and moved over to where the extension cord leading to the outside outlet and the cord for the saw met.

Myra moved into position, and after Elisa plugged in the saw, she checked that Elisa had stayed several feet away and looked down, checking her line and her saw blade. She turned it on, let it get up to speed, and began cutting. Five more cuts later, she was done for the night, so she turned off the saw and set it down. Then, she turned to Elisa and took off her goggles.

“You can take those off now,” she said to Elisa.

“Oh, right,” Elisa replied and pushed the goggles onto her forehead. “You’re… very good… at that.” She pointed to the stack of two-by-fours on the grass.

“It’s easy,” Myra said. “And when you’re less nervous about giving it a try, I can show you for real.”

“No, I think I’m good with not using the saw. I’d love to learn other stuff, though. Not that I expect you to teach me on top of the massive discount you’re giving me, but I’ve always had someone do stuff for us around the house, so now that I’m on my own, I want to learn how to do it myself.”

“Why? You have a contractor living next door,” Myra said with a smile.

“Well, I can’t expect you to always drop everything and come over here if my sink is leaking.”

“No, you can’t because I’m not a plumber. I can probably still fix it, though, but you’d want to call a professional for that. I know one if you need one. I know a few, technically.”

“Well, what could you help me with?”

“I can rebuild the kitchen cabinets for you. They look a little–”

“Old and ugly?” Elisa interjected.

Myra picked up the wood and said, “Yeah, that.”

“They do need work.”

“I can do that,” Myra said. “I can either replace them or refinish them for you and make them look brand-new. And you want that swing on the porch, right? Well, I can give you the guy who made mine, but I can technically make one for you, too. I’m not a carpenter, exactly, but I can make a porch swing.”

“I can’t afford any of that right now, so maybe we just finish the work you’re already doing and see about the rest later.”

“Sure,” Myra replied.

They walked inside after that, and she pointed at where Elisa could screw the wood in place. She knew doing the work herself would’ve been much faster, but watching Elisa learn something new, having her ask questions about when Myra used nails versus screws, and discovering that anchors helped keep things like heavy pictures in walls was worth taking a little longer. By the time they finished with the first big task of the night, though, it was after six, and Myra was hungry.

“I’m going to take a break, if that’s okay. I’ll head home and come back in about thirty.”

“You’re going home to eat dinner, aren’t you?” Elisa asked.

“Yeah. I have some leftover pizza from the other day.”

“Myra, please stay here. I’ll order us something. Maybe not pizza, since you had that this week. What do you want?”

“How about I order us something? I can get us some good Southern barbecue.”

“Fine. If that’s what it takes to get you to stay, then yes. Whatever you’re getting is fine. I’m getting us both a beer.”

“Well, I don’t have to drive home, so that works.”

Myra pulled out her phone and ordered them dinner, which would take thirty-five minutes to get there.

“I’ll just keep working until it arrives,” she said when she was done putting her phone away.

“Come on,” Elisa said, handing Myra a now-open beer. “Let’s sit down and take a break. I could use one; you’ve been working me really hard tonight.”

Myra swallowed because her very attractive neighbor-and-possibly-friend definitely meant that comment about the work on the kitchen, but Myra took it to mean something else altogether, and it made her want that something right now.

“No more power tools tonight, then, if I’m drinking,” she said.

“You said that last night when we had wine at dinner. I know the rules now,” Elisa replied and took a drink of her beer from the dark-green bottle.

“Just testing your memory,” she lied and took a drink of the one Elisa handed her.

“Sit down in the living room and wait for dinner?”

“Or, we could sit on my porch swing. It’s a nice night,” Myra suggested.

“I could consider it research, seeing if I’m comfortable on the swing enough to buy one for my own porch,” Elisa said with a smile.

“Exactly,” Myra replied.

“Let’s go,” Elisa added and nodded for Myra to go first.


CHAPTER 10

“So, your divorce was easy? I don’t know that I’ve ever heard anyone describe their divorce as easy,” Elisa said.

“It was relatively easy. I didn’t fight to keep our marriage or anything. How could I when she already had someone else and told me our life together was boring? Had she told me she was unhappy, I would’ve at least tried.”

“Couple’s therapy?” Elisa asked before taking a sip of the beer she didn’t really want.

Since she left Archie, she had been trying not to spend frivolously and hadn’t bought a lot of alcohol, but she had wanted beer in the house just in case Myra wanted one because she seemed more like a beer than wine kind of woman, even though she’d had the wine the previous night and hadn’t seemed to have an issue with it. Elisa had gotten this beer at the grocery store, and it had been one of the cheapest they’d had. Myra was almost finished with her first one, so maybe she liked it or, at least, wasn’t complaining about it so as not to be rude.

“I guess. Had she said that she needed that or thought it would help us, I would have gone. I swear, Elisa, for years, she didn’t complain about anything. I mean, taking out the trash? Sure. But not a word about any of the big stuff. We got married, bought our house, the company was doing well, and she liked her job. I thought we were good, so it felt like she went from being the woman I married to this completely different person overnight. Suddenly, she’s moving out of our house and into a place with her now-wife. That woman is leaving her husband and filing for sole custody of their kids. Then, they’re all moving to Jersey, and now, they’re married to each other and raising those three kids she’s always told me she never wanted.”

“Was it that you didn’t want to raise kids?” Elisa asked.

“I’ve just never felt that motherly urge thing that some women do. She didn’t, either, so it wasn’t a problem for us, but I wonder now, since she left me, if maybe she just didn’t want to have them or maybe didn’t want to deal with babies because those kids were all six and older when she left me.”

“Babies and toddlers are a lot,” Elisa said. “I had two at once, so I’d know.”

“Yeah, so… Maybe she wanted to adopt an older kid or something, but she never told me that. I don’t think she really wanted kids with me. I think she wanted kids with someone else.”

“It could be that she didn’t want kids at all still, but she wanted to be with her, and she came as a package deal, so your ex went with it.”

Myra nodded and said, “I’ll never know, I guess.”

“Do you still talk to her?”

“No, we haven’t talked since the divorce was finalized. She told me they were moving and that was the last I heard from her. Without us having kids to worry about, the divorce was pretty simple. She had her car. I owned my truck. We split some things, and that was it. How was it with your ex?”

Elisa laughed and said, “Not easy.”

“No?”

“No,” she replied, wondering how much she should tell Myra as she took a drink to stall. “There’s more to it than just a wife leaving a husband, but the truth is that I never loved him. I kept thinking I would. I thought we’d have the kids and get married, and it would be like one of those arranged marriage things where people tell you they weren’t in love in the beginning, but they fell in love over time. I kept waiting for that. I’d look over at him in bed and think that it wasn’t there yet, but it would be one day. I just had to wait for that moment.”

“That sounds terrible,” Myra replied.

“It wasn’t all bad, and he wasn’t around much unless he wanted something, so he left me alone. For a whole year before we got separated, he slept in another bedroom.”

“Really? Why?”

“He claimed that I snored and that it was keeping him up, but I don’t snore. I’ve recorded myself to check. He just wanted to be alone, and that was perfectly fine with me because so did I.”

“What about…” Myra began but didn’t finish.

“Sex?” Elisa guessed.

“Sorry. Too personal?” Myra asked.

“No, it’s okay,” she said, clearing her throat as she set her beer bottle on the coffee table. “Well, that wasn’t happening all that much by then, but it wasn’t really all that regular before that, either.”

Myra didn’t say anything, but she nodded and finished her beer.

“Let’s just say that he wasn’t… good. Yeah, he wasn’t good.”

Myra laughed then, and Elisa wondered if that half a beer she had drank without having had any food since lunch had gone to her head.

“I can’t believe I just said that,” she added.

“No, keep talking. This is just getting good,” Myra replied, turning to face her on the couch.

“He was fast.”

“Fast?” Myra laughed a little.

“Yes. And it was all about him.” Elisa laughed. “Let’s just say I went through a lot of lube because I always needed it.”

“Oh, my God,” Myra said, laughing harder now. “I’m laughing, but that sounds awful. Why did you stay with him? Was it really just the kids?”

“I guess so,” she replied. “But I was talking to my now ex-sister-in-law one day – she’s a little younger than me – and she’d just gotten into a relationship. They’ve since broken up, but the way she was describing how she felt and, well, their sex together made me jealous, honestly. I knew I’d never felt that before and never would with Archie. He’s always seemed so aloof to me; like he knew how I felt, and he felt the same way, but we both stayed together anyway. I think he stayed because of how it would look if we got divorced after pretending to be this perfect family, but he also had me at home and could do what he wanted outside of the house because I really didn’t care.”

“He was sleeping around?”

“I’m sure he was. Once I felt like I knew for sure that it had started, I brought up him getting routine tests done, and I specifically mentioned getting tested for sexually transmitted things. He just nodded at me. A week later, I found the negative test results on our bathroom sink. That was his way of telling me that, yes, he was cheating, and it was my way of telling him that I knew. I got new test results on the counter for a few more months after that, and he still came into the bedroom about once a week, thanked me after, and then left to sleep in the other room. When I stopped seeing the results, he also stopped coming in, and I decided that I needed to go around that time.”

“You deserve someone who loves you, Elisa,” Myra replied. “Someone who wants to be with you and touch you because they can’t not, and it’s all they think about and all they want. You deserve to be happy, and I hope you find the guy who does that for you.”

Elisa swallowed and turned toward Myra on the couch.

“Well, remember how I told you that there was more to it than just a wife leaving a husband?”

“Yes.”

“Part of the reason I could never really love him as my husband and why I never pushed for more in the bedroom – really, I pushed for less – was because…” Elisa paused to take a deep breath before adding, “I’m not attracted to men.” She met Myra’s eyes and watched her expression turn to confusion. “I’m gay, and I’ve known it since before I even met Archie.”

“You’re… a lesbian?” Myra asked.

“A lesbian who’s never been with a woman,” Elisa said with a shrug. “I figured it out when I was young, but it didn’t really matter. I was pre-med, only focused on school and being a doctor. I wasn’t looking for anything at all because I wasn’t sure where I would go to medical school and then where I’d match later. It’s complicated, wanting to be a doctor, since you can’t always control where you end up for at least a few years, so I didn’t want anything serious. When I met Archie, I wasn’t out at all. I thought I’d go out with him a couple of times, and that would be it, but I got pregnant, and my whole life changed. It didn’t seem to matter anymore then. Everything went from it being all about becoming a doctor to being the best mother I could be. I’m not sure I was ever really a wife to Archie. I didn’t want to be, and he didn’t need me to be anyway. I started to think about how he was cheating, and I thought about cheating as well. I figured I could join one of those apps, find a woman who might want to just meet up, and finally experience what sex with a woman was like.”

“But you didn’t?” Myra asked.

“No, I didn’t want that. I’d had sex that meant nothing for years, and I wanted something that actually mattered for once. I wanted what you said before: someone who wanted to touch me and be with me. So, I didn’t proceed with any of the apps, but I did come out to my ex-husband. Suddenly, everything that had been wrong in our marriage had been my fault. I was the reason our sex life was bad. I was the reason–”

“Elisa?”

“Yeah?”

“You were in a marriage. That’s two people. He has to own stuff, too. Just like I have to own not seeing the signs of my ex-wife being unhappy. I can claim that she never told me that anything was wrong and that she cheated, but I didn’t notice anything going on, either, when maybe I should have. Your ex-husband is selfish. You won’t be able to convince me otherwise. He had put his own ambitions and needs over yours and probably over the kids, too.”

“I suppose so,” she said.

“So, you haven’t been with anyone since the divorce?”

“No.” Elisa shook her head. “I’ll never be with a man again, and I’ve just put my focus into moving here, getting the kids set up and ready for school, and finding a job.”

Myra nodded and said, “Just… don’t just be with anyone. I mean, I know you want to be with someone who wants you, but some women have a way with other women that makes you want to… take those steps you might regret in the morning. I’ve seen it a lot in New Orleans, especially. You go to a bar. Someone offers to buy you a drink. They flirt and make you laugh. Then, suddenly, you’re back at their place, naked and wondering how you got there, to begin with, because you only planned to have a drink with friends.”

“You sound like you might be speaking from experience,” Elisa noted.

“I might have been the one buying those drinks when I was in my early twenties, and, well, I regret it.”

“Oh,” Elisa said.

“I wasn’t a bad person; I never pressured a woman to sleep with me. But I did like the game of flirting and seeing where that could go. More often than not, it went back to my apartment, and sometimes, they’d sleep over and tell me the next morning that they weren’t gay, bi, or that it didn’t mean anything. Other times, they’d tell me that they regretted it and that I should’ve been more upfront with my intentions.”

“Were you upfront?”

Myra laughed and said, “I literally asked them to come to my place and told them why, so yes. But I guess it’s easier to blame someone else sometimes when you regret something. I don’t think I did anything wrong exactly, but I know why I did it, and that’s the problem.”

“You liked the game,” Elisa said with a nod.

“Yes,” Myra replied. “I liked picking a woman out at the bar. I especially liked it when she was with her friends, and I could get her alone and buy her that drink. It was fun and exciting, and the sex was only part of that. It wasn’t usually all that good. A lot of times, it was just me giving and them taking, not much more than that, but it was the game that got me off, so I’m not proud of that. Technically, that is how I met my now ex-wife, so there’s that.”

“You picked her up at a bar?” Elisa asked and leaned in a little.

“A one-night stand, yeah. That was all it was supposed to be, but we went out again, and she was the last woman I picked up.”

“No one since?”

“No. I’ve had a few dates, but those were actual dates, not me picking them up at a bar, and I haven’t been with a woman since her.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t want to pick up women anymore. I liked being in love. I want that again.”

“A relationship?”

“Yes,” Myra said, leaning in as well. “I want to be with a woman, not with a bunch of them. Sex is great. But making love? There’s nothing else like it, and I want both.”

“Me too,” Elisa whispered.

Myra’s arm went over the back of the sofa, and Elisa shifted against it. She swallowed and wanted to be prepared for whatever would happen next, so she licked her lips.

“So, to be clear, I don’t play those games anymore,” Myra said. “And I don’t just want to–”

“Have sex,” Elisa interrupted, trying to speed this along. “Yeah, I understand.”

Myra smiled at her then, and her hand moved to Elisa’s cheek. She cupped it and dragged her thumb along the skin, causing Elisa to shudder because this was the very first time a woman had ever touched her like this.

“You feel it, too?” Myra asked.

Elisa didn’t move or say anything, though, because she couldn’t. She was shaking. Her hands were just trembling in her lap as she tried to hold them together to shield the shaking from Myra. Her lips were shaking, too, but she couldn’t hide that. When the doorbell rang, indicating that their food was here, Myra proceeded to stare into her eyes for a few more seconds, almost pleading with her own eyes for Elisa to say something, but Elisa’s throat was too dry to make a sound. So, Myra pulled her hand away, her arm slipped off the back of the sofa, and she stood.

“I’ll get it,” she offered, referring to the food that Elisa had totally forgotten about.

Elisa then watched as Myra walked to the door and pulled it open while she tried to get her nerves under control.


CHAPTER 11

“So, you want gray?”

“I don’t want gray. We’ve already decided on the colors, babe,” Monica said.

“But you just said that you liked the gray napkins.”

“I do like them, Bridge, but that doesn’t mean I want them at our wedding. We’ve already locked everything in.”

“I know, but people change their minds all the time,” Bridgette said. “I want to make sure you have what you want.”

Monica smiled over at her fiancée and replied, “I have you. I’m good.”

“Oh, that’s a good one,” Sophie noted.

“Yeah, I’m making a note of it for later,” Bryce added and smiled over at her girlfriend.

“You’re going to just steal my girl’s lines, Bryce? You’re better than that,” Bridgette teased.

“Hey, if it’s right there for the taking,” Bryce replied and wrapped an arm around her girlfriend’s shoulders. “You don’t mind, do you, babe?”

“No,” Sophie said with a laugh and leaned into Bryce’s body. “I’m just glad you’re here.”

“How long are you in town this time?” Kyle asked Bryce.

“A few days. I go back to LA after this, and then Soph will join me in Tennessee.”

“Hopefully, for the last time since Bryce is almost done with her aunt’s house, and it’s going on the market,” Sophie added.

“Yeah?” Melinda asked.

“The market’s not great for sellers right now, so I don’t expect it to sell quickly, and it’s a small house, so I’m not sure families will really want it, but we’ll see. It’s my aunt’s place, but I’m helping as much as I can. I also found her an in-home caregiver who will be there for her when I can’t be, so that’s making me feel less guilty about being gone a lot and leaving permanently.”

“And then, you’ll move here?” Myra asked, joining the conversation.

Bryce looked over at her and gave her a nod but didn’t answer. Myra didn’t know what that was about, but she and Bryce hadn’t really spent much time together, so she suspected it might have been that Bryce was wondering why Myra had joined them all for this lunch to talk about Melinda and Kyle’s wedding, which had transitioned to talking about Bridgette and Monica’s wedding and then Sophie and Bryce’s relationship.

“Okay. We’re here,” Jill said.

Myra looked up and saw Jill standing at the end of the bunch of tables they’d pushed together for this large group.

“For anyone who hasn’t met my girlfriend, this is Willa. She’s a teacher and has a half-day today, so she could join us.”

“Everyone’s met Willa,” Melinda said.

“I haven’t,” Myra replied.

“Oh, yeah. You couldn’t make the party we had,” Melinda remembered.

“Willa, this is Myra. Myra, this is my girlfriend, Willa,” Jill said.

“Nice to meet you,” Willa said and shook Myra’s hand.

“We need more chairs, I guess,” Melinda suggested.

“I’ll get a couple,” Kyle said and stood.

The group was supposed to be just Melinda and Kyle, along with Bridgette and Monica, but Sophie and Bryce had been available for lunch, so Melinda had invited them, too. Then, Myra had found out that Jill and Willa were on their way and that Asher and Linden would be a little late but were coming here as well. Rory and Enid were tending to NOLA Guides, so they wouldn’t be here, but Logan was working the bar and occasionally joined the conversation when she had a lull. Myra was still getting used to having this many friends, and she thought some of them were more acquaintances than friends, so it was often overwhelming to be around them all at once, but she was starting to find her place.

“Hey,” Bryce said when Myra walked out of the bathroom, and she was waiting there.

“Oh, hey. It’s free if you–”

“No, I’m good. I just wanted to apologize for earlier.”

“What for?” Myra asked.

“When you asked if I was moving here, I didn’t answer.”

“Oh. That’s okay. Jill showed up, and I forgot anyway.”

“It’s kind of tricky with Soph right now,” Bryce said.

“Why?”

“Part of the reason I’m moving here is because of her family. Her grandmother was her primary concern, but now her grandpa has gotten sick, too. She’s been helping to take care of them for a while, but that situation has changed recently.”

Myra didn’t know what to say, so she stayed quiet.

“They’re in assisted living. One’s in hospice now, and it’s not looking good.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Myra replied, looking over at Sophie.

“And I want to be here with her. I love New Orleans. I know Soph does, too. I’ve been going back and forth between LA, home, and here for months now, though, and I don’t know.”

“Don’t know what?”

“If I want to move here anymore,” Bryce told her with a shrug. “I know I’m ready to move out of Tennessee, even though I’ll miss my friends. Two of them are a couple now, and that’s going really well. They’re moving in together in a month when leases are up. My other best friend is moving, too. She’s heading to Michigan at the end of the year for a job. So, things are changing at home, and I’m ready to move and be with Soph, but…”

“But?” she asked, wondering why Bryce was talking to her about this.

Then, Myra remembered that old adage about it being easier to talk to a stranger about some stuff than a friend or family member because they could be more objective. While she wasn’t a stranger, she also wasn’t close to either Bryce or Sophie.

“But I like LA,” Bryce shared. “I didn’t think I would, and I didn’t at first, but I do now. I’ve been kind of playing it down because I didn’t want to scare her, but I like it there. It’s expensive as hell, so I don’t know if I could actually afford to live there, but I’ve been working on this movie thing, meeting a lot of industry people, and they’ve introduced me to more industry people. I ran this idea I had by a producer, not thinking anything of it, but he liked it and told me that I should write it. So, now I’m working on a new script and going to meetings out there, and I found this cute little bungalow in North Hollywood that’s for sale and needs a lot of work, but I can do that myself.”

“But Sophie’s here?” Myra guessed.

“Yes,” Bryce replied. “I can probably get the loan for the house without her, but that means it would just be mine and not ours, and I’m ready for things to be ours.”

“Sophie doesn’t know anything about this?”

Bryce shook her head.

“I don’t know her that well yet, but I don’t know that you should keep it from her for much longer. If that house you’re selling for your aunt does sell quickly, Sophie will expect you here, right? And I’m sure that bungalow isn’t going to be on the market for long in Los Angeles.”

“No, but I know the seller. It’s a cinematographer on the movie we’re making here in a couple of months. It’s not technically on the market yet because she’s working on another project, but she’ll be listing it soon. Soph hasn’t spent a lot of time in LA yet, so I was thinking about starting there and seeing if she likes it; just getting a vibe from her so that I know how to bring it up.”

“I think you should be honest with her,” Myra said. “I know I wouldn’t like being invited somewhere to check my vibe. If it were me, I’d want to know that you were thinking about moving there instead of having you constantly staring at me, probably trying to gauge my reactions to things.”

Bryce laughed and said, “Yeah, you’re right.” Then, she sighed. “I just don’t want to disappoint her. I told her I would move here, you know? And New Orleans and Los Angeles are very different.”

“She’ll understand. If you love it out there, you need to tell her so that you two can discuss options, and she can do what’s right for her.”

“What if she wants to stay here and I want to move?” Bryce asked.

“I don’t know, but I do think you should talk to your girlfriend about it.”

“She’s my future wife. I’ve got a ring ready and everything. We just haven’t been together all that long yet and have been dating long-distance, so I wanted to wait until after we move in together and it’s been a little more time, but I already know it’s her.”

“Babe?” Sophie half-yelled. “Want to take this to-go?”

She pointed down to the plate in front of Bryce’s seat.

“Yeah, thanks,” Bryce replied loudly. “I could live here, I guess. I can keep flying back and forth to LA. It’s not that big of a deal. I need to anyway until we know what’s going to happen with Soph’s family. I wouldn’t ask her to leave while they’re still around and need her.”

“But the bungalow?” Myra guessed.

“Yeah…” Bryce said with a sigh. “It’s so cute. It’s two bedrooms. I mean, one barely qualifies as a bedroom, but still. It even has a very small pool in the backyard – think overly large hot tub more than a pool.” She chuckled. “We could have an office or it could be a guest bedroom. Maybe it’s too small, but we won’t be able to afford anything bigger there right now, so it could make a good starter home for us.”

“Just talk to her, Bryce,” Myra said with a smile.

“Yeah,” Bryce replied. “So, are you getting sick of the wedding planning stuff, too?”

Myra laughed and said, “I get it. I’ve been there. My ex planned our wedding for over a year. I tried to help where I could, but she had a clear vision, so everyone else had to get out of her way.”

“I wonder if Soph will be like that. I doubt it.” Bryce shook her head. “Your ex? Divorced?”

“Yeah,” Myra replied. “About five years now.”

“Sucks. Sorry,” Bryce offered in response.

“It does, yes, but Myra has a new crush,” Melinda said, appearing out of nowhere next to them.

“New crush?” Bryce asked her with a lifted eyebrow.

“She’s a neighbor. And thanks a lot, Mel.”

“What? Was it a secret? You didn’t say it was a secret, which makes it fair game around here.”

“No, but there’s nothing much to talk about.”

“You told me you had dinner with her last night, but then we got interrupted when Bridgette and Monica showed up,” Melinda noted.

“Mel, come on,” Myra said, walking over to a stool and sitting down. “We’re here to talk about your wedding.”

“Please; we did that already. We just all wanted to hang out, and wedding planning is a nice excuse to get everyone together. What happened?”

“I’ll let you two talk. Soph and I are probably going to head out, but thanks for the pep talk, Myra,” Bryce said.

“No problem,” Myra replied before Bryce rejoined the group.

“Pep talk?” Melinda asked.

“It’s nothing.”

“And this thing with Elisa is nothing, too?”

“No. I don’t know.” She shook her head.

“Spill, Myra,” Melinda said.

“She’s gay.”

“Who’s gay?”

“Elisa.”

“You said she was straight.”

“Well, I was wrong.”

“Why do you look not happy, then? You like her. This is a good thing.”

“She’s never been with a woman, Mel, and things are complicated. She’s got her kids about to leave for college, her house that she’s worried about, a job that she has to find, an ex-husband who–”

“Excuses,” Melinda interrupted. “Tell me the truth.”

“I almost kissed her,” she blurted out.

“Why didn’t you?”

“Because she was so nervous, Mel. She was shaking all over. I asked if she felt it, too, and she didn’t say anything back. She said nothing. Not that she didn’t feel it, that I was wrong, or anything else. Just no words. Then, the food got there, so I went to grab it for us, and things were awkward after. We hardly talked at all while we ate, and I decided to go because it was too much, being there, knowing it, and not being able to really talk about it.”

“Why couldn’t you talk about it with her? I get her being nervous if you’re going in for a kiss, but you still could have talked, Myra.”

“I guess, yeah. But I asked if she was feeling it because I think she is, Mel. We flirt a lot. And now that I know she’s gay, it’s not just me thinking she’s flirting and she’s not. It’s changed things. I don’t know that she’s ready, and I don’t want to pressure her or make her think that she has to do anything she doesn’t want to do or isn’t ready to do, at least.”

“That’s her thing to tell you, though, not your thing to put on her,” Melinda suggested and crossed her arms over her shoulders. “If she’s not ready, she’ll tell you.”

“I don’t know.”

“Explain.”

“It’s probably bad to think this, but she didn’t exactly tell her ex-husband that she wasn’t ready when they had sex for the first time. We talked about that a little. He wanted to. She didn’t. They did anyway, and she got pregnant. So, I don’t want her to go with it because she thinks it’s what I want. I’m definitely not going to be anything like her ex-husband, who sounds awful. If I were a violent person, I’d find him and–”

“Myra,” Melinda interrupted, laughing a little. “You’re not like whoever that guy is, but you also can’t assume that the situation is the same. She was young then and maybe just gave in to her boyfriend because it was easier. I know a ton of girls who did that, and it doesn’t mean they’re incapable of acting differently now. I’m sure if you actually talk to her like the mature adult you are, she’ll explain how she’s feeling and tell you what she’s ready for and if she’s interested in something with you. Maybe she isn’t and got nervous telling you, which is why she shut down. No offense.”

“None taken. But I don’t think that’s it. I’ve never seen someone shake like that, Mel. And I don’t think it was because she doesn’t like me. Besides, I wasn’t exactly planning on meeting someone.”

“So what?” Melinda asked like Myra’s last point didn’t matter at all.

“So, things are busy right now at work, and I lost someone before because I spent too much time working and–”

“You’re still making excuses, and they’re the lame ones, too.” Melinda rolled her eyes at her. “You’re better than that, Myra. Stop trying to come up with reasons not to at least talk to the woman. If she says no, it’s no, and you’ll know then. You’ll just finish the work on her house and maybe see her around the neighborhood or be friends if that’s what you both want. If she says she wants to go out, you can take her out to a decent restaurant and get to know her more. You can take the physical stuff as slowly as she needs.”

“She’s beautiful, Mel,” she said as she smiled. “In a cute dress or a pair of sweats. Just beautiful.”

“Then, talk to her and stop being annoying.” Melinda laughed. “Do you think it was easy to just give myself to Ky? I first saw her one night at a bar and thought she was just…” Melinda faded out as she looked over at her fiancée. “Then, she’s on one of my tours, so she didn’t even live here. She had a ton of family drama to deal with, and I had no clue we would ever get here, but we’re planning a wedding together now. I’m not saying that’s in the cards for you and Elisa, but maybe it is. Who knows? You just have to take a chance first to see if there’s something really here or not. You’ve gone on a few dates since I’ve known you, but I’ve never heard you talk about any of those women how you talk about Elisa, and you haven’t even gone out with her yet.”

“I just like her,” Myra said. “She’s…”

“Beautiful?” Melinda teased her and laughed. “Yeah, I got that part.”


CHAPTER 12

“She almost kissed you?” Gwen asked her.

“Not exactly,” Elisa replied. “She asked me if I felt it, too, and I froze.”

“Oh, no…” Gwen said as they walked. “Marvin, chill!” she commanded the terrier, who was attempting to run ahead of all the dogs despite being on the leash. “Why is it always the smallest dogs who think they’re the biggest?” Gwen asked.

“He’s cute,” Elisa noted.

“He’s a pain, but yeah, he’s cute. He really is the kind of dog who thinks he’s over a hundred pounds, though, when he’s only about eleven. He’s also the loudest barker of all of them, and it’s that yappy kind of bark. If you ever get a dog, please don’t get a yapper.”

“Your brother is allergic,” she replied.

“Yeah, and you and my brother are divorced. You have your own house now, and as far as I know, the twins aren’t allergic.”

“They’re not, luckily.”

“Can I tell you that one of my favorite things to do is to hug my brother after I get off work and watch him sneeze and sniffle repeatedly? It’s not like his allergies are severe enough to kill him. He just doesn’t like showing any weakness, and to him, allergies are a weakness, so I love making him sneeze.” Gwen laughed.

“Gwen!” Elisa said, laughing, too.

“What? He’s looked down on me my entire life. On top of that, he hates my job, and it’s my job, not his. Outside of the yappers who think they’re badasses on leashes, I love my job. I love animals, and I get paid to spend time with them. Plus, I don’t have a ton of student loans that likely would’ve come with being a vet because my parents wouldn’t have paid for vet school. I wouldn’t have been considered a real doctor to them. Annabelle always told me to at least be a vet – like, if I was going to do something with animals, I might as well be a veterinarian, but even if I wanted that, I couldn’t handle it. I don’t even know how vets handle it. I get too attached to these little guys. Marvin, quiet,” Gwen added that last part to the terrier, who had started yapping at one of the four dogs she was walking.

There was him, the golden retriever named Flash, the gray mutt who was about thirty pounds named Wolf, and the poodle named Snookie, which was definitely a name choice.

“I haven’t thought about getting a dog. It’s too late now, though, right? The kids are leaving soon. What’s the point?”

“Elisa, the dog wouldn’t be for the kids. It would be for you. The point is to do things for yourself for once. I know this is a new concept for you, but I can help you find a great dog to be a fun companion when you’re alone in that house that’s all yours. Unless you’re no longer in need of a companion because Myra is moving in tomorrow,” Gwen teased.

“I can’t afford a dog right now,” she said, ignoring the comment about Myra because if she acknowledged it, Gwen would only continue to mock her.

“We’d get you one from the shelter. Then, it’s just food and toys, really.”

“And vet bills,” Elisa pointed out.

“They would be fixed and have their shots at the shelter already, and they go through basic exams there, too. So, yeah, you’d have vet bills for yearly shots and if they get sick, but that shouldn’t happen right away, depending on the dog you pick out.” When Gwen paused and stopped walking abruptly, the dogs, who had been minding their own business, stopped as well and turned in unison to see what was going on before they began sniffing the sidewalk. “Aren’t you still on Archie’s benefits?”

“Until I get my own, yes.”

“Well, I bet his are good enough to offer pet insurance, right?”

“I have no idea. I’ve never thought to ask.”

“This would be hilarious.” Gwen laughed a little. “Have him pay for a dog he can’t actually have.”

“You’re terrible, you know that?” Elisa replied, laughing along with her.

“Nah, it’s all stuff that doesn’t really impact him much. He sniffles for an hour after I leave; that’s all. He probably won’t even notice the pet insurance thing. It’s more that you are doing it and getting that small bit of revenge on him for being an asshole that keeps me going. I love him because he’s my brother, but I wouldn’t voluntarily hang out with him. In fact, the only times I’ve seen him in the past two to three years have been because you’re my friend more than he is. I haven’t been by the house since you moved out, not even to see the kids because they’re here most of the time.”

“My divorce is really working out for you, huh?” Elisa joked.

“Yes, obviously,” Gwen replied, winking at her. “And it should be for you, too. What happened with Myra?”

Gwen started walking again, and Elisa joined her.

“I told you; I froze. Then, the food arrived, and we ate dinner in near silence. I think I asked her to pass the barbecue sauce once.”

“Wow! She was awkward, too?”

“Yeah,” she replied with a sigh. “I think she was awkward because I was, though. It was like we had forgotten how to talk to one another, even though we’ve been having such a good flow to our conversations since we met.”

“So, it was like a first date, then? Maybe a first blind date where you don’t know the other person, and you’re not sure how to talk to them?”

“I suppose,” she said. “It was more like she knew something about me that she didn’t before, and she wasn’t sure how to act with that new information in her head. I screwed up, didn’t I?”

“What? Why?”

“Because she asked me a very important question, and I didn’t answer her. I was shaking so hard; I’m sure she could see it. Hell, she could probably feel it even when we weren’t touching.”

“Does she know you’ve never been with a woman?”

“Yes, I revealed that along with the fact that I’m gay. I’m sure that was the part that scared her off.”

“Scared her?”

“Yeah, the whole awkward thing we’re talking about right now, Gwen.”

“Well, it might have been awkward, but she still stayed. You two had dinner. It sounds like neither of you was brave enough to bring up the little moment you two had, but she didn’t flee or anything, and she lives right next door, Elisa. She could’ve easily left you with that food, making up some excuse to go home, but she stuck around. You told me she left after dinner and even took the trash out for you.”

“She did,” Elisa said with a smile. “She felt bad because the to-go containers filled up the can in the kitchen, so she took it out when she left.”

“So, she sat through an awkward dinner, probably waiting for you to bring it up. You were waiting for her to do that, and neither of you did.”

“I thought she’d say something to me.”

“And she thought you’d say something to her,” Gwen said as she laughed. “It’s like high school, where you like each other, but you’re too scared to tell the other person in case they don’t like you back and you’d have to see them every day in the halls or at the football games or something.”

“She does live next door. It would be awkward.”

“She almost kissed you, Elisa.”

“Until she didn’t. She could tell how nervous I was and didn’t.”

“Okay. Then, why were you so nervous?”

“My first kiss with a woman, Gwen. God, who wouldn’t be nervous about that? And it’s not like I’m a teenager or in college. I’m a thirty-eight-year-old woman who’s never kissed another woman before. Hell, I’ve only been with one man my whole life.”

“So? Plenty of women come out late in life. And we’ve talked about this before, so there’s more to it that you’re not telling me, isn’t there?”

Elisa sighed and said, “Myra is experienced.”

“Yeah. So?”

“No, I mean she’s experienced. She’s been with a lot of women.”

“She’s your age, right? That makes sense to me. Not all of us get married to the first person we’ve slept with, Elisa. Most people don’t these days, I’d imagine.”

“She told me she used to go out and pick women up all the time.”

“Okay?” Gwen asked more than said, and they stopped walking when Flash found the spot he wanted to pee on and lifted his leg. “Are you one of those people who don’t think women can like sex or something?”

“Well, I’ve never liked it, but no.” Elisa shook her head. “I think it’s great. It was just a game to her, though. She liked picking women up and sleeping with them.”

“Oh. She’s one of those?”

“I don’t think she is anymore. She fell in love with her ex-wife, and that woman did a number on her, but Myra hasn’t been with anyone since their divorce, and that was years ago now. She said she’s done with all that game stuff.”

“Then, what’s the problem?”

“I’ve only ever kissed three guys. The first one was in eighth grade and doesn’t really count because it was a peck, and he ran away right after and never talked to me again. The second was at the end of prom night. He wanted more than a kiss, and I said goodnight. The third is your brother, and I don’t think we’ve kissed in maybe five years.”

“What? Really?”

“It’s not like I wanted to. And I’m not sure he really did, either, but I haven’t even kissed another person in five years. I’ve never been with a woman before, and Myra has probably been with dozens, maybe. She made it sound like she did this for a while, and she’s been out for a long time.”

“Well, I think you should talk to her about how you’re feeling and whatever your concerns are. Is it that she’s been with that many women?”

“No, I don’t care about that,” she replied. “I’m a little jealous, honestly.”

They started walking again once Flash was finished but stopped only a few steps later when Marvin needed to go as well.

“Jealous?” Gwen laughed.

“She’s been with a woman before. God, I want that. I’ve wanted that since I knew what sex was, and I’m jealous of any woman who’s been with a woman.”

“So, me?” Gwen asked.

“Yes, you,” she said as she laughed. “What’s it like?”

“Sex with a woman?”

“Yes.”

“Depends on the woman. I’ve had great sex, and I’ve had awful sex. The best sex I’ve ever had was with Angie, though, and we were great in bed but nowhere else, so not sure what that says.”

“I want both,” Elisa replied.

“So, I’m guessing you’re more worried that Myra might have expectations in that department.”

“Yes. But that’s not even something I should be worried about because she pulled away before she kissed me.”

“Okay, you’re killing me here. You divorce my brother, somehow find an eligible lesbian living next door, and she’s into you. You have no idea how lucky you are. I’ve been out forever, and I’m single with no prospects.”

Elisa laughed, and they walked on.

“I’m nervous, Gwen. I’m not like you. I’ve been cloistered in that house, feeling unloved and undesired for decades now. He never wanted me. He wanted a girlfriend back then for sex more than anything else. You know that. He felt stuck after I got pregnant, and so did I, but neither of us knew how to get unstuck. No one has ever wanted me. He’s always wanted sex, and on his terms. It was never about me. I can’t recall a single time when he called me sexy or told me that he wanted me. I’ve never had a chance to date someone whom I could possibly fall in love with and have them want to kiss me, want to touch me, and maybe even want to fall in love with me. I’m a thirty-eight-year-old who’s never been in love, but I’ve also never been desired or wanted.”

Gwen gave her a sympathetic smile and said, “I’m sorry that my brother is how he is. I’m sorry that my mom did what she did. I wish I could go back in time and somehow change things for you, but–”

“But that would mean I wouldn’t have Adele and AJ.” Elisa smiled over at her. “And I wouldn’t take them back for anything.”

“Neither would I,” Gwen replied. “But I still think they both would have to agree with me when I say that you have done enough sacrificing for them and for my idiot brother, Elisa. You deserve to be happy, and it seems like you’re at least interested in the girl next door.” Gwen smirked at her.

“She’s beautiful,” Elisa said. “She’s got these long, black braids that I pictured…”

Gwen stopped walking and asked, “Pictured doing what, exactly?”

“Pictured fanning out over a pillow.”

“Oh. I thought you were going to say something sexy. Now I’m disappointed.”

“With me on top of her and possibly doing things.”

Gwen laughed a little and said, “Things? What kind of things, Elisa?”

“The things I’ve only ever imagined doing to another woman,” she replied.

“I’ll let you off the hook for now,” Gwen said, shaking her head. “But I think you should be able to say those things out loud if you’re going to be doing those things soon.”

“Soon? Where are you getting the idea that I’ll be doing those things soon? I just told you how hard I was shaking. It was like I couldn’t control my own body.”

“Why is that a bad thing?” Gwen suggested.

“Because she pulled back.”

“I bet if you would’ve told her that you were nervous, she would’ve understood.”

“I’m sure she would have.”

“Just because you kiss a woman doesn’t mean you have to sleep with her, Elisa. And just because she buys you dinner doesn’t mean you owe her a goodnight kiss. Just talk to her and explain what happened. See what she wants to do.”

“Fine. I will be reluctantly mature, but I won’t be happy about it.”

Gwen laughed again, and they continued walking until all the dogs had done their business for the time being. Then, Elisa drove Gwen to each house to return the dogs and back to her own house, where Gwen’s car had been parked in the driveway since she had met Elisa there that morning. When she pulled in next to it, Elisa caught sight of Myra, who was at her truck, unloading wood and tools.

“Is that her?” Gwen asked as she looked over.

“Yes, that’s her.”

“Damn. She is hot. She’s got that sexy butch thing going for her,” Gwen noted.

“I told you so.”

“You should definitely go for it,” Gwen encouraged.

“Get out of my car and go home.” Elisa laughed.

“Call me later and tell me how it goes,” Gwen said before she leaned over and kissed Elisa on the cheek.

“I will,” she replied.

They both got out, and Elisa watched Gwen get into her own car. She waved at her as she drove away and turned to Myra, but all she saw was a pile of wood in the grass between their driveways and no toolbox. Elisa wasn’t expecting her for another hour, so she assumed Myra was changing or doing something at her own house before coming over, but she thought Myra would at least say hello to her before doing that. She took a deep breath and decided that she would talk to her now instead of waiting until Myra was technically on the clock.

“Here we go,” she said to herself.


CHAPTER 13

Myra knew she was being dramatic. She hated this part of herself, but it had always been there. Ever since she had first figured out that she liked girls, decades ago now, she had been worried that a girl she liked wouldn’t be interested or like someone else entirely. In high school, she had liked a girl in her class and had been convinced the girl had liked her, too, but she either hadn’t been comfortable admitting it or had been denying it even to herself. Myra had flirted relentlessly, though, and the girl had flirted back. Then, one day, Myra had spotted her flirting with a guy in their class instead and watched them make out at a party. Convinced she had been wrong to think that the girl liked her, Myra had given up and left her alone, no longer meeting her at school every morning to catch up about their nights. The girl had ended up confronting her about it a month later, wondering what was going on, and Myra had explained her side. The girl had explained that she had made out with the guy so that people wouldn’t suspect that she wanted to be making out with girls.

Myra had only been sixteen, so she could get away with acting dramatically and immaturely back then, but she was forty now, so there was really no excuse for it. Still, she had seen Elisa kiss a woman in the car right in front of her, after Elisa had seen Myra and had even acknowledged her with a smile. When Elisa had turned, the woman next to her in the car had kissed her, and Elisa had even done that smile-and-wave thing people did when they didn’t want to say goodbye to someone as the woman drove off. Myra had hurried inside after she’d seen that, wondering how she’d gotten it wrong.

Elisa hadn’t dated anyone. That had been what she had told Myra the previous night. Myra thought they’d had a moment, and yes, she had pulled away, but she’d stayed for dinner. She could’ve just let Elisa’s awkwardness get to her and left, but she’d stayed. She liked Elisa. She liked the way they sort of fell into easy conversation and how Elisa seemed to be like an open book to her. She liked that Elisa didn’t hold back. It was the opposite experience from what she had had with her ex-wife, only back then, Myra hadn’t known that her wife was hiding back anything.

“I have to go work on her house,” she said to herself before she took a deep breath and practiced her professional smile in the mirror that hung by the front door of her house.

She had been hiding, and she knew it. How was she this old and still this immature?

Myra headed to her bedroom, where she put on a fresh shirt. Today, she had been in the office and hadn’t gone to a job site, but she had spilled mustard on it at lunch and didn’t want to go to a job wearing a dirty shirt. She changed and put a bandana over her hair because she would be working on a part that was severely damaged and there would be things falling in her hair. She hated when things fell into her hair at work, and a white bandana usually did the trick. She wrapped it around her braids and walked to her kitchen, stalling further by grabbing an apple and taking a bite. She figured she would finish it and then head over. Of course, she could always text Elisa to cancel tonight, telling her that something had come up.

“No, you can’t,” she said to herself.

She was being petty and ridiculous. Elisa had seen her. Myra had left a big pile of wood between their houses. Elisa would see that her truck was in the driveway and know that she was home. Working for her neighbor while also crushing on said neighbor really wasn’t working for Myra tonight. She picked up her phone and dialed.

“Hey,” Melinda said when she answered the call.

“Hey. I have a problem: I’m being petty again.”

“What?” Melinda laughed.

Myra took another bite of her apple and chewed while she thought about how best to explain.

“I just saw Elisa kiss another woman, and I practically ran inside my house to avoid her.”

“She kissed another woman? I thought you said–”

“I did. She told me just last night that she’s never been with a woman, not even on a date, but I just got here from the office, and I was unloading stuff for her house from the truck, and she pulled up in her car with another woman sitting next to her.”

“And they kissed? Did Elisa see you?”

“Yes, and yes,” she replied. “I was standing right there. We even made eye contact. Then, she turned, and the other woman’s lips were on hers. And, you know, that’s her thing. She can kiss whomever she wants. She’s a single woman, for all I know; I have no claim on her or anything. But, Mel, we almost kissed last night. And yes, technically, she could kiss all the women in the world back-to-back if she wanted to because we’re not together or anything, but right in front of me? I told her I liked her last night, that I had feelings for her, and she looked at me and then did that today? I just… I don’t know what to do about it because I’ve got to go work over there right now, and I’m sure it’ll come up.”

“Well, it should. It sounds like she has some explaining to do.”

“It’s less about that than it is about how it made me feel to watch her kiss another woman.”

“Oh,” Melinda said softly. “How did it feel?”

“Like a punch to my heart. Like she straight-up walked over to me and punched me in the chest, I fell back, and she just walked off.”

“You really like her.”

“I didn’t see this coming at all. Even if she and I don’t pursue anything, she made it sound like there weren’t exactly any other prospects for her.”

“Well, she lives right next door to you, so odds are, if you and she don’t get together, you’ll see her with someone at some point, right?”

“Probably.”

“Then, what I said earlier today still stands: talk to her.”

“She just kissed a–”

“Talk to her,” Melinda repeated. “Don’t be that person; don’t make assumptions.”

Myra took a bite of her apple to stall and said, “Fine. I hate being an adult.”

“Me too sometimes,” Melinda replied. “Just get it out in the open. Ask her about last night. Tell her that you saw her kissing someone else, and it hurt, but that you need to know where you stand. I think that’s fair. Then, you just have to see what she says and what she wants to do and be prepared for her to not want to be with you.”

Myra nodded to no one and said, “Yeah. Thanks.”

“Call me later, okay?”

“Okay,” she said and hung up just as the doorbell rang.

Myra left her half-eaten apple on the counter and walked with her phone, still in her hand for some reason, toward the front door. When she looked through the peephole, her eyes got big because she saw Elisa standing there. She couldn’t not open the door. Elisa knew she was home. Myra supposed that if she was asked later, she could always say that she had been in the shower or something and hadn’t heard the doorbell, but she needed to be mature. Rolling her eyes at herself, she pulled open the door.

“Hey,” she spoke. “I was just about to come over to your place.”

“Can I come in?” Elisa asked.

“Uh… Yeah,” she replied, realizing only then that Elisa hadn’t ever been inside her house.

She moved aside, letting Elisa walk in past her, and closed the door behind her.

“Want the tour or something?”

“It’s like mine a little, isn’t it?” Elisa said, looking around.

“Yeah, pretty much. I just don’t have the upstairs.”

“I wouldn’t have needed it either, but I wanted the kids to have their own rooms for breaks and stuff,” Elisa added.

And they were small-talking their way through this awkwardness, which seemed to sum up how they were with each other when things got awkward, with neither of them knowing what to do about it.

“Are you thirsty?” she asked.

“No,” Elisa replied.

“Okay. Want that tour?”

“No.” Elisa shook her head and smiled at her. “Why did you run inside your house?”

“I didn’t run,” Myra argued. “I walked.”

“Can we sit?”

“Sure,” she said and motioned for Elisa to head into the living room, where she had a worn, brown leather sofa.

“You didn’t say hi. You saw me, and I saw you. I thought you’d say hi or something, at least,” Elisa noted.

“I had to change my shirt,” she replied, which was partly true.

When Elisa sat down on the sofa that Myra had found a couple of years earlier, falling in love with its softness, she joined her there, but at the other end of it, turning toward her. It reminded her a little of the previous night at Elisa’s house, and she wasn’t sure if that was a good or a bad thing.

“Okay, that’s not the whole truth,” she decided to admit a moment later.

“What’s the whole truth?”

“I saw you kiss that woman, so I ran inside my house. I did have mustard on my shirt, though.”

“Gwen?”

“Huh?”

“You saw Gwen kiss me?”

“Was Gwen the one in the car with you?”

“Yes.”

“Then, yes.”

Elisa laughed and replied, “She kissed me on the cheek. She’s my sister-in-law, Myra. Well, my ex-sister-in-law now. She’s just a friend.”

“It didn’t look like a cheek kiss from where I was standing. You turned to her, too, and it looked like she straight-up kissed you. I thought we’d had a moment last night, and you had told me you hadn’t dated, but then, there was this car kiss, and I didn’t know what to do with that.”

Elisa nodded and said, “There’s no one else, okay?”

“No one else?”

“Yeah, no one else.” Elisa laughed a little before adding, “Myra, I like you. I froze last night and couldn’t tell you.”

Myra internally sighed and asked, “You like me?”

“I do, yes. I have been flirting with you pretty non-stop since we met, and I told you some things last night that no one outside of Gwen really knows.”

“I worried that maybe I’d gone too far last night.”

“You hadn’t. I’ve just never had anyone show me any kind of actual affection like that before. It’s not like my ex-husband wanted to be with me. I’m not sure we’ve ever said, ‘I love you,’ and meant it how married couples are supposed to mean it. I don’t think we’ve ever really liked each other all that much. I came here for that fresh start, thinking I’d focus on the kids, the house, and work – in that order – but then here’s this sexy lesbian next door, who builds and fixes things, and she’s just my type. And, oh, she’s also single and possibly likes me.” Elisa chuckled a little. “I got scared.”

“Not possibly,” Myra replied. “I do like you.”

“Then, go out with me,” Elisa said with a fervent nod, and that adorableness made Myra laugh.

“Just like that?”

“Yes. Why not? Do you not want to?” Elisa checked.

“I think we both might struggle with putting ourselves out there, probably for some of the same reasons. And I know I can be immature at times and not ask questions or tell someone how I feel because it’s just easier not to, causing me to assume things.”

“Like me making out with another woman in my car while you’re standing ten feet away?”

“Yes, like that.” Myra laughed a little. “Sorry. It caught me off guard. And, honestly, it hit me a little hard.”

“Gwen is like a sister to me. I’ve never nor would I ever make out with her in my car. I’ve known her since she was a pre-teen.”

“Can we maybe just agree to really talk to each other and not do this whole awkward avoidance thing we’ve been doing anymore? It’s exhausting, but I also don’t want to do that with you, Elisa. You deserve the truth and someone who can communicate with you.”

“I’d like that,” Elisa said with a smile. “So, tell me now, then. How do you feel about us maybe going out on a date?”

“I feel pretty good about it, actually,” Myra replied.

Elisa smiled and moved closer to Myra on the sofa.

“I’m sorry I froze last night.”

“I’m not,” she replied.

“You’re not?”

“No,” Myra said. “It got us here, didn’t it? I think here is a pretty important place to be.”

“Were you going to kiss me?” Elisa asked.

“Yes,” she confirmed. “But now, I get to wait until after our date to do that.”

“Get to? Not have to?”

“I don’t think I’ll ever feel like I have to kiss you, Elisa,” Myra said as she cupped her cheek. “But a little anticipation is a good thing, I think. Besides, I don’t want to do anything you’re not ready for. And keep in mind, I haven’t been with anyone since my ex, so there might be things I’m not ready for, too.”

“You’ll tell me those things?”

“I will,” Myra said and dropped the hand from Elisa’s cheek.

“Hey, I liked it there,” Elisa noted.

Myra laughed and said, “I’ll put it back there later. Now, I need to get to your house and start working. I left the wood outside, so not only I don’t want it to get stolen, but the rain that’s been threatening all day could start soon, so I need to at least get it inside.”

“Can I help again tonight, or will I be in the way?”

“It’s a lot of cleanup tonight before I can put the wood up, so I’ll be wearing a mask and goggles, and I think it’s best if you aren’t around. I’ll be hanging a tarp up around me. I don’t want to risk it if the mold is still around anywhere.”

“Well, you really know how to woo a girl.” Elisa smiled. “Masks. Goggles. Mold. Those are my three favorite things.”

Myra laughed and said, “I will work. You will relax. Then, tomorrow, we’ll go out instead of me working. How does that sound?”

“Tomorrow night?” Elisa asked.

“Is that okay? Will the kids be–”

“Still gone. And yes, that’s fine.”

“Do they know?” Myra asked. “I know your ex does, and Gwen, but do your kids know you’re gay?”

“I think that’s a really good topic for our first date, don’t you?” Elisa said with a soft smile.


CHAPTER 14

Myra had mostly worked by herself the previous night, which had been strange to Elisa because it was out there now: they liked each other. They were going on a date. But they’d been hanging out first, sort of, before that because Myra had been working on the house. The tarp around the space had helped prevent Elisa from staying in the room to talk to her, and the loud power tools had also kept them from doing much talking, but when Myra had packed up her tools and had been ready to leave, it had become awkward between them again. This time, it had just been a different kind of awkwardness: of two people who liked one another enough to try going out on a date and who had said as much but then had needed to say goodbye at the door before that date would happen. Myra had been smiling at her while Elisa had moved anxiously from side to side, even though she had known they wouldn’t kiss goodnight just yet. Myra had mentioned that they’d probably kiss after their first date, but Elisa had wanted her to kiss her already. She had wanted Myra to lean in, press her full lips to Elisa’s own, and give her the first real kiss of her life. She had also wanted Myra to come back inside, push her against the door, and do even more than just kiss her, but neither of them had been ready for that yet. She hoped it was a yet, too. She hoped that Myra might be her first.

Elisa didn’t really know what to do with her day when she woke up. She hadn’t heard back about the receptionist job, so she assumed she hadn’t gotten it. They had been insistent that she interview that day because they needed to fill the role so quickly, but they had yet to contact her about another interview or with a job offer, so as she sat at the coffee table, sipping her coffee, she looked up more jobs to apply for. She had gone for a run before that and had noticed Myra’s truck already gone, which meant she’d left for work before seven, and she hoped Myra wouldn’t be too tired for their date later. Elisa checked out a few job descriptions that were listed as remote opportunities, which would allow her to work from home, and found that all of them required a college degree. One even required a master’s degree for what was essentially an entry-level position, and their listed starting salary range was a pittance compared to how much that degree would cost someone to earn.

She thought about what Archie Junior had said about her maybe going back to school. The truth was that she couldn’t really afford it. Well, she could. The money was there. It was just meant for the kids. Archie Senior hadn’t ever been a great father – not that she would ever say that to the kids – so she worried that he would somehow find a way to wiggle out of paying for their school expenses. She also wanted to have a little left for their first houses or their weddings. That would be their choice, of course, but she didn’t want to touch that money unless she absolutely had to.

She thought about that as she finished her second cup of coffee and heard her phone buzz with a text message.

Gwen Benedetti: Hey. What are you up to? I’ve got five dogs that could use a walk, but I have another job, so if you want to take this one, it’s yours.

They’d talked the day before about how Elisa was bored and needed work. Gwen worked for two dog walking and pet sitting apps and often had more than enough work for herself, so she’d been trying to convince Elisa to join and take some jobs because, even if it wasn’t a long-term career plan for her, it was something to do, there was money in it, and she would get to hang out with dogs and other animals. Elisa texted her back that she still hadn’t joined the app like she’d said she would but that she would join over the weekend.

Then, she got an idea, so she looked up local shelters and checked out the rescues they had listed as available for adoption. Falling in love with every single dog, Elisa had no clue how she could decide on a pet for herself and the kids. Well, mostly for her because, for the first time in her life, she was going to do something for herself. Leaving her husband had been that to a degree, but she’d still been convinced to stay and live in the guest house, which she had done for the kids. Now, she was about to be without them, and she wanted a companion. Sure, in the future, that could be another person, and maybe that person would be Myra, or it might not work with them, and it could be someone else, but she was at a point where she wanted someone who would love her unconditionally, so she was getting a pet. She did decide that she should check something first.

Elisa Benedetti: Fan of dogs, or no? Allergies?

She expected Myra’s reply to take a while, but instead, she got those three typing bubbles within a minute.

Myra Davies: I love dogs. Why?

Elisa smiled and messaged her back.

Elisa Benedetti: I’m thinking about getting one, so I’m just making sure you aren’t horribly allergic if you’re going to be here, working on the house.

Myra Davies: So, this only has to do with the fact that temporarily I will be working on your house? No other reason you’d need to check to make sure I don’t have some horrible dog allergy or traumatic dog-related event that might prevent me from coming to your house or us spending time together?

Elisa laughed to herself and replied.

Elisa Benedetti: No other reason I can think of. You?

Myra Davies: I love dogs. I don’t have one now because I work too hard and I’m usually not home for ten hours at least six days a week, but if you want one, you should get one. Even if I had an allergy, you should still do it. We’d have to sit outside or be at my place all the time, but you should do what you want, Elisa.

Elisa Benedetti: Can dates be at animal shelters? Not the one tonight, but maybe another one? If this one goes well, we could go meet some dogs in person.

Myra Davies: I’d love to go play with dogs with you and help you pick out your new family member.

Elisa didn’t have time to reply to that message because her doorbell rang. Having no scheduled-to-arrive packages or visitors, she walked to check the door to see if it was maybe a solicitor or something she just hadn’t been expecting. It was definitely someone she hadn’t expected.

“Archie,” she said, opening the door to her ex-husband.

“Elisa,” he replied tersely in that same tone he used for his patients.

He had never been known for his bedside manner, but his skills as a doctor were indisputable, and that fact had always made it hard for her to argue about how he spent his time. He was a great doctor and helped hundreds of patients, but that meant that he couldn’t be home as often as she or the kids would have liked.

“What are you doing here?” she asked. “Where are the kids? Are they okay?”

Elisa looked around him at his car, which was parked in the driveway, but she didn’t see AJ or Adele inside.

“They’re fine. They’re at home,” he said. “Can I come in?”

“Archie, what’s going on?”

“Can I come in, Elisa? I’m standing on the porch, for crying out loud.”

She wished she had that porch swing right about now because she didn’t want him to come in. The house wasn’t a mess or anything, but it wasn’t at all fancy like the house they used to share, and she knew he would judge her.

“Are you here visiting Gwen or something?” she asked, knowing the answer.

“What? No,” he replied as if that had been a ridiculous question. “Can I come in, Elisa?” he repeated, looking around as if people were standing on the street staring at them.

“Fine. But you can’t stay long. I have plans.”

“Plans?” he asked as she let him walk inside past her.

“Yes, I have plans tonight, and I need to get ready.”

“Is Gwen taking you to one of those bars she goes to all the time?” he asked and looked around her house with the mild look of disgust she’d seen him show before when they’d ordered food at a restaurant and it had been overcooked.

“She doesn’t go to bars all the time. Who told you that?”

“She mentioned meeting that girlfriend of hers at a bar.”

“Once, about three years ago,” Elisa replied.

“Well, she’s not doing much else, is she?”

“She has a full-time job, Archie.”

“Can I sit?” he asked, motioning to her sofa.

“Fine,” she replied.

“Good. I need to talk to you about something serious, so not about my little sister’s job. At least Grant got a decent job and didn’t learn from her.”

“Archie, what do you want?”

“I talked to the kids last night. That’s why I’m here. And I didn’t want to do this over the phone, so I drove two-plus hours and canceled on patients so that I could tell you.”

“Tell me what?” she asked as she sat down on the sofa but left all the space she could between them.

“They want to stay with me until they go to school.”

“What? Since when?”

“Elisa, you moved them here three months before all of their friends, whom they had known since they were born, were about to separate for different colleges. You know how close they are to their friends, and yet, you insisted that you couldn’t stay in the guest house another minute, even though it was best for them for you to be there and not move them here.”

“What’s best for them…” she said, shaking her head. “You’re actually sitting here, pretending to care about what’s best for your children? Where has this been the first eighteen years of their lives, Arch? You literally had women parading in and out of the house with them sitting right there, eating breakfast across from their mother, and you didn’t seem to care about what damage that would do to them when they were still trying to get over the–”

“You’re trying to talk to me about this? Really, Elisa? You left me. You asked for the separation. Hell, before that, you basically told me to cheat on you because you didn’t want to have sex with your own husband. Of course, I know why now, but somehow, it’s my fault that I wanted to date after you divorced me?”

“I don’t care that you were dating, but–”

“But nothing. It doesn’t matter. I didn’t come here to rehash this. I can date whomever I want and sleep with anyone I want now. You’re no longer my wife, so you can stop playing the victim any day now and just focus on the kids.”

“God, how did I stay with you for almost twenty years?” she said. “I hear you talk now – and you’ve always been this way – but I hear it now, and I hate myself a little bit because I never should’ve put up with your bullshit. Not even for a second. I should’ve moved back to Illinois and raised the kids on my own.”

“Whatever, Elisa. I just came here to tell you that they wanted me to talk to you about this because they didn’t want to hurt your feelings. They’ll probably be by to pick up some stuff, and they’ll come back right before they leave, so you can drop both of them off, if you want. I don’t really have the time to do that. I don’t have the time to be here right now.” He looked at his watch. “I have to start driving home, or I’ll get stuck in traffic. Anyway, I suspect that they’ll want to stay with me during their breaks, too, probably at least for the first couple of years since that’s when everyone still comes home. Then, they’ll all make new friends wherever they are and stick around campus for the summers. Since I know all that will be hard on you, though, I’m extending an olive branch.” He stood up. “If you want to move back into the guest house, you can. That way, you can spend the rest of the summer with them. I’ll even let you come back for their breaks as long as you don’t bring anyone with you.”

“Bring anyone?” she asked, knowing the answer again.

“No dates or girlfriends.”

“I’m sorry; what?” Elisa laughed because she couldn’t think of anything else to do.

“They don’t need to see that, Elisa.”

“But they need to see you bring random women home?”

“That’s different.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m bringing women home, and you should be bringing men, but you lied to me for almost two decades. Now, you’re just acting like my aimless little sister, and I don’t want the kids to see it.”

“They’re my children, Archie. They’re going to see it. They know I’m gay.”

“It would’ve been easier if you hadn’t told them.”

“Easier for you, yes,” she replied. “But not me and not them. They’ve supported me.”

“They haven’t seen you bring a woman home yet. And I don’t plan on them seeing that at my house, either.”

“Well, that doesn’t matter because I’m not going to be at your house. I live here now, and so do the kids.”

“They’re eighteen, Elisa. It’s their choice now. The custody agreement we made when they were seventeen doesn’t apply anymore. So, technically, they can come and go as they please. They’re just trying to be nice to you because they know you’re alone here.”

“If my kids have an issue with living here or with me dating women, they can tell me themselves, Archibald.”

“You can call them, then. They’re at the house. They’ll tell you the same thing I just told you, Elisa. Let them have the rest of their summer and think about what I said. I don’t care if you’re in the guest house. Don’t bring anyone around, and you can stay there for every break.”

“I’m not–”

“I’ve got to go. I’m starving and need to pick up food on the way home. Is there anything good around here?”

“In New Orleans? You’re asking me if there’s any good food in New Orleans?”

“Fuck it,” he said as he walked toward the door. “I’ll just have Mary make me something when I get home.” He turned back to her. “And that’s not a random woman. I hired a housekeeper, and she cooks for me most nights.”

“Sleep with whomever you want, Arch. I really don’t care. Just don’t–”

“I’ll see you around, Elisa,” he interrupted her as he opened the front door. “If you’re going to stay in the guest house, though, can you park in the back? I don’t want your car taking up space in the driveway.”

He left, closing the door behind him, and she rushed to lock it because she didn’t want to risk him walking back in to say anything else hurtful. She had thought he had gotten his anger out already, that he had gotten his revenge by walking women in and out of the house, showing her that he could get whomever and whatever he wanted, but this wasn’t something she had been prepared for. She hated herself for it, but she fell back against the door, crouched onto the floor, and sobbed.


CHAPTER 15

“You look good,” Bridgette said.

“I do? I should dress up. I don’t really dress up, though. I have three modes: work mode, casual mode when there are jeans and T-shirts involved – sweaters, too, if it’s cold – and a super dressy mode when I’m going to a wedding or something, but I just rent suits for those. I don’t really have an in-between.”

“When are you most comfortable?”

“When I’m in work mode, honestly. Probably because it’s the mode I’m in most often. But Elisa has already seen me in work mode – in only work mode, really – and this is our first date.”

“Myra, you look nice,” Monica offered. “Do you want the shirt tucked in, though?”

“How did you know?” she asked, looking down at the white button-up shirt she had chosen to wear.

“You keep pulling on it,” Monica noted.

Monica and Bridgette had been free after work, and they wanted to hang out, so when Bridgette had texted Myra to see if she was free for drinks or something, Myra had explained that she had first-date plans with her new neighbor. Bridgette had then offered their getting-ready services, and while Myra hadn’t been sure what that had entailed exactly because she had never had friends help her get ready for a date before, she had taken them up on their offer. They’d arrived twenty minutes ago and were currently sitting on her sofa, giving her their opinions while Myra tried out clothes and walked out in front of them.

“I’m a classic butch, I guess. I like my shirts tucked in and my boots functional.” She laughed a little awkwardly.

“Tuck the shirt in. Let’s see,” Bridgette replied.

Myra tucked in the shirt, grateful that she had what she called mildly full breasts, which was her way of saying they were full but not overly so and fit just fine into her preferred sports bra, and looked up.

“That looks good. I’d leave it on that tight tuck,” Bridgette said. “Don’t, like, pull it out a little or anything. You’ve got that whole flat stomach thing to pull off the look.”

“Thanks?” she asked more than said. “It’s from work. I don’t exercise.”

“You exercise because of your work. You get credit for that,” Bridgette suggested. “I can’t do what you do. How many heavy things do you lift in a day? Hell, how many steps do you take? If I’m in the office, I hardly stand up.”

“Usually, at least a few heavy things a day when I’m at a site. And it depends on the day, but sometimes, it’s around thirty or forty-thousand steps, according to my phone.”

“You literally walk miles a day, when I complain about having to go get coffee across the street,” Bridgette noted. “Should I be working out, babe? We have a wedding–”

“Nope,” Monica interrupted her and shook her head. “We’re not doing this again. You have your suit.”

“They can take it in. I want to look good on our wedding day. God, I never thought I’d be the kind of woman who would care about that, but I am, it turns out.”

“Bridge?”

“Yeah?”

“Babe, you’re gorgeous. I don’t need you to lose weight, and I especially don’t want you to do that just for one day.”

“But there will be pictures, and we’ll hang some in the house.”

“And I want them to look like you, not someone who’s lost weight just for the pictures, and people ask me who’s in the photo on the wall.”

“Fine. Fine,” Bridgette replied and turned to Myra. “She hasn’t seen my outfit yet. We decided to do that thing where we don’t see each other dressed up until the day of, and the photographer catches us in that first glimpse. Mel and Kyle went another way. They picked out their outfits together.”

“I know. I was there when they did,” Myra said.

“I was only there for Mel’s. You saw Kyle’s?”

“Kyle went with a suit,” Myra shared. “And yeah, she asked me to go with her. I wore a suit to my wedding, so I’m familiar. She got an all-white one. It’s going to go great with Melinda’s dress. Mel was there, too, and let’s just say she really, really liked the suit Kyle picked out.”

“She did that eye sex thing?” Bridgette asked of her best friend.

“For at least an hour before I finally left them alone in the store,” Myra said as she laughed. “Are these pants okay?”

“They’re great,” Monica replied.

“They’re my nicest jeans, but I still wear them a lot, so they look a little worn at the hem.”

“They look fine,” Bridgette told her. “But if you’re worried about dating again, and someone you really like and not someone Melinda pushed you into going out with, you can always go shopping and pick out some date clothes so that you have a fourth mode. Date mode could have some slacks for the fancy dinners and some different boots that wouldn’t have scuffs on them.”

“Shit. I have scuffs?” Myra asked, looking down at her brown boots.

“No, I was just messing with you.” Bridgette chuckled. “If you want someone to go shopping with you, though, I can recommend Monica. She has amazing style.”

“Or, Asher,” Monica added.

“Yeah, Ash has good style, too,” Bridgette agreed.

“Not that we’re suggesting you change anything about yourself,” Monica said. “It’s important that you are you with her. That’s how you’ll know if Elisa is the one for you, right?”

“The only other dates I’ve been on weren’t real.”

“What do you mean by that?” Monica asked.

“They were, like, practice dates. I knew they weren’t going anywhere from the start. With one woman, I thought there could be something, but it didn’t work out after a few dates. She wasn’t interested in a committed relationship at the time. She was a lot younger than me, which isn’t a problem, but she used the term ethical non-monogamy, and I’d never heard of it before. I had to look it up. I want one person.”

“And Elisa might be that person?” Monica asked.

“We’ve spent a few days together – hours, really – so I have no idea.”

“Same with us, though. I mean, she didn’t like me in the beginning because she thought I was trying to steal her parents’ company, but it didn’t take long for us to figure it out,” Monica said as she nodded toward Bridgette. “It happens fast sometimes.”

“And slow other times, like Asher and Linden. I mean, ten years of friendship and then, boom – they’re together,” Bridgette added.

“I don’t know what’s going to happen. I just know that I like her,” Myra said.

“Well, you better get over there and pick her up, then,” Monica replied. “We’ll get out of your hair. I want to take this one out to dinner anyway.” She stood and held out her hand for Bridgette to take. “You pick the place. I’m buying.”

“Seafood,” Bridgette said. “But the cheap kind at a dive that’s better than those fancy places you like.”

“I’m sorry; you ate at one of those fancy places just the other night and told me how amazing the food was,” Monica retorted.

“Dive food is still better.”

“Then, you’re driving,” Monica replied. “And when you can’t find a parking space because they don’t have valet, you can drop me off at the door and walk from three blocks away.”

Bridgette just laughed and stood, taking Monica’s hand.

“Have a good time, Myra,” she said.

After they left, Myra took one final look at herself in the mirror, grabbed her keys, wallet, and phone, and locked up behind her. Then, she stared at the truck in her driveway and wished, not for the first time, that she had a more date-appropriate car because the truck was a work truck, had the logo all over it, and was hard to park when she wasn’t on a job site and even sometimes when she was. It also wasn’t the cleanest car in the world, but she had failed to straighten up the interior when she’d gotten home, and now, she was out of time.

“Hi,” she said with a smile when Elisa opened her door. “Shit. I should’ve brought flowers.”

Elisa smiled back, but it didn’t meet her eyes.

“I don’t need flowers,” she replied.

Myra took her in then and noticed that Elisa was wearing makeup, which was uncommon for her based on the few times they had interacted. It was a little heavy around her eyes, and although it didn’t look bad, Myra liked her without any makeup. Elisa was already so beautiful; she didn’t need anything else to make her that way. She was wearing a dark-green sundress and black flats with gold buckles, and her hair was down, framing her face. Still, something was off.

“Everything okay?” she checked, worried that Elisa had been rethinking their date.

“Yeah, everything’s fine. Why?”

“No reason,” she said, not wanting to insult her date by asking about her makeup before they’d even left the house. “Are you ready to go?”

“Yes,” Elisa replied, forcing that smile again.

Myra tried not to read anything into this as they walked to the truck in her driveway, but it was hard. Elisa wasn’t leaning into her or trying to be close at all. In fact, she was at least five steps away from her until Myra opened the passenger-side door for her. Remembering only then that she had her metal clipboard and some invoices on Elisa’s seat, Myra got around to her side of the car and climbed in quickly.

“Sorry. I should’ve cleaned this out.” She shuffled the paperwork into the clipboard haphazardly before tossing it into what amounted to half a back seat in her trusty pickup. “And I have an old cup of coffee in here, too. Sorry.” She laughed a little, totally embarrassed. “It’s from this morning, at least, so that’s not too bad.”

“Why does it smell like cigars in here?” Elisa asked.

“It does?” Myra asked back. “Oh. The guys sometimes smoke them when we finish big jobs. The cheap kind. They do it by the trucks usually, but no one smokes in here.”

“Oh,” Elisa said.

“Sorry. Is it bad? I don’t really notice anymore.”

“It’s fine.”

There was that forced smile again.

“Want to take your car instead? I should’ve cleaned this today, but I had a client call just when I was leaving the office. It took longer than I thought, and I forgot.”

“Myra, it’s fine,” Elisa said. “It’s just a car. I really don’t care about cars. Let’s just go wherever we’re going.”

“Okay,” she replied. “I thought we could maybe go grab something to eat by the water. There are these food trucks that line up, and their crab cakes are really good.”

“Food trucks?”

“Do you not like food trucks?” she asked, trying to read Elisa’s confusing expression. “We can go somewhere else.”

“No, it’s fine. I just… I’ve not been to a food truck before. We didn’t have them where I used to live. Small town. And I haven’t checked any out here since I moved.”

“It sounds bad, food coming out of a truck, but there are some really good ones, and you get to sit at picnic tables and walk around outside instead of sitting in a stuffy restaurant.” Myra’s eyes went wide. “But if you want to go to a restaurant, I can do that, too. I didn’t make a reservation, but I can call ahead, at least.”

“Myra, it’s okay. Let’s go. I just haven’t been to one before. I’ll follow your lead. Tell me what to order, and I’ll give it a try.”

Elisa seemed a little more like herself now, which made Myra feel like maybe she’d just been nervous before and was slowly turning back into the woman Myra recognized, so she started the truck and reversed out of the driveway. Not long after that, she pulled into a parking lot, and they walked to the line of six food trucks. One was something with bacon mixed in or on everything. Another was the best burger truck in town, according to the green-painted signage on the truck. There was also a dessert truck with cupcakes, cookies, and homemade ice cream. The fourth one was some Asian fusion truck. The fifth was the crab cake and Old Bay fries that Myra loved, and the final truck was Italian. They had an actual pizza oven that attached to the truck, and they drove it around and made some pretty decent pizza with it.

Myra told Elisa to pick whichever line she wanted, but Elisa followed her to the crab cake truck, where they waited silently in the line. Myra ordered for them when they got to the main window, and after they got their food from the other window, they walked to one of the empty picnic tables and sat down with both of them facing the water.

“So,” Myra began. “How was your day?”

“Fine,” Elisa replied. “Yours?”

“Uh… Fine. I had a client who wants us to do this big job for him. We’ve worked with him before, and he’s got another house he wants us to take on. It’ll be good for us.”

“Yeah? Good,” Elisa said.

That was how their conversation had gone for much of the night, with Elisa giving her one-word responses, looking like she had been forcing herself to participate. At one point, when a few people had walked past them, Elisa had shifted a little on the picnic table as if she hadn’t wanted to be seen next to Myra to not be perceived like they’d been on a date. Myra had no idea what to do here. The other night, Elisa had been clear that she was ready for a date, but her demeanor on their actual date had shown no sign of that, so Myra had not even attempted to touch her, not even to take Elisa’s hand as they walked or to rub her back or something.

Their dinner finished, Myra wasn’t sure she wanted to walk around anymore like she had originally planned, so without words, she stood, picked up their trash, dropped it into the nearby can, and Elisa followed her back to the truck just as silently. Having paid for parking, they left the lot and joined traffic. During the entire drive back, Elisa asked her nothing about where they were going, and she didn’t say a word when Myra pulled them into her driveway and turned off the truck. Somehow, this had been possibly the worst date of her adult life, and Myra had no idea why. When Elisa said nothing to help the matter and just got out of the truck, Myra followed her and watched as Elisa opened her house door.

“So…” she let out. “I guess I’ll just go home.”

“Okay,” Elisa replied and turned back to her.

“I don’t really…” Myra stopped herself.

“Good night, Myra,” Elisa stated.

She then leaned forward, kissed Myra on her left cheek, and moved inside her house, closing the door behind her. Just like that, Myra was left standing there on her porch, wondering what in the hell had just happened.


CHAPTER 16

Elisa sat frozen on her couch again. She’d been frozen the night she and Myra had talked and almost kissed. Then, she’d been frozen after she had sobbed against her door and managed to get herself up and over to the couch. There, she had stopped sobbing and just stared out the front window behind the TV. It was the window with the cheap curtains, and she couldn’t see anything beyond them, but she had still stared until Gwen had texted her to see if she wanted her to come over to help her get ready for her date. That was when Elisa had even remembered that she had a date at all.

Archibald’s comments about the kids wanting to spend their breaks with him and that she’d somehow ruined their lives by moving them two hours away right before they left for school had really gotten to her. For the first time in her life, Elisa felt like she was doing the right thing, and she had messed it up for the two most important people in her world. She had thought about calling the twins like her ex-husband had suggested, but she wasn’t about to give him the satisfaction. She could talk to them in person when they came home, even if it was just to get their stuff and go right back to their dad’s. The fact that he was offering her the guest house had also gotten to her. He thought he was being generous. In his mind, the guest house was a perfect solution: the kids got to live at home, she got to see them, and he got his ex-wife in the backyard alone because he wouldn’t allow her to have a woman there. At least, he had hired a housekeeper, but had she said yes, Elisa doubted he would’ve kept the woman on since he would have expected her to cook and clean just like she’d done for nearly twenty years.

It had all been too much, and she’d broken. Yet again, Elisa had broken. She’d been trying so hard to be strong for everyone, but it had only taken him five minutes of being here for her to be in tears. She really did have no clue how she had survived two decades with the man, but she could’ve sworn he had been better when they were younger. She didn’t remember him being this cold and unfeeling. Elisa supposed she had contributed to that in a way. She hadn’t exactly been a loving wife, but he had to own his own actions, too.

The worst part about all of that, though, was that she had let it interfere with her first date with Myra; her first date with a woman. It was supposed to be that life-changing night where there should’ve been actual romance, possibly a walk by the water while she held Myra’s hand and they got to know each other, and maybe a goodnight kiss at her door. Instead, she had kissed Myra on the cheek and essentially closed the door in her face, leaving Myra out on her stoop to probably wonder what had happened.

Elisa couldn’t believe that she’d managed to let her ex-husband ruin her first date with someone else, but his arrival had thrown her. She probably should’ve canceled the date or at least postponed it, but by the time Gwen had sent her the text, reminding her that she even had the date, it had already been too late. Myra had probably been getting ready by then, and so she had done the same, choosing to wear one of her favorite dresses, hoping that would help put her in a better mood. Then, she had hoped that the fact that it was a date with Myra would get her out of the funk her ex had put her in, but she had managed to make the stupid comment about the truck smelling, which had probably made Myra feel bad. She hadn’t meant that to sound like the smell had been awful. Truthfully, she kind of liked the smell of cigars. Her dad used to smoke them when she was growing up, and whenever she smelled them, it reminded her of him. Then, she had made even more comments about the food truck idea but hoped she recovered a little after.

“I really messed up,” she said to herself.

She stood and checked the time on the cable box under the TV, which the kids had made fun of her for because, according to them, no one had cable anymore. She’d been such a disaster that Myra had ended the date after crab cakes, and it was still early, so she decided to grab her keys and head next door.

“Elisa?”

“Hi,” she said and offered a shy wave.

“What are you–” Myra stood in her open doorway, now dressed in a T-shirt and a pair of shorts that looked like they had been cut off from a pair of sweatpants.

“Sorry to just stop by. I know I should have texted or called, but you’re right here. I guess that’s the downside of us being neighbors: I can just pop on by whenever.”

“That’s not a downside,” Myra replied, but she crossed her arms over her chest and didn’t invite Elisa into the house.

“I came over to apologize. Can I maybe do that inside?”

“It’s late,” Myra said.

“It’s eight o’clock.”

“I’m up at five, so eight is late for me.”

“Really?”

“I’m usually out of here by five-thirty or six, depending on the day. Seven is late for me,” Myra explained. “But I have decaf, if you want, I guess.”

Elisa smiled softly at her and nodded. Myra moved out of the way, letting Elisa in, and closed the door behind her.

“You’re still wearing your dress,” Myra pointed out as they walked back to the kitchen.

“I haven’t exactly moved from my sofa since I kissed you on the cheek and left you on my porch like a complete and total idiot,” she replied.

“So, it wasn’t just me? Something was going on with you tonight?”

“Yes, something was.”

“Is it the woman thing?” Myra asked.

“Huh?”

“Being on a date with a woman for the first time? You kind of pulled away from me at the picnic table, so…”

“God, no, Myra. It wasn’t that,” she said as she stood by the kitchen island while Myra went to make them coffee. “I didn’t even know I did that, honestly, but it wasn’t because of you being a woman.”

“Okay. Well, what was it, then?”

“My ex-husband showed up at my house today,” Elisa shared.

Myra stopped with the coffee and looked up.

“Are you okay? Did he–”

“He’s not physically abusive. He never has been. He just has this way with words that manages to break me every time, and today was no exception.”

“What did he say?”

“Just that the kids want to live with him when they’re not in school because they’re unhappy here. They want to come get their stuff here and go home to be with their friends until they have to say goodbye, and then, they’ll spend their breaks there, too, because their friends will be home on breaks. He made me feel like I had ruined everything because I moved them here and then offered me the guest house again.”

“The guest house?”

“He told me I could move back in or, at least, stay there during breaks when the kids are there. And, to some, maybe that would sound okay, but he asked me to park in the back and told me I wasn’t allowed to have any women there. He doesn’t want the kids exposed to that.”

“He said what?” Myra asked, dropping whatever she was doing to walk around the counter and stand in front of her. “Where the fuck is he right now? At some hotel? I–”

Elisa smiled at her and replied, “He drove back already. He spent about five minutes with me, driving for hours just to do it. He thinks he’s the good guy because he could have called, but he told me in person.”

“Your ex-husband is a real piece of work,” Myra said.

“He’s gotten worse since the separation. I think he liked it when we both knew that he was cheating without talking about it. The divorce pissed him off even more, but I was still in the guest house and acting like everything was normal for the kids. Now, I’m here, and I’m on my own, making decisions that don’t involve him, and I think it’s something he’s struggling with.”

“Who gives a shit what he is struggling with?” Myra argued. “He is the problem.”

“I did mislead him for almost twenty years.”

“True, but that doesn’t give him the right–”

“Hey,” Elisa began and reached out for Myra’s hands, taking both of them in her own and staring down at them. Then, she entwined their fingers and smiled. “I didn’t mean to make this whole conversation about him. I just wanted you to know what happened tonight, and I wanted to apologize. I should have postponed our date, but I thought I’d be okay, and I was rude to you, Myra. I like cigars.” She laughed a little. “I didn’t mean that comment in a bad way. And I like your truck. I think you were worried that I thought it was beneath me or something.”

“Your car is pretty nice,” Myra replied.

“I didn’t buy it myself. Technically, it was in his name, but I got him to sign it over to me when I moved here. The kids both have their own cars, and he didn’t need one more thing to worry about, but I don’t need a fancy car, Myra.”

“What about food? You didn’t seem to like the whole food truck thing.”

“I did,” she replied, squeezing Myra’s hands. “I meant what I said: I’d just never been to a food truck. I haven’t told you much about where we lived, but you can probably guess that it’s about ninety-nine percent White and Christian. It’s a small, upper-middle-class to straight-up wealthy community, and there are only nice restaurants within the town itself. Outside of the town, there are fast food chains and maybe some food trucks, but we never really ate there. Archie Senior loves fancy restaurants, and I tried to keep the kids away from fast food whenever I could. I liked the food tonight. I even liked the fact that it came from a truck. I really liked being there with you. I just couldn’t shake his words earlier out of my mind, and I should’ve called you and asked to postpone because I’m worried that I ruined my chance.”

Myra let go of one of her hands and cupped her cheek. Elisa met her eyes and did everything she could to stop herself from shaking because she didn’t want to freeze up now. She didn’t want to be nervous. She wanted to be strong. She wanted to show Myra that she was ready for this, whatever it was.

“Do you want to try again?”

“Huh? Try…”

“Elisa, do you want to have a do-over first date? We can go to another food truck, or I can pick a restaurant that doesn’t have wheels, and we can do something after, like go for that walk by the water or see a movie or something.”

“Yeah?” she asked.

Myra smiled at her and said, “Yeah, of course. I’ll admit, I was pretty pissed off before, but I was mostly just confused, really. I thought this was something we’d both wanted, but you seemed anywhere but on our date tonight, and I worried it was because you’d never been out with a woman, so you might not have been ready for all of that. If you are, though, and you still want to go out, we can try again.”

“Yes, I want that,” Elisa said quickly, probably a little too quickly. “Sorry, I’m not desperate or anything. Actually, no, I am desperate, but it’s like desperate in a good way.”

“How’s that, exactly?” Myra asked with a little laugh as she caressed Elisa’s skin.

“I’m desperate for a shot with you. I don’t want to mess this up.”

“You didn’t. Your asshole of an ex did. And if he stops by uninvited again, feel free to call me. I know members of NOLA PD.”

“What? You do?”

“Big family, remember? I’ve got two cousins who are cops. If I ask, they would happily make a house call just to get that jerk out of New Orleans.”

Elisa leaned into Myra’s hand, trying to show her that this was okay and that more would be okay, too. She also let go of the other hand that Myra was still holding and moved hers to Myra’s hip, swallowing hard. Myra moved her free hand to Elisa’s other cheek and held her face with both hands now, staring into her eyes.

“Do you want to wait for that do-over date?”

“For you to kiss me?” Elisa asked and shook her head. “No, I don’t want to wait another second if–”

Myra’s lips pressed to her own then, cutting her off, and when Elisa’s brain caught up with what was happening, she finally began kissing Myra back. God, she had been missing this. Myra’s hand moved to Elisa’s hip and lightly pushed her against the counter. Elisa groaned, digging her fingers into Myra’s hip as their lips continued to dance together, and her other hand moved around Myra’s neck and under her thick braids, cupping her there to bring her in more. Elisa wanted her closer. She wanted Myra inside her, on top of her, beneath her, and everywhere else. Myra was so soft and warm, and her tongue felt like silk as it moved into Elisa’s mouth, stroking Elisa’s own and licking the back of her teeth. Myra sucking on her bottom lip caused her to moan, and before Elisa knew it, she was lifted onto the counter. Myra now stood between her spread legs and ran her hands over and under her dress, not making any move for more.

When Myra’s lips moved to her neck, Elisa felt like she wanted them to stay there and return to her mouth at the same time. She didn’t want to be thinking about her ex-husband at all right now, but he was her only point of comparison when it came to lovers, so naturally, he crossed her mind. He had never kissed her on the neck like this. In almost two decades, he had never taken the time to show her this kind of affection, to show her that he cared about what made her feel good, too, not just his own pleasure.

“Your skin tastes good,” Myra said before she nibbled on Elisa’s earlobe.

“That sounds weird,” she replied with a giggle and then wished she could have just stopped herself from saying any words because Myra pulled back and stared into her eyes.

“Yes, it does. But it sounded better in my head,” Myra replied with a smile as she gently pushed hair behind Elisa’s ear. “You looked so beautiful tonight, Elisa. And you still do. You might even look more beautiful now that you’re on my countertop like this.” Myra winked at her.

“Yeah?” Elisa asked, teasing her a little.

“Yes. Do you want to stay here while I finish making us that coffee? We can talk more, and I’ll kiss you goodnight at your door for real this time.”

“No lame cheek kiss? Sorry about that, by the way.”

“No lame cheek kiss,” Myra replied and leaned back in. “Now that I’ve actually kissed you, I don’t plan on there being any lame kisses again.”

Elisa nodded rapidly at that, and Myra kissed her one more time before moving to finish their coffee.


CHAPTER 17

Myra had been on cloud nine all morning. Well, really, she’d been on cloud nine since that first kiss with Elisa. The woman could kiss, and they had shared a few more kisses before Myra had dropped her off at her door and given her a long goodnight kiss. That one had been great, too, and when Elisa had invited her inside through heavy breathing, Myra had actually thought about saying yes and following her in. She’d known what Elisa had meant. They wouldn’t have had another cup of coffee or even opened a bottle of wine. There would have been no talking on the sofa or watching a movie. Had Myra gone inside, they would have walked up the stairs, and she would’ve woken up in Elisa’s bed this morning.

“Hey, boss?”

“Hey!” she yelled over the sound of the saws working behind them.

“We’re almost done here. I can sign off on everything,” her foreman said. “I know you have those quotes to do back at the office.”

“Yeah? You sure you don’t need an extra set of hands?”

“No. And I didn’t the first time you asked, either.” He chuckled. “You just seemed to need something to do.”

Myra laughed, too, and said, “I like the work.”

Understatement. She needed a distraction from thinking about Elisa. She’d woken alone even earlier than normal because she had been so turned on that she hadn’t been able to sleep anymore. Myra wasn’t someone who masturbated all that regularly, maybe once or twice a month when her body needed it, but it was usually a fast process. She had a vibrator in the drawer. It was an old, battery-operated one instead of a rechargeable one because she hadn’t gotten around to replacing it, but it still did the job. She’d pulled it out that morning, and minutes later, she’d been coming and yelling Elisa’s name, hoping Elisa couldn’t hear it through the partially open window that faced her house. It had been the best orgasm Myra had had in a long time, but it still hadn’t managed to help much. She hadn’t been able to stop thinking about Elisa when she had gotten to the office early, and despite not being scheduled to be at a job site today, she had joined her team at one anyway and helped where she could.

Now, she was being told by the foreman that she wasn’t needed, which meant she’d be back at the office, working on those estimates and thinking about Elisa. When using power tools, Myra was completely focused on the work. It was the only way to ensure safety for herself and everyone at the site. In her office, though, staring at her computer, she wouldn’t be able to stop herself from getting distracted thinking about Elisa’s lips, which seemed to go so well with her own, and Elisa’s tongue, which had tentatively started to move inside Myra’s mouth during their last kiss of the night.

“Boss?” her foreman said again.

“Huh?”

He laughed and asked, “Are you all right today?”

“Yeah, I’m good. Sorry. I’ll get out of your hair,” she replied.

“Okay. Drive safe. Remember, the gas is on the right, and the brake is on the left.”

“Ha ha!” she said sarcastically.

Having arrived at the office, Myra sat down at her desk, opened her laptop, and checked the emails that came directly from the website where people could request an estimate or ask questions. She typically responded to all of these herself because she liked to be in control of the schedule, and she had to approve all estimates anyway, so this was often easier. She did have one comfort advisor, which was a fancy name for a salesperson in the home services industry. About five years ago, she had gotten an intern for the first time, deciding that she wanted to give back because her internship had helped prepare her for where she was right now. That intern had been twenty-two, just out of their own construction management program, and their goal then had been to become a foreman in the field and own their own company one day. After their internship had been up, though, Myra had needed help with all the estimates and inspections, so she had offered them the job, and after a year, they had told her they wanted to do it full-time as their career. It was a well-paying job that typically got someone home by dinner, and they’d done a good job at it so far, but Myra still had to review all the estimates to check for any errors and to make sure they weren’t under or overcharging.

“Myra?”

She heard her name, but the employee behind her was on the phone with a customer or a potential customer, at least, so it wasn’t her. Myra looked up through the plexiglass that allowed her to see the warehouse outside of her office and saw Jill standing there as well as Rory and Enid. Then, she remembered.

“Oh, hey,” she said.

“Hey,” Jill replied, and the three of them walked around to the door of Myra’s office. “Is now still a good time?”

“Sure. Where’s Mel?”

“She’s holding down the fort since we’re all here. I like to call it her quarterly day to give tours. Now that she’s the big boss of everything, she rarely gets to do tours all day, so she took the busiest ones. We have a part-timer doing the rest and another watching the office while we’re here.”

“I could have watched the office, but I didn’t want to,” Enid offered.

Jill rolled her eyes at her and then looked around.

“So, this is your place?” she asked Myra.

“Yeah, this is it. It’s not much. Mostly, it’s just the office, a break room, and a warehouse for supplies and the trucks to park. Not exciting.”

“It’s exciting to us,” Rory said. “It’s really cool that you own all this.”

“Well, I lease the building, so I don’t exactly own everything,” she replied.

“Take the compliment,” Jill told her, rolling her eyes at her this time.

Myra laughed and said, “I kind of forgot that you were coming until you all showed up, so I don’t have food or anything. I have bad coffee in the pot in the break room, though. Interested?”

“Not for me. We just had lunch,” Rory said. “Brought you a Po-Boy from your uncle. We told him we were headed here, so he made your favorite.”

“Oh, thank you. I’m starving,” Myra replied, taking the wrapped sandwich from Rory’s outstretched hand.

“So, this is where we could be, right?” Enid asked and pointed to the middle of the open warehouse.

“Yes. The trucks usually park there, but I can have them park outside or even let the guys take them home while you’re working in here. There aren’t any partitions, though, so they’d be walking around and grabbing supplies and tools all around it. Is that okay?”

“That’s fine,” Jill said. “Can we walk around?”

“Yeah, I’ll show you,” Myra replied before she left the sandwich on the desk, stood, and they all walked out of the office and onto the warehouse floor. “So, those shelves are mostly supplies. The guys will be in and out each morning, but they’re not really grabbing things throughout the day. The lumber, tile, and carpet shelves are on the other side and a little out of the way of where you’ll be, so that should be fine.”

“You sell carpet here, too?” Rory asked.

“No, it’s just the stuff we buy for jobs. We store it in the back before we need it when it comes in early, but it usually doesn’t. Typically, it’s late, but we also have some extra stuff back there that clients didn’t want or need, so we buy it back and use it on other jobs. Most of the time, no one will be back there, and I can have them pull their trucks up to the garage door that’s between the shelves.” Myra pointed to a closed industrial garage door. “I would only request that you clean up your mess every day. We have people coming in and out all day. I don’t want them slipping or falling on anything in the way.”

“No problem. It’ll only be for a week anyway, but we’ll make sure to clean up every time we leave,” Jill said.

“How many people?” Myra asked.

“About ten,” Jill replied. “The three of us, Mel, probably Kyle, and likely, Willa, because she said it will be fun. I might bring Juni, but she’s only ten, so if she shouldn’t be here, I won’t bring her. Enid?”

“Care wants to help, yeah.”

“And Logan and Candace,” Rory added. “Keith might help, too, if we need him,” she said of Candace’s fiancé.

“Plus, we have a couple of part-timers who might want to help, too,” Jill said. “Is that too many people?”

“No, I just want to make sure that one of you will be here with them at all times. Preferably, you or Mel, Jill, since you’re the manager and she’s the owner of NOLA Guides. For insurance reasons.”

“That’s fine,” Jill said, nodding. “So, it’s really cool that we use your place?”

“I can schedule it now, yeah. I get my logo on the side of the float, right?”

“Yes,” Jill replied. “We’ve got the float design already in mind. It’ll be the first time NOLA Guides has participated in anything like this. It was Enid’s marketing idea.”

“It’s only St. Patrick’s Day, so not Mardi Gras, but we were able to get a float slot up front, and it’s cheaper. I have the flatbed truck we will be using reserved already since we have to do that crazy early around here, or we risk paying way more or not getting a truck at all. So, that’s taken care of. We were thinking of putting your logo in a few places since the float itself will have a NOLA Guides tour theme. We don’t need our logo in those spots. I’m thinking both sides and the back, if that’s cool with you, and a ‘sponsored by’ sign on the front of the truck, too, with your company name on it, NOLA Guides, and a couple of other places we got to chip in, but you’ll be the main sponsor.”

“And all I have to do is loan you my warehouse space to build the thing?” Myra asked.

“That’s it. We’ll take care of the rest,” Enid said.

“Okay. Well, let me show you the tools. Those are off-limits unless I’m here or one of my guys, but I’m happy to let you use them for the float if you’re not the ones to actually use them because–”

“Insurance reasons,” Jill finished for her.

“Exactly. Plus, they’re expensive, so I don’t want them damaged or lost.”

“No problem,” Jill replied. “I don’t particularly want to use power tools anyway. I can handle a hammer, though.”

“Barely. You nailed your thumb the other day when you were hanging up that new picture in the office,” Enid noted, laughing at Jill.

“Shut up,” Jill replied as she playfully shoved at Enid’s shoulder.

A few weeks ago, Melinda had brought up the idea to Myra about NOLA Guides making a parade float for either St. Patrick’s Day or the Mardi Gras festivities. It was a whole industry in New Orleans, and it took months and sometimes years of planning. Melinda had gotten a late start, it seemed, but with her community connections, most likely, she’d been able to pull off getting them a float in next year’s St. Patrick’s Day parade, which was a big deal, too, just not as popular or well-known with tourists as Mardi Gras. Melinda had asked her if she thought she had space in her warehouse to build the float and if she could loan them the space if they gave her sponsorship for free. Myra had said yes to that and had promptly forgotten about it. Now, she was walking Jill, Enid, and Rory around the warehouse, telling them what was off-limits and measuring the space they would have to work with to make sure that the truck Enid had rented would fit and still give them room to build the thing.

It would be an inconvenience to have a giant truck in the warehouse and people milling about, working on building the float, but it would only be for a week or so. This wasn’t one of those massive floats that took a year to build. It was more one of the floats that weren’t as commercially made and came out in the front of the parade before the giant floats that would follow. Myra knew there would be float supplies lying around in advance, so she also showed them a storage closet that she could clean out for them, which would allow them to keep their stuff off the floor and out of the way. Then, they went back to her office, where she saw the sandwich she’d totally forgotten about and promptly opened the wrapper, bitting into it while the three women talked more details.

“So, we heard you went on a date last night. Care to fill us in?” Jill asked after they’d wrapped up their shop talk.

Myra almost choked on her sandwich, so she coughed a little and asked, “What?”

“Mel can’t keep a secret. Well, she can, but you have to tell her that it’s a secret first,” Jill suggested.

Myra had texted Melinda after dropping Elisa off the previous night. She should’ve told her that it was off the record.

“Oh. Well, yeah, I guess,” she said, playing it cool.

“That’s it?” Enid asked. “That’s all we get?”

“What else do you want?”

“Neighbor, right?” Rory asked.

“Yes. Her name is Elisa.”

“Pretty name,” Rory noted with a smile.

“So is Aurora, but someone I know hates it,” Enid said.

“Shut up,” Rory replied, shoving Enid on the shoulder lightly.

“Your real name is Aurora?” Myra asked Rory.

“Technically. But I hate it.”

“So, I call her Aurora for fun sometimes. Fun for me, not her.” Enid laughed at her own joke.

“How’d the date go?” Jill asked.

“Fine,” she said, not wanting to reveal much since she hadn’t talked to Elisa about what they would tell people.

“Just fine? Bummer,” Jill said.

“No, fine in a good way,” Myra replied. “It was a great date.”

Well, the second part of their evening was the great part, but she didn’t feel the need to describe the first part. As Jill continued to pester her, Myra withheld most of the details. Then, she was able to get Jill to switch topics by asking about Willa’s new job and Juni’s new school. It gave Myra a chance to finish her sandwich, and she tried to focus on what Jill was saying, but she was back to thinking about Elisa’s lips, wishing they would have scheduled their second date before she had said goodnight.


CHAPTER 18

“Hey,” Elisa said into the phone.

“Hi. Are you busy?” Myra asked.

“Um…” She looked over at Gwen, who was staring at her with a lifted eyebrow, knowing exactly who she was talking to. “Not really.”

“Not really?” Myra asked. “Should I call back later?”

“No,” she said quickly. “It’s just that Gwen is here.”

“Oh, okay. Then, yeah, I’ll call back later.”

“No. What did you want to talk about?”

“Nothing. Well, that’s not true.” Myra chuckled a little. “I was hoping that we could set up our next date, and I was sitting at my desk, bored with staring at emails, so I thought I could call you and ask if you wanted to go out tonight. I know I need to get the work done at the house, but I promise, I will. I–”

“I’d love to go out with you tonight.”

Gwen wiggled her eyebrows at her, and Elisa slapped her on the knee.

“Yeah? Okay. Well, I’ll see you after work, then. I’ll just shower and change and come over to get you. Is that okay?”

“That sounds good,” she said.

“Okay. Well, I’ll let you go now, and I’ll see you later.”

“I’ll see you later,” Elisa said with a smile and hung up.

“You’ll see her later, huh?” Gwen teased her. “Is she your new girlfriend?” she asked in a high-pitched voice.

“Stop it,” Elisa replied, laughing. “We’ve had one date.”

“And you kissed her.”

“She kissed me, actually. But I kissed her back. I think we both leaned in for that second kiss, though, and I know we both did when we kissed goodnight.”

“You told me you kissed. You didn’t mention that there were multiple kisses,” Gwen said. “Spill.”

“About my first kiss with a woman?”

“Kisses, apparently.”

“It was great. They all were. We just sat on the sofa and made out like teenagers for a while. I’ve never done that. It felt like my parents might walk in on us at any moment. And, Gwen, she literally lifted me off the ground and put me on the counter. It was so hot.”

“She picked you up?”

“Yes. She stood there between my legs and kissed me, and if I didn’t know I was gay already, I’d definitely know it for sure now. When she dropped me off at home, I actually invited her to come in, knowing what I was really asking.”

“Wait. You asked her to come in? You didn’t tell me that. You called me and told me to get over here because my idiot brother came here yesterday. You’re burying the lead, Elisa.”

“No, sadly, I am not,” she said with a sigh. “That, unfortunately, is the lead, and I was a total mess during my date with Myra because of it.”

“You just told me it was a good date.”

Elisa nodded and told her the whole story of how she had gotten picked up by Myra and had nearly ruined their first date from the start. She talked about the cigars and crab cakes and how she had, apparently, moved away from Myra on the bench without even realizing that she had done it. Then, she told Gwen how she’d kissed Myra on the cheek when they’d said goodnight the first time.

“I hate my brother.” Gwen gritted her teeth. “I know we’re related, so there’s that familial love thing, but he somehow managed to be out of your life and still ruin things for you.”

“But I didn’t let him,” Elisa reminded her. “I found my strength to go over and apologize, and now, we’re going out again.” She smiled. “It was difficult, though. I had a hard time sleeping after Myra dropped me off the second time. Part of that was because my heart was racing. I almost had sex with a woman for the first time.”

“She was into it?”

“Oh, yeah. I could see it in her eyes that she considered it and had to really force herself to go home instead.”

“That bodes well,” Gwen said.

“It does. But I couldn’t really sleep because I’m worried.”

“About the kids? What did he say to you, exactly?”

Gwen shifted a little on the sofa, and not for the first time, Elisa was glad that she had moved to New Orleans and had a friend in Gwen. She was also grateful that Gwen didn’t have a demanding job and was able to pick her hours, for the most part. She had regulars whom she took care of, but they could arrange to hang out around the times she was walking the dogs or stopping by to feed the birds, the cats, and all the other animals Gwen took care of when their owners were out of town or otherwise needed help.

“It’s a long story, and I don’t remember some of it now. I was shocked when he showed up. I think that’s why he did it. He could’ve called, but that would’ve meant I could have hung up on him or not answered and been more prepared for whatever he wanted to say when I called back. He didn’t text to tell me that he was coming or even ask if I would be home. He wanted to catch me off guard. It’s been part of his whole thing ever since we separated. I’m not convinced he brought all those women home because he wanted to sleep with them. He could have done that anywhere, yet he always made sure I was in the main house when they’d come walking down the stairs together. He wanted me to see them.”

“Why is he this way?” Gwen asked the seemingly rhetorical question.

“Good question. Something for his potential therapist to figure out. He told me that the twins wanted to live with him and that, basically, there was nothing I could do about it because they’re eighteen now. And he’s right, sort of. They’re technically still my dependents, but they’re also adults now, according to the law, so if he says yes, they can stay there for the next couple of weeks and on all their breaks. AJ doesn’t have preseason practice like we assumed he would because of some coach issue, so they’ll both go to their orientations, but then, they’re at school until October. He’s saying they’ll stay with him for their fall break because all their friends will be back home, and they won’t want to be two hours away.”

“It’s just a two-hour drive; not that big of a deal. Why can’t they come here for a day or two and then stay there?”

“That was the plan. They get a week off for Thanksgiving, so I thought they would be here for the actual holiday and maybe a little before, but I expected them to want to go to their dad’s to spend time with their friends for at least a few days. I wouldn’t stop them.”

“I know you wouldn’t,” Gwen said with a straight smile.

“But the kicker is that he told me a solution to my problem would be to just move back in.”

“What?”

“Into the guest house. I could just move there full-time and give up this house and this experiment of me being on my own. I think that’s what he believes this is. He didn’t say it outright, but now that I’ve gotten a little space from yesterday, that’s what I think. I could move back in and see the kids whenever they’re on break, or I could stay there when they’re on break so that the kids wouldn’t have to go back and forth.”

Gwen tilted her head in thought.

“What?” Elisa asked.

“Nothing. I was just thinking.”

“About what, exactly?”

“So, I mentioned earlier that I hate my brother, right?”

“Yes.”

“But… Staying there on their breaks might not be a bad idea. It’s a short drive, and it’s a full guest house back there. You could cook Thanksgiving dinner there, and if you want guests, I could go to your dinner and skip the one the parents always host. I’m sure Arch will go to that one anyway.”

“You think I should move back there?”

“No, not move. Stay. There’s a difference. It would be a week, maybe. Right?”

“They get three weeks off at Christmas.”

“Okay. Well, maybe don’t stay for the full three weeks unless you want to, but you’d be able to spend time with the kids, and you’d have privacy in the guest house. You’d get to see them for their full breaks and not have to worry about them driving back and forth or deciding not to come to see you at all because a friend is having a party they don’t want to miss or something.”

“I don’t know, Gwen. It’s giving him what he wants,” she replied.

“So? If you get what you want and the kids benefit in the process, does it matter? Maybe that’s the best outcome, even: you and the kids are happier, and he has to see that.”

“What about Myra?”

“What about her?”

“Well, it’s not about her specifically. It might not work out with us, but I’m kind of hoping I will have a girlfriend someday soon, and I’d want to be with her on the holidays or at least around them.”

“So? Bring her there.”

“I can’t. He told me I have to park in the back, and I’m not allowed to bring women there because he doesn’t want the kids to be exposed to that. Those are the rules of me staying there.”

“He said what?” Gwen asked as she stood up and instantly began pacing. “I’ll fucking kill him. What is stuck so far up his ass that he thinks the world revolves around him? How did my parents make him and then make me, too? Annabelle is pretentious and has her moments, but even she is not this bad, and they’re twins. They share, like, most of their DNA, right? I’m a little too pissed off right now to remember how twins work. Fuck him, though. I’ll call him right now and tell him to go fuck himself. The world isn’t his to own. You are not his to own. He can’t use the kids as a weapon to get what he wants, which is, apparently, control over you.”

“You forgot how twins work?” Elisa asked, trying to make light of the situation.

“Fraternal ones, yeah,” Gwen said. “I’m calling his ass.”

“No, you’re not,” Elisa replied as Gwen pulled her cell phone out of her back pocket. “It won’t do any good. He’d just tell you to stay out of it.”

“He blames me,” Gwen stated, calming down a little.

“Huh?”

“For you leaving.” She sat back down next to Elisa. “He thinks I persuaded you to do it, convinced you that you were gay somehow because that, in his twisted mind, is how being gay works. You and I became friends more than just relatives, and you knew that I was gay, so you came out to me, and he thinks I made you gay or, at least, gave you the idea to leave him to explore your gayness.”

“You had nothing to do with that. I mean, I’ll admit that seeing you so happy in a relationship back then did help me see what I wanted, but that’s it, and that’s not your fault.”

“I know,” Gwen replied, pressing a hand to her chest. “I think, deep down, he knows it, too, but that would be him admitting things to himself that he’ll probably never admit. He’s been given everything he’s ever wanted. I mean, he even got you because his mommy convinced you to marry him, not work, and just take care of him and the kids when they were little. She literally gave you to him.”

“That’s not exactly how–”

“I don’t mean that to make it sound like he owned you, Elisa, or that you had no choice in the matter, but she put you in a position where you didn’t have much of an alternative if you wanted the kids to grow up with their father. And he took it that way; that you were his and that you were handed to him.” Gwen sighed. “I know you think that he never really liked you and that it was just sex to him, and then there were the kids, but I do think he did like you. I’m not sure it was ever love, but I think he liked you enough to ask you out and go out with you a few times. I don’t know about the sex part, but you were his first. It’s not like he slept around with every girl before you. So, I think he liked you, and when he got you, he felt like everything was as it should be. He got to stay in school. He got the wife and kids and the white picket fence surrounding a fancy house. He got the career. Then, he got to cheat. He got a wife who essentially gave him permission to sleep around, and that’s the fantasy for a lot of dudes, I think. He had you at home to manage responsibilities while he could do whatever he wanted.” Gwen took a deep breath. “But then, you had the urge to finally be happy, to have your own life, and that doesn’t gel with his fantasy, the ideal he’s got in his mind for how his life is supposed to work. Elisa, you don’t have to stay with him. I’m sorry I even suggested that. I didn’t know. I thought you could just have your own personal hotel whenever you wanted it, and you’d get to rub your new life in his face, and the kids would benefit, but I’m sorry. I should’ve known.”

Elisa had tears in her eyes because Gwen was right. She hadn’t thought to put all of that together herself, but Gwen had known Archie for a lot longer than she had. They were six years apart, but they had still grown up in the same house, with the same parents, and had been taught the same things.

“It’s okay,” she said as she wiped her eyes.

“No, it’s not. I’m sorry he’s doing this to you. You don’t deserve it, and I wish I could smack him out of it somehow and get him to realize how wrong he is about everything. I just don’t think that would work.”

“It won’t, no. It’s hard to remember that far back after everything, but I don’t think he was this bad when we first met. It was short-lived because I found out I was pregnant, but he was nice to me in the beginning, I think. That’s why I decided to stay.”

“I’m sure he was. But a lot of abusers are.”

Elisa’s eyes widened, and she said, “He never–”

“Not physically, maybe. But, Elisa, in just about every other way.” Gwen nodded.

Elisa swallowed and replied, “I’ve never… thought of it like that before.”

Gwen took her hand, squeezed it in Elisa’s lap, and said softly, “I’m here. You know that, right?”

Elisa nodded.


CHAPTER 19

“What do you have?” Myra asked.

“What do you need?” Melinda asked her back while she checked the computer behind the counter.

“Something fun. Maybe for a couple of hours.”

“Well, I have a ghost and vampire tour that’s an hour and a half, a French Quarter food tour that’s two hours, a history tour, but that’s only an hour and probably more boring, and I have the cemetery tour, too. It starts in an hour, though.” Melinda looked away from the computer toward Myra. “Do you want a private tour? We could arrange something custom just for you. It’s busy tonight, so I’ve got an extra person.”

“Private? Just for me and Elisa?” Myra shook her head. “No, that would be weird, I think; just us and a guide.”

“Okay. No problem. Any of the others sound good? The food one is going to be pretty packed.”

“Not the cemetery one because I don’t know how she feels about that.”

“So, maybe not the ghosts and vampires?”

“That’s better than cemeteries, right? Cemeteries have actual dead people in them. Vampires and ghosts aren’t real.”

“Or are they…” Melinda said, lifting an eyebrow.

“Is it fun? I’ve never done one.”

“You’ve lived here your whole life, and you have never done a vampire and ghost tour?”

Myra leaned over the counter and replied, “Yeah, I live here. This stuff is for tourists.”

“Then, why are you asking me to book you a tour for a date tonight?”

“Because Elisa just moved here and hasn’t done any of this. I thought it might be fun. I’m going to get us sandwiches from Henry’s, and I figured we’d eat them at my place or hers after the tour.”

“Do the vampire one, then. It’s fun.”

“It is fun. I’m doing that one tonight,” Rory said as she walked out of the back office. “You should come. There are, like, ten people. Right, Mel?”

“Uh…” Melinda checked the computer. “Twelve now. We just had a booking for two.”

“So, fourteen with you two. You can just hang out in the back if you want,” Rory said. “You get stickers for this one.”

“Stickers?” Myra looked at Melinda.

“They have little ghosts on them,” Rory explained. “We started it for the kids, but we had a few adults ask for them, so we just give them to everyone now.”

“Sold because of the ghost stickers, obviously,” Myra said as she laughed a little.

“Cool. We’ll see you then,” Rory replied. “Want to go to Candace’s after? I’m heading there to meet Logan, and Enid will be there with Caroline.”

“I’m kind of thinking we’ll just go home,” Myra replied.

“Hoping for more than just a goodnight kiss?” Melinda teased.

“I have no idea. It’s only our second date, and she’s never been with a woman, so I’m not about to push anything.” Myra stood up and added, “I’ll be back in a couple of hours, I guess. Rory, you promise me you won’t make a big deal or act weird tonight?”

“No, I don’t promise. It’s the ghost and vampire tour. I make great tips if I act weird and pretend everything is scary.” Rory smiled at her. “But I do promise that I won’t make a big deal out of the fact that you’re on a date. I’d like to introduce myself as your friend, though, if that’s okay.”

“Yeah, that’s okay,” she replied. “I’ll see you later.”

Myra had gotten the idea when she had been about to leave the office. It seemed like something fun for them to do where they could take a little pressure off and relax as they walked around the city. She hoped Elisa liked the idea, too.

Arriving home about twenty minutes later, she decided not to dress up tonight. They were going to keep things casual, so she texted Elisa and said as much.

Elisa Benedetti: I’m already dressed and wearing heels.

Myra laughed and texted her back, suggesting that she change. She gave her ten minutes and then walked across their driveways and rang the doorbell.

“How casual?”

Myra laughed. Elisa was standing in the open doorway, wearing yet another dress. Myra looked down and saw that she had at least changed into flats.

“Babe, casual. Jeans and a sweater. It might get chilly.”

Elisa smiled and noted, “You just called me ‘babe.’”

“I did, yeah,” she said, wondering if she’d overstepped.

“I like it,” Elisa replied and pulled Myra into the house. “I was going to change, but I thought maybe it was more like business casual or something, so I just changed shoes.”

“Business casual? For our date?”

“I’ll go put on jeans and be right back, then. Just sit on the couch. I’ll be five minutes.”

Myra watched her walk up the stairs, hurrying as she did, and God, she looked good in dresses. Myra almost hated suggesting she change because she had loved putting her on that counter and running her hands up Elisa’s bare thighs, but she wanted her to be comfortable, so she would wait for another night to get her into a dress again.

“Okay. I’m ready.”

Myra looked up and caught sight of her date.

“You’re beautiful,” she said as she stood.

Elisa had changed into a tight-fitting pair of dark jeans and an evergreen scoop-neck sweater. She still had the flats on, but they looked comfortable enough.

“You like green, huh?”

“It’s my favorite color,” Elisa said with a smile. “Should we go?”

“Yeah,” Myra said.

“What’s yours?”

“My what?”

She opened the door and let Elisa walk by.

“Color.”

“Oh. I guess red.”

“Red, huh? Is that why your company logo is red?”

“I guess so. I paid someone to design it. They showed me that, and I liked it, so I went with it.”

They walked outside, and Elisa locked up.

“Another food truck tonight?”

“Actually, no. We will eat, but I hope you’re not starving. I have special Po-Boys in my fridge waiting for us after.”

“First of all, after what? Second of all, special?”

Myra opened the truck door for Elisa, and she climbed inside.

“After my surprise event. And it’s special because my uncle owns the shop. He makes the best Po-Boys in town. He has all the awards to prove it.”

Elisa chuckled while Myra got inside the truck, and after Myra pulled them out of the driveway, she took a chance and reached over for Elisa’s hand. She let Elisa decide what to do with their hands now that they were joined, and Elisa kept them in her lap, resting on her thigh. It didn’t take them long to get to the parking lot that was closest to NOLA Guides, and it gave nothing away about their destination, which Myra liked. After getting out of the truck, she walked around and held out her hand, leaving it up to Elisa to take it or not. If she didn’t take it, that would be okay, but Myra really wanted to hold her hand as they walked tonight. Elisa glanced down and back up. Then, she winked at Myra and took her hand, entwining their fingers.

“Where to?” she asked as she kind of swung their hands back and forth.

“This way,” Myra replied.

They walked along the sidewalk, passing some drunk or semi-drunk people, people pointing at drunk people, and probably a few sober people, too. It was still early, but the drinking started in the AM for tourists, and that was especially true during the summer and for college students who wanted to make the most of their vacations before they went back to school in a few weeks. When they arrived at NOLA Guides, Rory was already standing outside, passing stickers to the rest of the tour group.

“What are we doing?” Elisa asked.

“Taking a tour. I hope that’s okay. My friend Melinda runs this place. It’s a vampire and ghost tour. Silly stuff, but I thought it could be fun.”

“Really?” Elisa laughed a little. “That does sound like fun. I’ve never been on a tour here. Ghosts and vampires?”

“It was that or cemeteries. We could still do that one. It leaves at the same time.”

“It just left, actually,” Rory said as she walked over to them.

“Oh. Really? We’re late?”

“No, everyone just checked in for that one a few minutes early, and it was already packed, so Jill didn’t want to wait for walk-ins.” Rory looked over at Elisa. “Hi. I’m Rory.”

“Elisa,” she said.

“Nice to meet you,” Rory replied and held out a sticker for Elisa to take.

“Rory is a friend of mine. I met her through Melinda.”

“Oh, really?” Elisa looked over at Myra and smiled. “I get to meet one of your friends?”

“Two, if you want,” she replied. “Mel’s inside. You can meet her, too.”

“Actually, Mel went out with Kyle. Enid is inside, holding down the office, but only for a few minutes because it’ll close after that.”

“Enid?” Elisa asked.

“Another friend.”

“You have a lot of friends,” Elisa noted.

“I guess so.” Myra chuckled as she took the sticker Rory held out for her and pressed it into her shirt.

“I have to get back to work, but we’ll talk later,” Rory said.

“I’d like that,” Elisa replied.

Rory moved to the front of the large group, handed out a few more stickers, and then moved everyone to the side of the building out of the way of the sidewalk so that she could introduce herself and give some details about the tour. Myra was having a hard time concentrating, though, because Elisa had moved into her side and rested her head against Myra’s shoulder. Myra wrapped an arm around her to silently let her know that this was good. She kissed the top of Elisa’s head and let out a deep breath. She hadn’t felt this at ease in a long time. Everything was work, work, work, and the dates she’d been on since her divorce had mostly been lackluster. Now, for the first time in a long time, Myra was excited about something other than work.

“Okay. Are we ready?” Rory asked them all, sounding excited.

“If I get scared, can I just burrow into you?” Elisa whispered into Myra’s ear.

“Absolutely,” Myra replied.

They started their walk down the busy street, and Rory talked loudly because there were no headphones or anything on these intimate tours. She stopped them in front of an old Bourbon Street house and began talking about an old woman who had died there in the early nineteen hundreds and supposedly still haunted the place until this day. She made it fun, pretending to be scared for a minute as she told the story, and then suggested they all get out their cameras and try to take a photo since it was rumored that the ghost would show up only in pictures.

Myra stood there with her hand on the small of Elisa’s back, rubbing it just because she could, and she smiled when Elisa reached for her phone in her purse and excitedly began snapping photos. Elisa used the flash in some, not in others, and tried zooming in on a window to get a close-up.

“No ghost,” she said, sounding adorably disappointed.

As Myra kissed Elisa’s temple and let her rest against her side again, she wondered if this woman had ever gotten to do anything fun. They were surrounded by all these college students who were partying, drinking, and having a good time, but Elisa hadn’t been able to do that when she’d been in college. She hadn’t been comfortable being herself and out back in the day, and then, she’d met her asshole of an ex-husband, and her whole had life changed.

“Are you having fun?” Rory asked as everyone continued to take photos.

“This is great,” Elisa replied. “How much truth is there to what you’re saying, though?”

“Oh, it’s all true. Every stop on the tour is a part of New Orleans history. That’s why I like this tour so much: it’s a fun way to talk about history. Her ghost has been haunting the place. It was a home when she was alive. Then, it was a hotel, like I said, and people reported her ghost moving up and down the hallways on the second floor because that’s where she died. Now, it’s a business on the bottom floor and two apartments, so we can’t go in, but it’s all true.”

“That’s really cool,” Elisa replied.

“I think so. We’re about to go to a vampire’s house next, so get ready.”

Rory smiled wide and walked back to gather the group.

“Thank you,” Elisa said then.

Myra looked at her and asked, “For what?”

“For this. This is fun, and I needed a little fun with everything going on.”

“You don’t have to thank me. It’s fun for me, too. Plus, I’ve been able to have my hands all over you.” Myra pulled Elisa into her and wrapped her arms around her waist.

“I like your hands all over me,” Elisa replied, wrapping her arms around Myra’s neck.

“Yeah?”

Elisa nodded before she leaned in and pressed her lips to Myra’s softly. Myra breathed her in, and they stood there kissing for a few seconds until Myra heard a throat clear. She pulled back and saw Rory standing in front of them.

“We’re moving on,” Rory said with a smirk. “But you two can catch up if you need a minute.”

“We’re good.” Myra laughed.

“Speak for yourself. I could use a minute,” Elisa said.

Myra cupped her cheek and pecked her lips quickly.

“Later,” she replied.

They joined the rest of the group, and Rory continued to explain each stop along the tour. Elisa held Myra’s hand for most of the walk, but when she dropped it a few times, she always made sure to remain connected to Myra in some way, like by leaning into Myra’s body or running her hand up and down Myra’s back. During one of the stops, she moved in front of Myra, who was taller than her, and took her hand, placing it on her own hip. Myra took it one step further and wrapped her arms around Elisa from behind, resting her chin on Elisa’s shoulder while she listened as Rory talked about another ghost. Elisa rested fully back against her, and Myra felt her sigh as if she felt the same relief Myra felt while she held her like this. She didn’t want to let her go, but when Rory started moving the group to the next stop, she had to.

“Do that again,” Elisa said, taking her hand.

“Do what?” Myra asked.

“Hold me like that again later.”

“All the time, if you want,” Myra replied.


CHAPTER 20

“Can I talk to you about something?” Elisa asked after she pushed the wrapper from the most delicious sandwich she had ever had away.

“Sure,” Myra replied.

“I was talking to Gwen earlier, filling her in on what Archie had suggested about the guest house, and at first, before she knew all that he had told me, she suggested I consider it.”

Myra took the final bite of her sandwich and chewed as she seemed to consider what Elisa had just said.

“She told you to move back?”

“Not exactly. She said I should consider staying there when the kids are on breaks.”

“Oh,” Myra said. “What did you want to ask me?”

“Well, I can’t just not see my kids, and if they prefer to be there, they won’t spend much time, if at all, here. If and when they do, they’ll be miserable, and I don’t want that. I know he’s an asshole, and I don’t want to give him what he wants, but I was thinking that if this is what the kids really want, I might just stay there for part of their breaks to spend time with them but never go in the main house. I could get a hotel, I guess, but that would get pretty expensive, and they wouldn’t want to just hang out with their mom in a hotel room. I suppose there’s always a vacation rental thing, but the town is so small, it’s not like there are a lot of those around.”

“You’re thinking of staying in the guest house?” Myra asked.

“Maybe for a couple of nights when the kids are there. I don’t know.” Elisa sighed. “They’re coming home tomorrow, so I’m going to talk to them then, but I can’t not see my kids. If they want to be there, I can suck it up for a few school breaks. We’ll figure out summer when we get there, I guess. I know I’m not going to stay there for three months.”

Myra cleared her throat.

“What do you think?” Elisa continued as she shrugged a shoulder.

“About?”

“Myra, I’m asking you what you think I should do.”

“Elisa, I can’t make this decision for you.”

“I know, but I’m looking for some advice here. Gwen is too close to it, I think.”

“So am I,” Myra stated. “Not related to your ex, but I still have a vested interest in you.”

Elisa smiled and asked, “Vested interest?”

“Yeah. This is our second date. I was hoping for a third, a fourth, and so on. If you’re two hours away, living in a guest house, and he doesn’t want you to have me there, that could be a problem, but it’s not about me or what I want. It’s about you.”

“I wouldn’t be moving there,” Elisa told her.

“I know. But whether it’s me or it’s another woman in your future, I suspect you’d be there for major holidays, and he doesn’t want you to have anyone there.”

“It’s just for this year. We will figure something out before summer. The kids will also start to lose touch with their hometown friends, so they won’t mind being here as much. Besides, AJ will be at school earlier next year for his soccer, and I’m sure Adele will get into some internship or something. It’ll get easier.”

Myra gave her a soft smile and replied, “It’s your call. If you think you can stand it, I get wanting to spend time with your kids, Elisa. I want you to be happy. I just think if you do this, he’ll find a way to make your life miserable while you’re there as much as he can, so maybe talk to the kids first and see what they say before you make a decision.”

After the tour, they had said goodbye to Rory back at NOLA Guides and walked hand in hand back to the truck. Myra had invited Elisa inside for dinner, and things had been great. They had talked and laughed about the tour, and Elisa had told Myra that she would be keeping her ghost sticker forever. Myra had stuck hers to a napkin and used a magnet to stick it to the refrigerator, which Elisa had deemed very cute. Then, Elisa had stupidly brought up the guest house, and Myra had given her good advice, but now, it was a little awkward between them when things had been so great before. Elisa had gone and brought up all of her baggage, and things were now a little less cute and romantic, with the real world seemingly breaking into their perfect night.

◆◆◆

“Hey, Mom,” Adele said as she walked through the front door with her duffle bag.

“Hi, honey,” she replied and put her laptop on the coffee table.

“Hey, Mom,” AJ said, mimicking his sister.

“Hey, baby,” she replied, causing him to promptly roll his eyes at the term of endearment before he closed the door behind them. “How was it with Dad?”

“Cool,” he said and walked into the living room, where he grabbed the bag of chips that she had open and flopped down next to her. “I got to hang out with Mike, Lee, Gavin, Wendy, and Tucker.”

“Yeah?”

“He also tried to ask Wendy out, but she turned him down,” Adele added as she sat down on Elisa’s other side.

“She said no because she’s going to school far away from me.”

“She still said no,” Adele teased.

“And how was it with Dad?” Elisa asked, trying to get to the point.

“I don’t know. He was gone all the time, like usual. He has a new maid, I guess,” Adele replied.

“Housekeeper,” Elisa corrected.

“Yeah, okay. Anyway, she’s cool. She’s a good cook.”

“Yeah?” Elisa asked.

“She made us dinner a couple of times and had breakfast for us in the morning. You still make the best pancakes, though, Mom,” AJ said to her as he shoved a few chips into his mouth.

“Oh, I do?”

“Yes. You do blueberries,” he said.

“She did chocolate chips. We don’t like chocolate chips in pancakes,” Adele added.

“Did you get to see your friends?” Elisa asked Adele.

“Yeah, a few of them. It was fun,” her daughter replied nonchalantly.

Elisa hesitated then because she didn’t want to put this on her children, but she needed to know how much of what Archie Senior had said was true.

“So, your dad talked to me the other day,” she began. “He mentioned that you two wanted to stay there until school started and maybe on your breaks.”

Adele looked down at her hands and said, “Mom, we love you.”

“I know that, honey.”

“We want you to have the life you want.”

“Yeah, Mom. We want you to be happy,” AJ added.

“But all of our friends are there. We’re missing things,” Adele said. “And when they all come home from school for fall break, they’ll all be there, and we’ll be here. We were just thinking that we could stay there with Dad and come here to visit you, kind of like the reverse of what we’re doing now.”

“And we’d still come see you, obviously,” AJ added.

“Dad said he told you that you could stay in the guest house,” Adele said. “I know you didn’t really like it before, but you’d be there, and we’d be there, and it’s only for our breaks. For Christmas, we could still come here for part of the time we have off. I doubt Dad really wants us there for Christmas morning anyway, but we could all do dinner together.”

“All? Meaning your father and the three of us?” Elisa asked.

“I don’t know. Maybe Mary could cook so that you don’t have to, and we could all just eat together,” Adele suggested, and Elisa knew she was just trying to soften the blow.

“Maybe,” she replied.

“You know we love you, though, right?” AJ asked.

“Yes, honey. I know you both love me.”

Elisa put her hand on the back of his head and rubbed the short brown hair there, just like she’d always done from the moment he’d been born with a small tuft of hair on the top of his head. Adele had been born with a little more, but not by much. Elisa remembered how small they were back then. Twins were always smaller than non-multiples, and she had known that going in, but seeing them for the first time after they’d been born, she had worried that they’d been too tiny and wouldn’t make it. The doctors had all assured her that they were fine, but Elisa was a mom and would always worry about her kids no matter what the doctors said.

“So, you’ll think about it?” AJ asked.

When she nodded, AJ hopped up and took the bag of chips with him as he left the room.

“Mom?” Adele asked softly.

“Yeah?”

“I have a problem.”

Elisa’s eyes went wide. Her mind went instantly to the one problem she hoped to avoid with both of her children. She silently prayed that it wasn’t that. She didn’t want this for her daughter.

“Okay. Tell me,” she said as calmly as she could.

“So, you know how I was kind of dating Tucker?”

‘Oh, shit,’ Elisa thought to herself but just nodded.

“We broke up before graduation, but he was at a party, and we talked for a while. He wants us to try dating again.”

“Oh,” Elisa uttered. “And you don’t want that?”

“No, I do,” Adele said, turning to her. “I mean, I think I do. Can I tell you something without you freaking out?”

Elisa nodded again as calmly as she could, even though her heart thundered in her chest.

“So, Tucker and I… you know. We did it.”

“Oh?” she said again.

“Yeah. A couple of times. But you don’t have to worry; we were both responsible. I took the birth control you got me how I was supposed to and made him get tested, even though I was his first, and he wore a condom, too. I got tested after we did it, just in case, and I’m fine. Everything’s fine.”

Elisa’s baby had had sex. Her eighteen-year-old daughter had lost her virginity to a boy named Tucker, and Elisa was just finding this out now. No, this wasn’t about her. This was about Adele.

“Okay. Well, was he a gentleman?” she asked, wondering if that was the right way to ask if he had done anything to hurt her kid because if he had, she’d be buying a baseball bat today.

“He was fine,” Adele replied. “He didn’t pressure me or anything. I wanted to.”

“Okay. You said there was a problem?”

“Yes, a couple. He’s going to school in Texas, and I like him, but I’ll be in another state, so I don’t see the point.”

“I see.”

“Also, um, when we… had sex,” Adele whispered. “It wasn’t very good. Like, not good at all. I don’t know; is this too much information for you? You’re my mom.”

“No, honey, it’s fine,” she said.

Inside, she was thinking that it definitely was too much information, but she was a parent, and she wanted her kids to be able to talk to her about anything. She had told them as much. This was part of the job.

“It wasn’t good?”

“No. Like, at all. He… I mean, it was basically done right away, and I know that’s normal for teenage guys, but… I don’t know. I just didn’t like it that much. I don’t know if it gets better or if he’ll get better or if I’ll get better.” Adele shook her head. “It had me thinking about something else, though, and that’s the other problem.”

“Something else?”

“So, you know how Wendy said no to AJ when he asked her out?”

“Yeah,” she said.

“It’s not because she’s going to school far away from him.” Adele looked beyond Elisa to see if her brother was within earshot. “We made out last night, Mom. She kissed me, and I kissed her back. I’ve never made out with a girl before, but it was a million times better than kissing Tucker. And Wendy is great, Mom. She’s smart and funny, and she’s going to school far from AJ, but only, like, an hour away from me. I don’t know what to do now because I’ve known Wendy since we were five, and I’ve never thought of a girl like that, but we were just talking, and it was so nice because she’s got goals and stuff, like I do. Then, she’s kissing me, and I didn’t stop her.”

“Oh, honey,” Elisa said, shaking her head. “That’s not a problem. You like someone.”

“It’s not? I mean, I know you’re gay, but I don’t think I’m that.”

“You don’t have to be anything. You can just be whoever you are, Adele. And you can like Tucker. You can like Wendy. You can like whomever you like. You never have to worry about that, okay? I don’t have a lot of experience with the Tucker thing, though.”

“The sex thing? Mom, you had us. I know you’ve had sex before.”

Elisa laughed and said, “Yes. But, honey, that’s different. I knew I was a lesbian, and I wasn’t ready to admit it to people, so I got myself a date with a boy, and not long after that, you two were born.”

“But Dad was young, so did it like get…”

“Better?” Elisa asked. “That’s a little more complicated, but yes, it can get better. No matter who you have sex with, it’s about the two of you, okay? If the person you do that with doesn’t know that you don’t like it, you need to tell them to give them a chance to do something you do like. Sex isn’t just someone doing something to another person. Both of you are there. So, whether it’s Tucker or Wendy or someone else, when you’re ready to take that step with someone, you have to communicate what you want, what you don’t want, and they should do the same with you.”

Adele nodded and said, “Yeah, okay.”

“So, what are you going to do about Tucker?”

“I don’t think I want to try again. If we’re meant to be, we’ll be, right? It would just be really hard, with the distance. And I don’t know that I can totally trust him to be with me and not be with anyone else, so that’s a big problem for me.”

“Makes sense. What about Wendy?”

“I have no idea,” Adele replied, resting her head back against the sofa. “She’s such a good kisser, Mom. Is this what kissing girls is like? I’m, like, obsessed with her lips now. I thought about them the whole drive here.”

Elisa laughed and said, “Probably not all girls.”

She thought about Myra and wondered if that was true, but she had been thinking about Myra’s lips since their first kiss, too.

“I think I want to maybe ask her out before we go to school.”

“You should.”

“Yeah,” Adele stated with a confident nod. “I will. I’m going to call her now, actually.”

“Good luck,” Elisa replied with a smile.

“Don’t tell AJ?”

Elisa laughed again and said, “I won’t because you will if this goes anywhere.”

Adele laughed and said, “He’s going to be so pissed.”


CHAPTER 21

Myra didn’t usually wander around town. She knew the streets of New Orleans like the back of her hand, but she wasn’t one to drive, park her truck somewhere, get out, and just start walking. Tonight, though, that was exactly what she had done. Finishing work at five for the first time ever, Myra hadn’t wanted to go home because she had some thoughts she needed to work out, and with Elisa living next door, parking the truck in the driveway would give away the fact that she was home, and Myra wasn’t ready to see or talk to her. In fact, she’d even sent someone else over to the house around four to do some of the work in the kitchen. Elisa had texted her to verify that, and Myra had explained that she’d gotten held up in the office. Well, she had lied. She hadn’t been able to focus on the work much lately because they’d gone out two nights in a row, so sending someone else would only help Elisa get her house back in order faster. Myra considered it a good thing.

“Hello.”

Myra heard someone say the word, and she looked up from her own feet to see an older woman standing there.

“Hello,” she replied, looking around, trying to see if this woman, who was staring right at her, was actually talking to someone else. “Did you need directions?”

The woman laughed and said, “I’ve lived here my entire life, so I don’t need direction. But you might.”

“Me?” Myra asked. “No, I’m good.”

“You are?” the old woman asked.

“Yes, I am. I was just walking to–”

“Nowhere,” the woman interrupted her. “You were just wandering.”

Myra’s eyes went wide.

“Yes, I get that expression a lot.” The woman chuckled. “But I mean well, I promise.”

“Okay,” Myra said.

“You’re considering something right now that you don’t feel like you should be considering.”

“No, I–”

The old woman held up her hand and said, “There’s no use in pretending it’s not true. I suspect it has something to do with the new person in your life. You’re worried that you shouldn’t pursue it because she might still be dealing with things from her past.”

“I’m sorry. Who are you?” Myra asked, looking around the sidewalk. “Do I know you? Does Elisa?”

The woman laughed again and replied, “No, you don’t. And I don’t know Elisa, but I know you. Well, I know people like you. I’ve met a lot of people like you over the years.”

“People like me?”

“People who are in between or just starting out. People with questions. People who need direction or just need someone to tell them that it’s all going to be okay.”

“Are you a therapist?”

“Something like that,” the woman offered with a wink. “So, it’s this Elisa, then?”

“I was on my way home, actually. So, I’ll let you get back to your night.”

“You weren’t. But just let me tell you this before you go, all right?” She paused as if actually asking if Myra would stay to listen. “People deserve second chances. You deserve one just as much as she does. It’s also okay to worry, but when you worry, if you can share the worry, it often helps or goes away entirely.”

“She might leave,” Myra said and shook her head because she had no idea why she was sharing this with a complete stranger on the sidewalk. “Well, maybe not move away entirely, but she might be gone for the next couple of weeks and then every couple of months. I know it doesn’t seem like a big deal, but we’ve only been out twice. We’re so new.”

“And you’re afraid that you might lose her,” the woman said with a nod.

“I can’t really lose something I never had. She has kids. They’re basically adults, but they need something from her right now, and I don’t want to keep her from doing what she wants to do. I just worry that she’ll go back to her old life and that it might be that. She deserves to be happy, and her first chance, as you might call him, is an absolute asshole.”

“I see,” the woman replied. “Well, I think it’s up to her what she does, but if it’s meant to be, it’ll be.”

“That’s it? That’s your message? If it’s meant to be, it’ll be? I could have gotten that from a fortune cookie and gotten my lucky numbers.”

“Well, I’m not a fortune cookie,” the woman said with a kind smile. “But I am usually right about these things.”

“You told me to share my worries with her.”

“And you should. But maybe wait,” the woman said.

“Wait for what?”

“Just wait.” The woman winked. “Trust me.”

“I don’t even know you.”

“Your friends do,” she replied. “I have to go, but you should just say yes. You’ll want to say no; you’ll want to make something up, but don’t. Just say yes.”

“What?”

Myra’s phone dinged in her pocket, so she pulled it out, and when she looked up, the older woman was gone. Myra looked around, but it was as if the woman had vanished.

“Is she a magician?” she asked herself and checked her phone.

Elisa Benedetti: Hey, I know you said you got held up at the office, but I’m cooking for the kids tonight. Want to eat with us? We don’t have to say anything about us dating, but we can. Or, we can pretend we’re just new friends, if you want. I’ll leave that up to you, but I’m making lasagna. Well, Adele and I made lasagna, and AJ made the garlic bread this time, so it’s not burned. If you want to join us, we’ll be getting started in about twenty minutes.

The old woman had just told Myra to say yes. Was this what she was talking about? Was this merely a coincidence? Myra could lie again and tell Elisa that she was still at the office. She could also say that she wasn’t ready for dinner with Elisa’s kids as a date or a friend. It was pretty soon for them to tell the kids that they were dating. It was, wasn’t it? They had had two dates. Then again, she’d never dated a woman with kids, and these particular kids weren’t exactly kids anymore; they were adults and about to go off to college. Maybe they could handle it.

‘Then again…’ she thought to herself. ‘They’d never seen their mother date anyone, let alone a woman.’

God, Myra really didn’t know what to do here, so she figured the only way to respond was to take the random old lady’s advice to just say yes and deal with the rest later.

◆◆◆

“You’re here,” Elisa said with a wide smile. “Hurry! Kiss me. The kids are arguing in the back over how much parmesan cheese is appropriate on top of lasagna.”

Myra leaned in and quickly kissed Elisa on the lips.

“Hi,” she said.

“Hi. Sorry for the last-minute invitation. Dante was in the kitchen, working, and when he asked me a few questions, the kids overheard me saying that you never ask me any questions, so I don’t know how to answer his, and they asked questions. I told them you owned the company and that you also happen to live next door, and Adele suggested we invite you to dinner, so here we are.”

Myra laughed and asked, “Should I have brought something? I just came over. I didn’t even change.”

Myra looked down at her polo shirt and khakis.

“You look cute in your uniform,” Elisa replied with wiggling eyebrows. “Is it a uniform, though, if you’re the boss, or is it a choice?”

Myra chuckled and said, “I think that’s a philosophical question for another night.”

“I guess so,” Elisa said as she laughed and then closed the door behind herself, joining Myra on the porch. “Can I maybe get a better kiss now?”

“You told me to hurry before,” Myra said with a smile but wrapped her arms around Elisa’s waist.

“I know. But now, I want more.”

Hearing that made Myra’s smile widen because she did, too. Yes, she still had her worries, but they weren’t enough to stop her from kissing Elisa right now. And the old lady had been right: now wasn’t the time to bring up those worries, with Elisa’s kids inside the house, but she would tell her about them later. They’d already decided that they would be honest with one another, and Myra would honor that. Just not right now, with two teenagers in the kitchen arguing over cheese. She leaned in and captured Elisa’s lips just as Elisa wrapped her arms around Myra’s neck. She kissed her slowly because she loved kissing her slowly. It allowed her to hear all of the little sounds Elisa made as if she were still so surprised that she was kissing a woman, as if she still hadn’t allowed herself to believe that this new thing they were doing was happening.

“You are really good at that,” Elisa said when their kiss ended.

“So are you,” she replied, meaning it, too, because Elisa was an amazing kisser.

“We should get in there,” Elisa suggested as she nodded back toward the house.

“Okay,” Myra said. “Is Dante still here?”

“No, he left right before you got here. He said you only told him to stay for a few hours.”

“I did. But I also asked him to finish what I gave him to work on before he left. Did he?”

“I wouldn’t know. He said he was done, though, before he hit the road.”

“I’ll check it out,” she said.

“Myra?”

“Yeah?”

“You’re here for dinner,” Elisa reminded her, cupping her cheeks. “Take the night off, babe.”

Myra smiled at the term of endearment and said, “Yeah, okay. I can’t help it.”

“I know. I think it’s cute.” Elisa then kissed her again quickly and added, “Come on.”

She opened the door for them, and they went inside. They hadn’t talked about whether Myra would be introduced as the woman Elisa was dating or as a friend who lived next door, so Myra decided to just take Elisa’s lead.

“AJ and Adele, this is Myra. Remember, you were rude to her before, so please be nice now,” Elisa said once they were in the kitchen.

“Hi,” AJ said as he waved. “How much parmesan do you use on lasagna?”

“Me?” Myra asked. “Um… None.”

“See?” Adele said, laughing. “I told you so.”

“Told me what? She just doesn’t like it. Doesn’t mean you’re right. More cheese is always good.”

“Lasagna has cheese in it,” Adele explained. “Save the parmesan for spaghetti or something.”

“Or fettuccine,” he suggested.

“The sauce is literally just butter, cream, and parmesan cheese. You need more?”

“Yes. Who doesn’t?” AJ argued.

Myra laughed a little.

“I swear, they’re normally well-behaved,” Elisa whispered to her.

“It’s fun,” Myra said, finding it to be true. “They’re fun. They’re so alike, aren’t they?” she asked when she saw how they both scooped salad onto their plates and added the same toppings from the separate bowls on the counter.

“What?” Elisa laughed loudly. “Myra thinks you two are so alike.”

AJ and Adele both laughed.

“We’re totally different,” AJ said as he popped a crouton into his mouth.

“Yeah, he has no manners,” Adele added.

“Shut up,” he said through his laughter. “Get the stick out of your butt. We’re at home.”

Myra turned to Elisa then and saw her smile, knowing it was because her son had used the word ‘home’ to describe the house Elisa had bought for them and had spent months painstakingly putting together before they moved in so that they could feel like it was home.

“Let’s sit,” Elisa said to them. “We’re pretty informal,” she added to Myra. “Just grab whatever you want and have a seat. Wine?”

“Are you having wine?”

“Yes,” Elisa said with a wink.

“Can we have wine?” AJ asked.

“No,” Elisa replied. “You can have grape juice.”

“In a sippy cup,” Adele joked. “Because he spills everything.”

“I don’t spill things.”

Myra laughed.

“We don’t have any sippy cups, so just don’t spill it,” Elisa joined in.

“I’m not drinking grape juice,” AJ stated as he grunted and walked to the fridge. “I’m getting a soda. Adele?”

“Yeah. Thanks. Do you want ranch on your–”

“Yeah. Thanks,” AJ replied with the exact same pacing as his twin.

Myra kind of admired how the two of them could be going at it, even in jest, but then it was back to them taking care of each other the next minute by asking if the other one wanted anything. Elisa handed Myra a plate and gave her a soft smile. Then, Myra scooped lasagna and salad onto her plate.

“Get the bread. I made it myself,” AJ said to Myra.

“Oh. Yeah, sorry,” Myra said, taking a piece of it from the basket.

“He means he put it in the oven,” Adele teased. “It’s from a box.”

“You took a bag of lettuce and put it in a bowl,” AJ said.

“I made the lasagna with Mom while you were playing some video game.”

“Lasagna isn’t that hard,” he teased.

“Then, you make it next time, and your sister and I will play the video games,” Elisa tossed back.

“Maybe I will. Maybe I’m, like, a Renaissance man like that: I can play video games, soccer, and cook. I’ll just add a few more things to my list of talents and call Wendy back up. She’ll go out with me then, I bet.”

Adele choked on the soda she’d just taken a sip of.

“Are you okay?” Myra asked her, worried.

“Yeah, fine,” she replied in a scraggly voice.

“Uh… Let’s talk about school,” Elisa suggested.

Myra turned to her, and Elisa gave her a look that told her she would tell Myra something later, so Myra moved on, too.

“What about school? We haven’t even started yet,” AJ noted.

Adele continued to try to clear her throat.

“Just… What do you plan on studying? I’m sure Myra would like to know.”

“She would?” AJ asked. “Well, I don’t know yet anyway. I’ll be playing soccer, so something easy.”

“Easy?” Myra asked. “What’s easy in college?”

“Did you go to college?” Adele asked.

“I did,” Myra replied. “Construction management.”

“That doesn’t sound easy,” Adele noted.

“It wasn’t,” Myra replied. “A lot more math and science than most people think.”

“Yeah?” AJ asked.

“Yeah,” Myra said. “If you turn around, you’ll see all the work we’ve been doing. We’re replacing some old, damaged wood, but we have to do it very carefully because some things are load-bearing, and if we removed them without planning, the second floor could cave in on the first.” Myra pointed with her fork. “And that wood has to be at a certain angle. If it’s even one degree off, it won’t fit snuggly in there, and we’d be right back here, potentially with even more damage later. A house is really just a giant puzzle, and I like trying to solve it.”

“I never thought of it like that,” AJ replied, seemingly considering what she was saying. “Can I maybe watch you do the work sometime? I have no idea what I’ll do if soccer doesn’t work out, and I need a major.”

Myra looked over at Elisa to check first, and when Elisa just smiled at her, she replied, “Sure.”

“Cool. I can learn how to build things, too. Then, Wendy will definitely go out with me.”

Adele’s fork scratched across her dinner plate.


CHAPTER 22

“But if you don’t clean it out first, it just does the same thing again,” AJ said to Myra.

“This house wasn’t the worst I had seen. Far from it,” Myra replied as she pointed to something that Elisa couldn’t see from her position at the kitchen sink with Adele. “That’s good. When hurricanes come to town, it’s not just bad for a week. Even if a house doesn’t flood, there’s still potential for mold damage if things get inside through leaks. It looks like your mom caught it early enough and did the right thing. Now, we’re just pulling out all the damage and replacing things or cleaning it if it’s not that bad. It would’ve been a lot worse if she had waited.”

“Yeah?” AJ asked.

Elisa smiled at Myra’s mention of her because she knew Myra had done that on purpose.

“Yes. And this old house has a lot of history in it. Do you know where the term shotgun house comes from?” Myra asked him.

“No.”

“These houses are common in the South, but New Orleans is known for them. With every hurricane, we seem to lose a few, which is unfortunate. This one has been redone a few times, but these houses have been here in one way or another since the early eighteen-hundreds, and they’ve found houses like this in Haiti and Africa even earlier than that. They were built this way for a few reasons, but some that make the most sense are that they have excellent airflow because they’re long and don’t have hallways.”

“This one has hallways,” AJ noted.

“Short ones that were added later. That’s a common remodel. But before there was air conditioning, air flow in New Orleans was important. They’re also long, not wide, so when they built them down the street, more houses could fit. Your house has hallways and a second story now, but it didn’t when it was first built. In fact, if you think it’s cool, you can go to city hall and the Department of Records. They have all the old documents and blueprints. You can see what this house looked like when it was first built.”

“Wait. Really? This exact house?”

“Yeah,” Myra said.

“How do you know they would have this exact house?”

“Because they have mine there. In my work, I spend a lot of time with blueprints and historical documents because sometimes, I’m trying to update a house but keep the history. Your house and mine were actually built by the same family. Two brothers. I found out when I did research on my own house.”

“Whoa. Cool,” AJ said.

“It is cool,” Myra replied with a laugh. “If it’s okay with your mom, I can take you there if you want. They’re closed on the weekends, but my cousin works there, so she lets me in when it’s not busy. We can’t take anything out of there, but we can look. It’s actually pretty remarkable how some things have held up. We’ve had so many storms here over the years that a lot of history has washed away.”

“Oh, I don’t know. I want to, but I’m supposed to be back at my dad’s this weekend,” he said.

“Well, another time, then,” Myra replied.

“Mom?”

“Yes?” she asked, trying to pretend like she hadn’t been listening in.

AJ appeared at her side as Adele handed her a plate she’d just rinsed to put into the dishwasher.

“Can I stay here this weekend and go to city hall with Myra? She’s going to show me some stuff on the house.”

“I thought you wanted to go back to your dad’s.”

“I do. I can just leave after, if that’s okay.” AJ looked at his sister. “Do you want to stay, too, or go without me?” Then, he looked at Myra. “Can we do Saturday morning? I can stay here Friday night and leave for Dad’s after we get back. Maybe Mom can come. Mom, do you want to come?” he asked.

“That’s a lot of questions at once,” Elisa said. “It’s up to Myra when she can do this for you since she’d be taking time away from her own life to show you stuff.”

“Saturday morning is fine with me, but I need to check with my cousin first. I’ll text her now, and we’ll see what she says,” Myra replied, pulling out her phone.

“And I can’t stay here until Saturday,” Adele said. “I’m going back Friday morning.”

Elisa looked over at her and smiled.

“You can’t wait so we can drive together?” AJ asked. “Or do you need your car there, too? Yeah, that makes sense.” He nodded. “We can take more stuff that way. You can fit your stuff in your car, and I’ll get what I need until we leave for school in mine.”

“Yes, that’s why,” Adele said and went back to rinsing a glass in the sink.

They usually drove to their father’s house together since they were coming right back in a couple of days and didn’t need both of their cars. Archie Senior had three cars of his own there. One was his pride and joy, and no one drove it, not even him. It was a collector’s item, but Elisa didn’t know cars and hadn’t bothered to remember what kind or year it was. He also had a Mercedes that he drove day to day as well as an older Mercedes that he had planned to sell at one point but still hadn’t, so it mostly sat in the massive garage and was available to the kids whenever they stayed there.

“So, is it okay? Mom?”

“Honey, you can stay here whenever you want. This is your home. You know that.”

AJ smiled and said, “Cool. I just think it’s cool.”

“Do you know any other words?” Adele asked. “Everything is cool with you.”

“I know the word asshole,” AJ replied to her.

“Hey,” Elisa said and glared playfully at him.

“Why do you want to go back Friday night?” AJ asked his sister, returning to the previous topic. “We can just drive separately on Saturday and grab lunch at the place between here and there that we found before.”

“I’m hanging out with someone Friday night. I already made plans,” Adele said and looked away from him.

“Who?”

“None of your business, AJ,” Adele replied.

“Is it Tucker? Are you two together again?”

“What? No. I told him no before dinner.”

“Before dinner, I heard you giggling in your room. Did you giggle at him when you broke his heart?” AJ asked.

“No, I talked to him first, but then I was on the phone with someone else. Why don’t you mind your–”

“Hey, why don’t we just finish the dishes and watch a movie together or something?” Elisa interjected.

“Can I skip it?” AJ asked. “I’d like to see if Wendy wants to hang out this week. Just hang out. I’m hoping if she sees that I’m a good friend and can handle rejection well, maybe she’ll see that I’m a good guy and might want to let me call her or something when we’re at different schools.”

Adele cleared her throat, and Elisa had no idea how to handle this situation.

“Honey, you can go upstairs and call her, but maybe Wendy’s right.”

“About rejecting me?”

Elisa chuckled and replied, “Not exactly what I meant. I mean that she’s going to a different school hours away from you. You’re also both eighteen, and that kind of relationship at eighteen is hard. You’re going to be in soccer and class a lot, and she’ll be in class and activities, too. You’ll be making new friends, and you might even meet someone at school whom you might like. She could, too.” She looked at Adele, who gave her an expression that told Elisa that she couldn’t believe she had just said that. “Or not. She might not.” Elisa nodded. “I don’t know. You also have to be respectful of her feelings, honey. If she said she doesn’t think the two of you should go out, that’s her answer, okay? If she changes her mind later, she can let you know, but if she doesn’t, that’s okay, too. You need to be a good friend to her if you can, or move on if you can’t.”

AJ nodded slowly in realization and said, “Yeah, okay. I should’ve asked her out last year when I first wanted to, but she was always around other girls.” He looked at Adele. “Why do you always hang out in groups like that? How’s a guy supposed to ask one of you out when you’re always together?”

“My cousin said she can make it,” Myra let them know as she walked back into the kitchen.

“Really? Cool,” AJ said.

“Cool,” Adele mimicked.

“Okay. Both of you, go upstairs. Get out of my hair.” Elisa laughed.

“Want to play Call of Duty with me?” AJ asked Adele as they walked.

“You just want me on your team because I’m better than you,” Adele teased.

“Yes, that’s why,” he said, meaning it. “So, do you?”

“Yeah, sure,” Adele replied as she laughed.

When they went upstairs, Elisa let out a massive deep breath.

“Everything okay?” Myra asked. “Should I not have offered to take him this weekend?”

“What? No, that’s fine. That was actually really nice of you,” Elisa said and took a few steps toward her. “He’s been so into soccer his whole life, but he’s likely not going to play professionally. He’s good, and he might be able to transfer to a better school after this year, but his coaches tell me that might be it, so he needs something else to be excited about. If this is that something, I’m happy to let you take him and show him stuff.”

“I should’ve asked you first,” Myra said.

“If he were six, yeah. He’s eighteen, though. He doesn’t have to check with his mommy to do things anymore,” she replied and wrapped her arms around Myra’s neck. “The reason I kicked them out is that I have a secret. Can you keep it if I tell you?”

Myra wrapped her arms around Elisa’s waist and said, “Maybe.”

Elisa smirked at her not-so-subtle suggestive tone and said, “You know the Wendy that AJ keeps bringing up?”

“Yes.”

“Well, Wendy and Adele kissed,” Elisa revealed. “And Adele called her tonight and asked her out on a date. That’s who she’s spending time with Friday night.”

“Adele and…”

“Yes,” Elisa said. “She told me she really likes her, and I’m so proud of her.”

“You should be. She just told you straight-up how she’s feeling about another girl?”

“Yes. She was worried, but we talked, and it was good. She doesn’t know if she’s bi or something else or if she even wants a label, but I don’t care about any of it. I just want my little girl to be so happy, Myra. I also know Wendy. She’s a good kid. She was right behind Adele in school. She played the flute in the band and played basketball. She chose not to play in college because she wants to go pre-law, but her parents are good people, too. I don’t know what’s going to happen between the two of them because they are so young, but I’m glad Adele has someone she likes. They’re going to different colleges, but those are only about an hour apart, so they’ll be able to see each other.”

“That’s good,” Myra replied.

“She told me something else, too, and I’ll be processing that for the rest of my life.”

“What?”

“She’s had sex,” Elisa said. “My daughter has had sex, and she did it with a boy named Tucker.”

“I thought she liked Wendy.”

“She dated Tucker for a while a bit ago. I didn’t know they were having sex.”

“How are you coping with that news?” Myra asked with a small smile.

“Well, she was so prepared for the whole thing, and it’s just like her, really. We did the whole sex talk a long time ago with both of them. She asked me to get her birth control a year ago but told me she wasn’t sexually active yet. She just wanted to be prepared. And she had him get tested, too, even though he’d never been with anyone else. That’s my girl.”

Myra laughed and replied, “That’s amazing. What about AJ?”

“What about him?”

“Has he…”

“Oh, yeah,” Elisa said. “He went to his dad before and got what he needed, and it was with a girl he had dated for a while. I talked to him about the emotional stuff and how to take responsibility. He told me after it happened. They broke up not long after that, though. He seemed worse off about it than her. He’s a sensitive kid. He doesn’t like to be, but he is. When I found out that he’d had sex, I stared into the sun for a while, wondering how they’d grown up this fast.”

Myra kissed the top of her head and said, “It sounds like you raised a couple of really good kids. Thank you for having me over and letting me spend some time with them. I really liked this.”

“It wasn’t too much?”

“No, they’re great. It was nice, showing AJ some stuff, and Adele is obviously crazy smart and has a plan.”

“She’s always been that way,” Elisa replied.

“I should go,” Myra said. “But I’ll call you?”

“I’d say text me when you get home so I know you’re okay, but it’s about twenty feet away.”

“I can still do it, if you want.”

Elisa nodded, leaned in, and kissed her. A minute later, Myra was on her way home, and Elisa was sitting on the sofa, waiting for that text.

“No Call of Duty?” she asked when Adele walked down the stairs and sat next to her.

“He’s in the shower. We’ll play when he’s done. Mom?”

“Yes?”

“Myra’s cool,” Adele said.

“She is, yeah.” Elisa smiled, unable to hold it in.

“You like her.”

“Of course, I like her.”

“No, I mean, you like her. You like like her.”

Elisa turned toward her and asked, “So, you picked up on that?”

“Yeah, it’s obvious. AJ is just a dumbass.”

Elisa shook her head and said, “Stop calling–”

“I love him. It’s just teasing. He knows that. Anyway, you like her.”

“Yes, I do. Honey, Myra and I are dating. I didn’t know how to bring it up with you and your brother tonight.”

Adele nodded and said, “She likes you, too.”

“I think she might.”

“No, she does. It’s obvious,” Adele replied, shrugging a shoulder.

“Is that okay? That we’re dating?”

“Totally,” Adele replied. “Mom, I want you to be happy. If you want to go out with Myra, go for it.”

“Thank you.”

“I know AJ and I aren’t making things any easier on you by asking to go back to Dad’s to be with our friends.”

“I understand. You–”

“We’ll figure it out, okay?”

“Figure what out?”

“The breaks thing; we’ll figure it out. I want to go back this weekend for my date, but we can figure it out together about fall break and all that. I don’t want you to have to stay in that guest house. I know Dad didn’t exactly make it easy on you, and neither did we. You should stay here, Mom. You should stay and be with Myra if that’s what you want.”

“It’s only a two-hour drive for–”

“Mom, I know, okay? I mean, I can never know what you gave up for us, but I get it. I can see it now. You gave up everything to have us and to be at home with us when we were little. You put up with Dad not being there the whole time, and you stayed because of us when you knew you were gay. You did all that for us. We can figure out how to see our friends and still spend time with you here. We can do that for you.”

Elisa’s eyes welled with tears because her little girl really had grown up, slowly and yet seemingly at once at the same time.

“Myra?” Adele asked with a smirk when Elisa’s phone buzzed before any of her tears fell.

“Yes,” she said, laughing a little as she wiped her eyes at the few that did.

“I’m going up to play stupid video games. You should call her if you want.” Adele leaned in and hugged her hard. “I love you, Mom.”

“I love you, too, honey. So much.”


CHAPTER 23

“So, how did it go?” Melinda asked.

“It went great,” Myra said. “She loved the tour, and we had dinner after.”

“And…”

“And nothing. We kissed goodnight.”

“That’s all?”

“That’s all.” Myra chuckled. “Remember the part about her being very new to dating a woman?”

“I do. But you also told me how she invited you in after the first date and that it was pretty clear what she meant by that,” Melinda reminded.

“She did, yes. But we’re good. Well, we’re okay, I think.” Myra tilted her head as she stared out of the window in the upstairs apartment above NOLA Guides.

“Why are you only okay?”

“It’s not a big deal, but there’s a chance she might have to spend the school breaks the kids get back at her ex-husband’s place.”

“What? Why?”

“Because the kids want to hang with their friends, who are not in New Orleans. He’s offered his guest house to her.”

“Is that weird? I feel like that’s weird, but every divorce is different, I suppose. I know some people are mortal enemies with their exes, and others are still friends.”

“They’re not friends,” Myra replied, turning to her. “He told her that she could stay there but that she couldn’t bring anyone over, meaning me or any other woman. He doesn’t want the twins to see it. But he can bring in random women all the time without that being a problem.”

“Shit,” Melinda replied, shaking her head. “And Elisa is just okay with this?”

“Not really. She doesn’t want to do it; I can tell. But they are her kids. She’s not going to not spend time with them.”

“Of course not,” Melinda said. “So, you’re worried that you two will be together but that she’ll have to stay over for a week or something?”

“No, I’m worried that she’ll give in to him and just remain there.” Myra sighed loudly. “It’s unfair of me to worry. I know. And if I truly believed it was what she really wanted, I’d suggest we still try to date. Two hours away is hard, but I’d figure out a way to make it work.”

“You’re worried she’ll just what, go back to her old life or something?”

“Wouldn’t it be easier? She tried to make a life for them here, but the kids are resisting it. They’re great, though. I went over for dinner last night, and it was fun. I like them. I just also wish they could go easy on their mother, who has done everything for the past two decades for them.”

“But it’s her decision, right?”

“Yeah, of course. I just want to be part of it. Does that make sense? It’s only been two dates officially. I don’t exactly expect her to make a decision because of me. I have no right to ask anything of her or even suggest anything. I just don’t like him showing up and essentially trying to control her by suggesting that her own children don’t want to see her because they want to see their friends more.”

“He sounds like a real dick,” Melinda noted.

“He’s a piece of work, yeah.”

“Babe?”

“Shit. Hide everything,” Melinda told her when Kyle’s voice rang out into the apartment.

“We don’t have–”

“Shh!” Melinda stood up and turned. “Hey, babe. What are you doing here?”

Myra laughed silently. They had been talking about the work on Kyle’s office, but Myra had long ago put the blueprints away in her bag. They’d just been finishing their lunch for the past ten minutes.

“Jill said you were up here. Hey, Myra,” Kyle said with a smile. “Why are you eating up here?”

“Just wanted a little peace and quiet,” Melinda replied. “Want the rest of my sandwich?” she asked before walking over to Kyle to give her a quick kiss.

“No, thank you. I ate lunch already. I just needed a break from work, so I thought I’d stop by and see if you could get off work early, maybe, and we could take a walk or something. I need fresh air.”

Myra made a mental note to check out the windows in Kyle’s office. She might be able to improve the fresh air situation in her remodel.

“Sure. I just need to check with Jill to make sure we’re good,” Melinda said.

Kyle pulled Melinda into her and said, “I can’t wait to marry you.” She smiled wide. “Do we have to wait? We can go down to the justice of the peace and do it today.”

“What? Where did this come from?” Melinda laughed as she wrapped her arms around Kyle’s neck.

“I don’t know. Earlier, I got off the phone with Jolie and my mom. We were trying to plan their trip down here for the wedding, along with everything else we’ve been planning, and it just felt like a lot. I thought if we just got married today with, like, two witnesses, it would be a lot easier.”

“But we wouldn’t get the wedding we’ve been planning for months now,” Melinda said. “There’s a dress, Ky. There’s a really pretty dress.”

“You look pretty in all the dresses,” Kyle replied. “And I know.” She looked over Melinda’s shoulder and asked Myra, “Did you do the whole big thing with your ex?”

“We did, yeah. Not huge, but big enough.”

“And was it worth it? I want to be married to her. The ceremony and the party are great, but it’s more about me being with her forever.”

“Well, you’re asking someone who got divorced, so I’m not sure I’m the best one to advise you on that. I’m also not much for ceremonies or parties myself. It was mostly for her. I would’ve done the city hall thing. I just wanted to be married to her, too. It wasn’t that expensive, and her parents paid for a lot of it, so it didn’t put us into debt, thankfully.” Myra looked at the two of them and added, “You two don’t really worry about that, though.”

“I would never let our wedding put us in debt even if Ky hadn’t inherited money. I’d want whatever we had to be for our first house together or something. Since we already have that, though, I feel less guilty about having a beautiful ceremony in the backyard.”

“I’m just tired,” Kyle shared. “My sister asked if there would be any single men present since we’re all gay and Keith is Candace’s fiancé.”

“God, do we even know any single straight guys?” Melinda asked.

“I work with a few,” Myra said with a shrug. “Want me to invite the guys from work? I know at least three of them are single and relatively age-appropriate.”

“What is relatively?” Kyle asked.

“Twenty-five to thirty-five, I think.”

“Let’s talk,” Kyle replied.

“We are not inviting random single dudes to our wedding.” Melinda laughed. “You realize why she’s asking that, don’t you? Jolie doesn’t live down here. She’s not asking for a nice guy to meet so they can live happily ever after. She’s asking for a guy she can sleep with while she’s in town.”

“Gross,” Kyle said. “Babe!”

“What?” Melinda laughed again. “It’s true. Ask her.”

“Myra, can we skip inviting the guys?”

“Sure,” Myra replied through her own laughter at Kyle’s expression.

◆◆◆

After her late lunch with Melinda and Kyle’s unexpected visit, Myra decided that instead of going back to the office to close out the day, she would do that at home on her laptop later and would get to Elisa’s house earlier to get some extra work done. She hadn’t texted in advance because she figured she would message when she got home, and if Elisa said she wasn’t ready for her, Myra would pull out her computer and get to work until it was their agreed-upon time for her to start work. When she pulled into her driveway, though, she noticed Gwen in the front yard, holding a leash, and there was a dog attached to it.

“Hey,” Gwen said when she looked up after Myra got out of her truck.

“Uh… Hey,” Myra replied.

“Gwen,” the woman introduced herself. “Elisa’s sister-in-law, but not really anymore.” She tilted her head. “I guess we’re just friends now. I met her when I was so young, she’s basically my actual sister, though.”

“She told you that I thought you two were on a date, didn’t she?” Myra asked as she walked over.

“Yeah. Was it that obvious?”

“I think you said the word ‘sister’ at least five times,” Myra said as she laughed. “Myra.” She held out her hand for Gwen to shake.

“Hey. And this is Buster,” Gwen said of the dog.

“And who does Buster belong to?”

“Elisa now. We just picked him up today,” Gwen said.

“She got a dog?” Myra asked.

“Yup. He’s seven years old as far as they know, and he’s a total mutt.” Gwen knelt down in front of him. “Aren’t you, Buster?” She ruffled his ears, and he shook his head a little. “They think he’s part Jack Russell and maybe a Yorkie. He’s adorable, though, and such a good boy.” Gwen ruffled him again.

The dog was small, maybe only fifteen or twenty pounds. He had light-brown hair on his face and most of his legs, but his back and most of his body were black. He was adorable. Myra had to give him that.

“I didn’t realize she was going to get one so soon,” she said.

“You’re not allergic, are you?” Gwen asked, standing up. “She said you weren’t.”

“No, I’m not. I just thought that she might wait, given what’s going on with the kids wanting to be at their dad’s and Elisa maybe staying there.”

Gwen nodded and said, “Ah.” She glanced at Buster, who was sniffing the front yard. “We should get back inside. He can play in the backyard. I just wanted to walk him around the neighborhood a bit so that he could get used to the sights and smells.”

“Where is Elisa?” Myra asked.

“Inside. She had some company call her about her application right when this guy needed to go outside, so I offered to take him,” Gwen replied. “Are you coming in?”

“I was going to start working early, but if she’s on the phone, I’ll just come by later.”

“What? No, come on in. She’s in her room. I doubt it will take long, and we were just going to hang out until you got here anyway. I’m making margaritas. Do you like margaritas?”

“I haven’t had one in a while,” Myra replied. “I’m more of a beer girl.”

“Then, you can have a beer, and we’ll have the margaritas,” Gwen suggested. “Come on, Busta Rhymes,” she added to Buster. “I’ve already decided that’s his nickname.”

Myra laughed and followed the pair inside the house, where she watched Gwen take Buster off the leash. He then sprinted to the sofa, jumped all over it, jumped down, ran back over to Myra, and proceeded to sniff her feet before he jumped on her, putting his front paws on her thighs.

“Buster, no,” Gwen told him. “No jumping, buddy.”

He got down and moved around Myra as he continued to sniff.

“Hey, you.”

Myra looked up and saw Elisa standing at the top of the stairs, smiling down at her.

“Hi. I’m early.”

“I see that. Did you get a chance to meet my new little guy?” As if knowing Elisa was talking about him, Buster sped up the stairs to get to her. “Hey, Buster.” She knelt down and rubbed at his ears. “We just picked him up.”

“We met. He sniffed me. I think I passed the test.”

Elisa then began walking down the stairs toward Myra, and Buster, impatiently, sped ahead of her.

“That’s a terrier for you,” Gwen said.

Myra set her bag down on the floor, and when Elisa’s arms went around her neck, Myra pulled her against her.

“Hi,” Elisa said.

“Hi,” she replied and pushed some hair back away from Elisa’s face.

“I missed you,” Elisa said.

“I missed you, too,” Myra replied before she leaned in and kissed her.

“Oh, gross. I think Buster and I are going to vomit now,” Gwen teased.

Elisa laughed as she pulled back a little but not away from Myra and asked, “Did he go?”

“Yeah, he’s good. I thought we’d let him run off some of this energy in the backyard. I can toss one of those bones you got him out there and let him go at it.”

“Yes, please,” Elisa said. “I need to kiss her again and don’t want to hear the word ‘vomit.’”

Gwen laughed and headed toward the back of the house, Buster hot on her heels.

“So… You got a dog?”

“Kiss first,” Elisa said. “I only just started kissing you.”

Myra leaned in, and this time, she really kissed her. She moved them until Elisa was pressed to the wall by the stairs. One of Myra’s hands pressed to the wall while the other one moved to Elisa’s hip. She slid her tongue inside and massaged Elisa’s with her own, running her hand up and down Elisa’s side, wishing they were alone so that she could touch more, touch longer. After a minute, though, she pulled back and stared at Elisa’s slightly swollen lips.

“Holy fuck,” Elisa said.

Myra hoped that was a good thing.

“Stay,” Elisa added.

“I was already invited,” Myra replied, swiping her thumb along Elisa’s bottom lip. “You want to tell me about the new little guy in your life now?”


CHAPTER 24

“I was just surprised,” Myra said.

“I told you I wanted to get a dog,” Elisa replied.

They were standing at the back door, looking at Gwen in the backyard, who was playing with Buster by tossing him a stick. He ran after it, bounded around, didn’t give it back to her, and then dropped it about five feet away from her.

“I just didn’t know you’d be getting one today.”

“The kids went to their dad’s for some lunch thing with their grandparents. It was all very last-minute and, I’m convinced, sponsored by their father somehow. Anyway, they’re staying the night, and I thought about how it’s going to be just me soon. I called Gwen, and we went to a shelter she’s familiar with. I saw this little guy in the corner, and he was just sitting there, staring off into space. He didn’t bark, and all the other dogs barked when we walked in. They said they got him about six months ago and don’t know much about his life, but they don’t think he was abused or anything. He might not have ever had a home. He was so sweet when we went to meet him. He sniffed and licked my hand, and I was a goner.”

Myra wrapped her arms around Elisa from behind, and Elisa rested back against her.

“We bought all the things they had for him and gave him a bath when we got back. That was an exercise in futility, but he dried off pretty fast, probably because he never seems to stop running.”

Myra chuckled and said, “He seems really happy.”

She kissed Elisa’s neck.

“Mmm. That’s really nice,” Elisa let out and closed her eyes, giving in to the touch.

“I need to get to work, babe,” Myra told her after she kissed her in the same spot again. “I want you to have a finished house soon.”

“But you can just stand here and hold me for a little longer, right? Gwen is going to make drinks. We’re having a girls’ night tonight.”

“I told her I’d have a beer, but I do think I should get some work done first.”

“Can I watch you work?” she asked. “And maybe eat popcorn?”

“That means Gwen would probably be watching me work, too, which seems weird.”

Elisa laughed a little and said, “Fine. You work for an hour while Gwen and I fawn over Buster, and then, we’ll get you a beer.”

“Okay,” Myra replied and kissed her once more. “He is cute.”

“I know. I saw him, and I just knew. I can’t describe it. It was like he knew me and what I needed, and I knew what he needed.”

“To run, play with a stick, and probably get a lot of attention?”

“Yes, exactly.”

When Myra pulled back, Elisa turned and watched her walk over to the section of the kitchen and get to work. She didn’t get to stare long because Gwen was back inside with Buster, who finally appeared to be at least somewhat tired. His tongue was hanging out of his mouth as he panted, and he rushed over to his water bowl and lapped up most of the water she’d just poured him.

“I think I ran it all out of him,” Gwen said, watching him.

“I think so.”

“He’ll probably just go nap on that bed you got him.”

“Well, good. That’s why I got it.” Elisa looked back at Myra, who glanced at her and smiled. “She’s going to work for an hour and then join us. She’s a professional.”

“I thought she was the girlfriend tonight,” Gwen said.

Elisa’s eyes widened, and Myra looked over her.

“Gwen!”

“What?” Gwen asked. “I didn’t mean official girlfriend. ‘The woman you’re dating’ is a mouthful.”

Elisa pointed at her and said, “Make the drinks.”

“Fine,” Gwen replied.

Elisa walked over to the refrigerator to get the limes and checked on Myra, who appeared to be focused on the task at hand and didn’t seem to mind Gwen’s use of the term. Elisa hadn’t ever had a girlfriend, though, and that term had never been used before to refer to someone she was dating because she hadn’t dated since Archie. She wondered about the word as she cut the limes up for Gwen. Myra might be her girlfriend one day. She hoped it would be one day soon because she really liked her. It wasn’t like she wanted to date anyone else, and Myra didn’t seem to want that, either. Maybe they could just fall into exclusivity, and she would be introduced as the girlfriend when she met Myra’s friends. Elisa smiled as she handed Gwen the limes and looked back at Myra again, wishing Myra hadn’t come here to work. She just wanted this house done already so that Myra didn’t have to keep working on it and they could spend some normal time together.

“She’s hot,” Gwen whispered to her once they were in the living room. “I know I’ve said that before, but now, I’ve watched her work, and she’s hot, Elisa.”

“Hey, that’s my not-yet girlfriend,” Elisa said softly as she sat on the sofa next to Gwen.

Their margaritas in hand, they both laughed and turned toward one another.

“She’s got some muscles under that shirt, doesn’t she?” Gwen asked.

“Yes. I felt them earlier, and they’re perfect. They just wrapped around me while you were outside with Buster and, God, Gwen, it’s so good.” Elisa took a sip of her margarita and watched as the aforementioned dog moved to flop down on the plush bed with a huff that sounded like he had been carrying the weight of the world on his shoulders. “Do you think he’s happy?”

“What? Of course, he is. It’s obvious.”

“Yeah?”

“I spend a lot of time with dogs. This guy is very happy you found him at the shelter today. Just look at him.” Gwen pointed at Buster, who was already asleep. “He looks totally at home here. It’s as if he was meant for you or something.”

Elisa smiled and said, “Maybe he was.”

An hour later, she found Myra still working, and when the woman paused long enough for Elisa to kiss her, Elisa managed to convince her to stop for the night and join them in the living room for a drink.

“Babe, I still have a lot to do. You do want things fixed around here, right?” Myra asked as she sat down next to her.

“Yes, but we’re dating, so I’d like to see you in that context, too,” Elisa said.

“At what point do your services become free since you two are dating? Elisa is paying for this, but if something else is wrong later, is that a free thing because you’re together?” Gwen asked.

“Gwen!” Elisa glared at her.

“Just asking. When she started working, you didn’t know each other. Now, you’re calling one another ‘babe’ and acting like you’ve been together for years.”

“We are not,” Elisa told her, laughing because she didn’t want to scare Myra.

“When Myra sat, she instantly put her arm around you and turned a little. You leaned into her, and your hand went on her knee. That’s a couple move,” Gwen noted. “And you’ve been on two dates as far as I know.”

“Gwendolyn, enough,” Elisa said.

“I got the full name treatment. I’m in trouble.”

“You’re in trouble when you get the middle name. The Gwendolyn was a warning.”

Myra laughed and took a sip of her beer.

“So, Gwen, what is it you do?”

“Oh, I’m a dog walker and a pet sitter. Although, I’ll walk other animals if asked, too. So far, I’ve walked an iguana, a duck, and a couple of ferrets.”

“You’ve walked a duck?” Myra asked.

“The duck is what you took from that?” Gwen laughed.

“I’ve never walked a duck.”

“So, you’ve walked an iguana?” Gwen teased.

“No. I think I’ve only ever walked a dog.” Myra turned to look at Buster, who was still asleep. “He’s out like a light.”

“I ran it out of him for now, but he’ll be up and back at it soon. You really got an energetic one,” Gwen said.

“He was so sweet,” Elisa explained. “And didn’t seem high-energy when we got him. They didn’t even say anything about that.”

“He probably didn’t show much of that at the shelter,” Gwen offered.

“I’m just glad that the small yard is fenced-in. He can run out there all day.”

“Oh, I almost forgot,” Myra began, placing her beer on the table. “When I got here, Gwen told me you were on the phone with a company about your application.”

“Yeah, they want to interview me,” she said, burrowing back into Myra when she sat back.

Elisa met Gwen’s eyes as she did, and Gwen smiled at her, likely seeing how content Elisa felt right now. She loved Myra’s strong body being attached to her in as many places as possible. She loved having Myra next to her, touching her in any way she could get it. Myra made her feel safe, but she also made her feel wanted, and she had never truly felt either of those things with Archie.

“That’s great,” Myra replied. “What’s the job? Are you excited about it?”

“Sort of. It’s just a temporary thing, a short-term contract. They have someone out on an extended leave, so I’d be covering for them for a few months. It’s a full-time job and is mostly filing and organizing. Tedious and boring, I’m sure, but I don’t mind that. It’s money and something to do.” She looked over at Buster. “I’m worried about him, though. If I get it, he would be alone all day for a few months. I probably should’ve thought about that, but I hadn’t heard back from anyone so far other than the receptionist job that went nowhere, so I figured it would be a while.”

“Hi. My name is Gwen. I’m a professional dog walker.” Gwen held up her hand. “I can stop by during the day and walk him for you. I’ll even play with him for a few until I have to go. If you can walk him in the mornings before you go, I can take the midday, and then, he should be good until you get home.”

“Really? That would be great. We’ll do it through the app, though, Gwen. I’m paying you.”

Gwen laughed and said, “Yeah, right.”

“I can help,” Myra offered.

Elisa turned to her and asked, “With what?”

“Buster.” Myra chuckled. “My office isn’t far from here. I can stop by during lunch if Gwen can’t get here or something. I can even do some of my paperwork stuff from home if he needs some company.”

Elisa smiled at her being so sweet and said, “You don’t have to do that, but thank you.”

She cupped Myra’s cheek and kissed her softly.

“I want to. He’s cute.” Myra shrugged her shoulder a little. “You’re cute, too.” She kissed the tip of Elisa’s nose.

“Gee, thanks,” Elisa said with a laugh.

“And sexy,” Myra whispered into her ear to prevent Gwen from hearing her.

Elisa swallowed and gave Myra the best sultry glance she could muster, half-expecting Myra to give her a confused expression in return because it wasn’t like Elisa to be throwing around sultry glances. Instead, Myra’s brown eyes darkened a bit, and they told Elisa that she had accomplished her goal. Jesus, Myra was sexy. Myra licked her lips, and Elisa wanted to kiss them hard until they were lying on this sofa, with Myra on top of her. She wanted to feel Myra’s weight on her body, pressing her into a mattress somewhere, probably the one on her bed, but she didn’t care about the location at this point. She just wanted Myra, and with Gwen sitting next to them, she couldn’t have her.

“So, this isn’t awkward,” Gwen pointed out. “Me being the third wheel while I drink a margarita all by myself because you two just keep aiming those sex eyes at each other and don’t seem to have time to drink.”

Elisa pulled her eyes away from Myra long enough to give Gwen another glare.

“Okay. Sorry. I’ll cut it out,” Gwen added.

“Should I go?” Myra checked. “I’m the one who interrupted your night. I can get back to work or just head home.”

“What? No,” Elisa said, turning back to her.

“Babe, you can call me later,” Myra suggested. “Be with your friend tonight.” She looked at Gwen. “Or should I say sister?”

“You’re funny,” Gwen said.

“Let me clean up in the kitchen because I left a mess in there, and I’ll go home. I’ve got some work I need to do anyway.”

“Okay,” Elisa said, unable to argue if Myra had work she needed to do.

Ten minutes later, Myra had cleaned up enough to feel okay about leaving, so she kissed Elisa goodbye and said the same to Gwen before she left for her own house.

“You are crazy about her, aren’t you?” Gwen asked, setting her still half-full margarita on the table.

“Yes. It’s obvious, huh?”

“Definitely.” Gwen chuckled.

After Gwen finished her drink, they sat there for another hour or so, sharing some snacks while talking about Elisa’s possible job and the fact that Adele had promised her that they would figure things out so there would be no need for Elisa to move back into the guest house when they were on breaks just to see her kids.

“Does Myra know that?”

“Huh?” Elisa asked.

“Did you tell her that you’re not giving in to my insane brother?” Gwen asked.

“Not yet. She was at work, and then, we were all here.”

“I’d tell her,” Gwen suggested.

“I will.” Elisa looked over at Buster, who woke up and stretched.

“Whoa! Big boy stretch,” Gwen said. “Elisa, you’re required to say something like, ‘Big stretch,’ anytime your dog stretches. If they yawn, you have to say, ‘Big yawn.’ It’s a must for all dog havers.”

“Havers?” Elisa laughed.

“Yeah, I don’t like using the word ‘owners.’ I do when I have to, but I feel like our pets really own us more than the other way around.”

Buster walked over to Elisa and sat.

“I think he needs to go out again,” she noted.

“And I should go home,” Gwen said. “If I were you, though, I’d tell her. Make sure she knows that you’re staying.”

“She knows I’m staying. I never said I was moving. Besides, I just got a dog and told her about a job.”

“Yes, a temporary one. And the dog will go with you. So, just make sure she knows that you’re not going back.”

“It was just to stay, Gwen.”

“Elisa, it was to stay in your ex-husband’s guest house. It’s your whole old life. I would be worried if I were her. She knows you stayed there before for the kids. All I’m suggesting is that you should fill her in that you won’t be giving in to him.”

“Yeah, maybe,” she said.

Elisa hadn’t planned on addressing this with Myra at all because she wasn’t going anywhere, so it would be irrelevant, in her opinion, but maybe Gwen was right. She would have been staying in the guest house where she’d lived after their divorce, basically being a housekeeper more than anything else, and she had to admit to herself that she expected that to be the case again if she returned, unsure she would’ve been able to prevent it or stop it if it happened.

When Gwen left, Elisa put the leash on Buster, and he began dancing with excitement. She decided to walk him up and down the street instead of making him go in the backyard because it was his first night at his new home, and she wanted him to get as many walks in as possible, but when she opened the door, it was sprinkling, so the walk had to turn into him peeing in the front yard and her hurrying him back inside. It was starting to pick up, and Elisa was only in her T-shirt and jeans, with flip-flops she regretted putting on.

“Come on, buddy. It’s starting to really come down.”

Undeterred by the rain, the dog huffed at her as if he was determined to take his time sniffing around, and she had to laugh at that. Then, Elisa looked up at Myra’s house and saw a light on. It wasn’t late yet, so she shouldn’t have been surprised by that, but it made her think about what Gwen had said. Deciding not to wait until later to tell her that she wasn’t going anywhere, she marched on to Myra’s front door.

“Hi,” Myra greeted. “What are you doing out there? It’s pouring.”

“I’m not staying at the guest house,” she said.

“What?” Myra asked.

“Babe, I’m not staying at the guest house. If you’re worried that I’ll go there and stay there or just go there because he wants me to, I’m not going. I talked to Adele. We’ll figure it out, but I’m not staying there on their breaks or any other time. I’m staying here. I’m in New Orleans now.”

Myra smiled and seemed to sigh in relief.

‘Damn. Gwen had been right,’ Elisa thought.

“That’s really good news,” Myra said.

“You were worried?”

“I felt like I had no right to be,” Myra replied. “But, yes. I just want you to be happy. I didn’t think that would make you happy, though, and I didn’t like how he told you that I couldn’t go with you.” She shook her head. “Or any woman if you wanted–”

“You,” she interrupted. “I want you.” She looked down at Buster, who was sitting calmly by her side. “And I want to come inside. Can I come inside?”

“What? Oh, yeah,” Myra replied.

“Actually, I can’t,” Elisa added.

“You can’t?”

“I didn’t lock the house, and Buster is here. Can you maybe come to my place?”

“Um… Yeah. Sure,” Myra replied.

“Myra?”

“Yeah?”

“Pack a bag.”


CHAPTER 25

Myra wasn’t sure what to pack. She was just going next door and for only a night, but it would be her first time sleeping over with Elisa. She pulled open her underwear drawer and grabbed a change for tomorrow. Spotting something else she hadn’t used in a very long time, she thought about tucking it into her bag but thought better of it. Tonight, they were just going to sleep, and when they had sex for the first time, Myra wouldn’t be pulling out a strap-on. She would wait until they had a chance to talk about it first and find out if Elisa would even want that. She grabbed a pair of socks, folded a uniform shirt and pants for the next morning, and then hung them back on their hangers because she wasn’t going on a trip. She would be next door and could come back here in the morning to change before work. She packed some pajamas, tossed her phone and wallet into the bag, and left.

The rain had stopped, thankfully, because she had yet to fix Elisa’s roof. She had put some plastic over the leaks to stop them from getting any worse, but that wouldn’t hold up for much longer. She chastised herself for being too caught up in Elisa, not fixing her house sooner, and knocked on the door. When it opened, Elisa stood there, and she was no longer dressed in the comfortable clothes she had been in earlier.

“Oh, wow,” Myra let out softly, mostly to herself.

Elisa was wearing black lingerie. It was a one-piece lace number Myra could see through, and she had to swallow as her eyes lowered to Elisa’s full breasts and then, lower still, to the dark patch of hair beneath that black lace. She raked her eyes over Elisa’s body once more before she looked up and into Elisa’s dark ones.

“Are you sure?” she asked.

When Elisa nodded, Myra quickly tossed her bag inside the house and moved until she had Elisa in her arms. Having kicked the door closed behind her, too, she pressed Elisa to it and reached for the lock to turn it. Then, she met Elisa’s eyes again and waited because Elisa appeared to be catching her breath, and Myra needed her to be certain that this was what she wanted. She wanted no regrets between them.

“You are stunning,” she said as she ran her hand down between Elisa’s breasts and over her stomach. “So sexy. Did you put this on just for me?”

“Yes,” Elisa replied so softly that Myra almost didn’t hear her.

She was trembling a little, so Myra thought about pulling back and suggesting that they wait, but Elisa would probably always be nervous about this. Hell, Myra was nervous as well. It had been a long time since she’d been with anyone, and she wanted this to be perfect for both of them but especially for Elisa, who deserved to have someone worship her. Myra leaned in and pressed her lips to Elisa’s. She kissed her slowly and let her hands roam over soft skin and lace. She hadn’t changed from the soft jeans she’d put on when she’d gotten home earlier and was surprised to hear the zipper on them lowering. She looked down to find that Elisa’s hands were on the button, and her jeans were now undone.

“I want you. You have no idea how much,” Elisa said a bit louder now.

Myra reached for her own T-shirt and pulled it up and off while Elisa’s eyes went to her sports bra.

“God, you’re perfect,” Elisa said as she licked her lips. “Like, all my fantasies are coming to life.” She ran her hands over Myra’s chest, not resting on Myra’s breasts but rubbing over her nipples just enough to make them peak. “I’ve always wanted to do that.” Elisa looked down at the now-hard nipples. “Can I taste them?”

“Yes,” Myra replied.

Elisa lowered her head, not waiting for Myra to remove her bra, and dragged her tongue over the fabric experimentally.

“Do you want to really taste them?” Myra asked.

Elisa nodded.

“You can take it off.”

Elisa looked up and into Myra’s eyes before she reached for the bra and pulled it up and over Myra’s head, letting it fall to the floor. Her eyes lowered again then, and she stared at Myra’s breasts.

“Beautiful,” she muttered.

“So are yours,” Myra replied. “I can’t believe you wore that for me. You’re so sexy.”

Myra’s hands moved to Elisa’s hips, and she was going to bring them close to each other again, but Elisa’s lips were back on her right nipple, sucking it hard without any fabric barriers now. Myra slid her fingers into Elisa’s hair and held her there, wanting her to know just how good this felt. It had been far too long for her, yes, but it was more than that. It was the fact that Elisa was the one touching her right now, that Elisa was allowing Myra to share in this experience with her, and that Elisa was wearing the sexiest fucking lingerie Myra had ever seen. When Elisa’s mouth moved to Myra’s other nipple, she got a little braver with this one, nibbling on it to make it rise before sucking it back into her mouth.

“Fuck,” Myra let out.

Elisa moaned, and the vibrations went through Myra’s nipple and straight down to her core. She couldn’t hold in the want anymore, so she moved, bringing their lips together and kissing Elisa hard as she pressed her to the door.

“Do you want to go upstairs?” she asked as she kissed Elisa’s neck and massaged Elisa’s breast, lightly playing with her hard nipple.

“No. Here,” Elisa said. “Here first,” she added. “So hot.”

Myra licked her earlobe and sucked it before she asked, “Are you sure? We can go slow up in your bed.”

“No, please. I’ve never…” Elisa stopped.

Myra pulled back and looked into her eyes, concerned.

“I’ve never been wanted like this before, and I want to be…”

“It’s okay. You can say it. You can tell me anything.” Myra cupped her cheek. “Anything you want is yours, baby.”

“I want to be fucked against this door by someone who wants to fuck me.”

Myra felt her own wetness pool in her boy shorts, and she nodded, knowing she would happily give Elisa anything she wanted right now.

“Whatever… you… want,” she replied against Elisa’s lips. “Are you ready for me?”

Elisa nodded again, so Myra kissed her and found the straps of the black lace at Elisa’s shoulders. They were in her way of roaming and kissing the soft skin there, so she pushed them down hard, hoping that was okay. The cups of the see-through bra were yanked next, and she marveled at Elisa’s breasts for a second before she licked her lips and knelt, pulling at the one-piece number to reveal Elisa’s stomach next. She kissed her there over and over as she breathed her in, and she could tell that Elisa was definitely ready for her.

“You smell so fucking good. God, I can’t wait,” she said and tugged at the lingerie until it was all the way down around Elisa’s ankles.

Elisa then lifted her legs for her, one at a time, and let her take it off the rest of the way and toss it to the side. With nothing in her way now, Myra moved her face to Elisa’s center and breathed her in again before she took Elisa’s hands and placed them on the back of her head.

“Do not let me go until you’re done coming,” she ordered. “Lift your leg over my shoulder, baby. I need to taste you.”

Elisa lifted a shaking leg over Myra’s shoulder and put her hand back in place at the back of Myra’s head.

“Now, put me where you want me.”

Elisa pushed Myra’s head into her sex, and Myra spread her folds with her thumbs.

“I want you. I want you. I want you,” she told Elisa over and over again as she licked her lips and then let her tongue dance in Elisa’s plentiful wetness. “You taste so fucking good,” she added.

She meant it, too. She leaned in again and felt trembling thighs around her head as she continued to lick Elisa’s clit, earning moans and gasps.

“You’re so hard,” Myra said before she licked again.

“I’ve been ready for you,” Elisa replied.

“I can tell.” She smirked.

Then, Myra sucked.

“Oh, God!”

She sucked harder.

“Fuck me!” Elisa’s hands pushed Myra into her.

And Myra wanted to fuck her. She wanted to push inside Elisa with her fingers.

“Yes! Fuck me!”

So, Myra did. She placed one finger at Elisa’s entrance, not sure how tight she would be, and gathered Elisa’s wetness before she slid it inside.

“Oh, yes,” Elisa said softly.

Myra continued to suck, offering nibbles with her teeth every so often, and pulled out to add a second finger and push back inside.

“Is that what you want?” she asked.

“Yes! Yes!”

Myra went back to sucking and thrusting, and Elisa’s hips began rocking against her mouth even faster as Myra curled her fingers inside her.

“Oh… What? Yes, that. Again,” Elisa said.

Myra curled again.

“God, that’s… so…”

Myra curled and curled before she thrusted deep again, sucking and moaning against Elisa’s clit.

“I’m…” Elisa stopped.

Myra opened her eyes and looked up at the sexiest thing she had ever seen. Elisa’s breasts were bouncing slightly. Her nipples were rock-hard. Her eyes were closed, and her mouth was open.

“Play with your nipples, baby,” Myra said before she sucked again.

Elisa’s hands moved from the back of Myra’s head to her own nipples on command, and she twisted them and squeezed her breasts, massaging them.

“I’m coming!”

Myra continued to thrust, and she sucked on the hard clit faster and faster until Elisa was screaming, and her hands were back on Myra’s head, keeping Myra in place just as Myra had asked her to do earlier.

“I can’t. I can’t…”

Myra looked up, unsure what Elisa was saying to her, but then she realized. Elisa had come already and was either still coming down from her orgasm or about to come again, so Myra curled her fingers, finding that same spot Elisa had liked so much earlier. Instead of sucking, she started licking around Elisa’s sensitive clit and let her rise back to the precipice before she pulled the clit between her teeth and sucked it deep into her mouth, not wanting to let it go until she made Elisa come once more.

“Oh, my God,” Elisa let out after finally coming down from her second orgasm.

Her hands fell away from Myra’s head and rested limply at her sides. Myra continued to kiss around her clit and stayed inside her, letting her fingers dance around ever so slowly to give Elisa a short break before she made her come again.

“I don’t think I can keep standing,” Elisa added.

“I’ve got you,” Myra said, looking up to meet her eyes.

“You do?” Elisa asked.

“Yes,” she replied as her fingers pushed in a little deeper. “Again, if you want.”

“Again? Already?”

“All night long,” Myra offered. “I will happily make you come all night long.”

“What about you?”

“What about me?” she asked.

“You know…” Elisa replied with wide eyes.

“I’m perfect right where I am,” she answered honestly.

Her lips moved back to Elisa’s clit, which was still rock-hard. She smirked at it before she gently ran her tongue along its length, earning a gasp from Elisa.

“You seem to like me down here,” she noted.

“I love you down there,” Elisa replied.

Myra smiled up at her and said, “One more, and then I’ll stand up and fuck you against this door again.”

“God, yes,” Elisa said, closing her eyes.


CHAPTER 26

Elisa had been brave. She had actually gone after what she wanted, and God, had she gotten it and then some. Myra was drop-dead gorgeous. There was no other way to describe it. Well, sexy would be another way, but Elisa’s brain wasn’t fully functioning at the moment because Myra had quite possibly just fucked it into oblivion. They still stood against the back of the front door, though Myra was more standing, and Elisa was more or less being held against it because her legs were wobbly, and she couldn’t stand on her own.

“Should we maybe go upstairs now?” Myra asked as she withdrew her fingers.

“Yes, but I’m not sure I can walk,” she admitted.

“I’ll be right there with you,” Myra replied and kissed her sweetly. “Let’s go to bed.”

Elisa wasn’t sure if Myra meant to go to sleep, but she didn’t ask her because she knew there was no way she was going to let Myra sleep without touching her first. When Myra leaned over to pick up the bag she had dropped when she’d walked in, Elisa managed to stand on her own. She moved away from the door and tested her legs. They appeared to be working well enough to make it up the stairs, but then, she remembered that she was naked. Myra was still half-dressed, and while Elisa watched her kick off her shoes and stand up fully with her bag in her hand, it hit her. For the first time since they’d started, her lack of self-esteem hit her, and she wrapped her arms around her body. Myra noticed and smiled at her. She ran her hands over Elisa’s arms and slowly pulled them back.

“It’s just that I… had kids. Two of them at once. I’ve got–”

“An amazing body,” Myra interrupted. “That I want to touch all over. You’ve got nothing to worry about. You are very beautiful. And sexy. I want all of you. Let me show you, please?”

“You just did.”

“That was just to start. I want to kiss you everywhere,” Myra said. “Everywhere,” she repeated.

Elisa swallowed as she nodded, deciding that she could walk up the stairs, with Myra behind her, and only be a little self-conscious. Myra took her hand, recognizing what Elisa was thinking somehow, and led the way up the creaking stairs instead.

“I’ll fix those.”

“Huh?”

“The stairs. I can fix those,” Myra said.

“Oh. I didn’t even notice,” she replied when they got to the top.

“I’ve never been upstairs here. Where’s your room?” Myra asked her.

“Um… here,” she said and pointed to the right to the open door.

Myra pulled her in and dropped her bag on the floor. As she looked around the room, Elisa wondered what she thought about it but decided to ask her tomorrow.

Then, Myra looked over at her and asked, “Are you cold?”

“I’m naked,” she reminded.

“I know.” Myra wiggled her eyebrows at her.

“You’re not,” Elisa noted.

Myra let go of her hand and said, “You can get on the bed if you want.”

Elisa swallowed and moved to the bed. She pulled back the blanket and climbed under it, pulling it over her.

“You’re under the blanket. That cold?”

“No, you just said to go to the bed.”

Myra nodded and asked, “Did you and… Was it usually under?”

Elisa was embarrassed and felt the flush creep over her cheeks.

“Yes. In the dark.”

Myra seemed to realize then that the lights in the room were off and the only light streaming in was from the hallway light. She flipped the switch and turned back to Elisa.

“I want to see you if that’s okay,” she said as she pulled her jeans down her body and kicked off her socks next. “And above the blanket. We’re about to get really hot and sweaty.”

Elisa smiled at her and replied, “That wasn’t an issue… before.”

Myra pulled off her boy shorts and stood there, right in front of Elisa’s bed, naked. Elisa’s eyes raked over her body. Myra was muscled in all the right places from her work and curvy in all the right places because she was a woman. God, Myra was a woman, and Elisa was about to be touching her. She nodded and shoved the blanket aside. Myra moved until she was on top of her, and Elisa kissed her as Myra’s weight pressed down into her. It was exactly what Elisa needed, and what she also needed was Myra rolling down into her. When Myra started doing that, pressing their centers together and rolling her hips, Elisa moaned into her mouth.

“I want you to come,” she said when Myra’s lips moved to her neck.

“Yeah?”

“Yes.”

“Put your hands on my ass,” Myra told her.

Elisa complied and felt Myra reach down between them. Myra spread her lower lips, and Elisa thought she was going to touch her again, which would not have been unwelcome, but instead, she lowered her sex into Elisa and then opened her own lips.

“Oh, God,” Elisa let out when she felt the heat of Myra’s sex, the hardness of her clit, and the slickness of Myra’s desire for her all at once.

Myra was pressing their clits together, rocking into her, and Elisa’s job here was to press down on Myra’s ass to bring them both more pressure. Elisa understood the assignment. She pressed down as hard as she could, and Myra began to grunt. Elisa moved one of her legs, spreading herself wider for Myra.

“Yes, baby,” Myra said into her ear before she sucked on her earlobe. “You feel so good.”

“This is… really…” Elisa couldn’t finish that sentence, though, because something was happening. “I’m going to come. Fuck!”

She had been so focused on Myra’s pleasure that she hadn’t realized she’d been climbing herself. She didn’t want to come. This wasn’t supposed to be about her. It was about Myra.

“Come, baby,” Myra said. “Please.”

“I don’t–”

“Please. You’ll… make me… come.”

Elisa hadn’t ever heard that before. She closed her eyes and focused on the sensations coursing through her body. She felt them all at once, and it was almost too much to take in. Her orgasms downstairs had already been the best in her life, better than the vibrator she’d had to hide had ever given her, but this one felt like it might be better than all of those combined.

“Baby, come for me,” Myra said and sucked on Elisa’s neck.

That reminded Elisa of those lips sucking elsewhere, and she went over the edge, screaming out Myra’s name as she let the pleasure rush over her body. Everything tingled, everything was sensitive, and everything was on fire in the best way.

“Fuck,” Myra said. “Yes! Yes! Yes!”

Elisa opened her eyes, even though she hadn’t yet fully come down, and she watched Myra’s ass as it moved, her hips guiding her clit into Elisa’s over and over again. Elisa was too sensitive for this kind of pressure, but she wouldn’t stop Myra for anything. She pressed Myra down harder and let her take whatever she wanted from her because this wasn’t about an orgasm for Myra. This wasn’t Myra using Elisa’s body for her own pleasure. This was them sharing a moment together, sharing an experience like this together.

“Oh, my God,” Myra said as she crashed down into her.

Elisa wrapped her arms around Myra’s shoulders and held on to her. Whenever Archie Senior had done this in the past, Elisa had always just kept her arms at her sides, hoping that was enough to tell him that he could get off her at any time, but with Myra, she wanted her to stay like that indefinitely while she held on to her and this night forever.

“Was it okay?” she asked.

“Okay?” Myra chuckled. “You are still so wet. I can feel how swollen you still are, too, and I got to listen to you come. Yes, it was okay. It was way more than okay.”

Elisa ran her hands through Myra’s braids, loving the feel of them between her fingers.

“I’ve heard that that sometimes doesn’t make women come.”

“What?”

“Being pressed together like that,” she said. “I guess we didn’t… scissor, exactly, but I’ve heard that that feels good sometimes but doesn’t make every woman come, so I–”

Myra lifted herself a little and looked down at her.

“Scissoring?”

“Yeah. Do you not like that?”

Myra smiled and kissed her.

“Honestly, I’ve only done it once. It’s an overly hyped thing you see in porn and–” Her eyes widened. “Elisa Benedetti, did you watch lesbian porn where ladies scissored?”

Elisa flushed and buried her head in Myra’s chest.

“That’s hot,” Myra said. “Did you touch yourself while you watched?”

Elisa nodded into Myra’s breasts.

“Was it good?”

She nodded again.

“Do you want to do that now?”

“Touch myself?” she asked, surprised.

“That or the scissoring thing.”

Elisa pulled back and asked, “We could?”

“If you want.”

“Is it stupid?”

“Why would it be stupid?” Myra asked as she ran a hand through Elisa’s mussed hair.

“I don’t know. You said it was overhyped.”

“Doesn’t mean that we can’t do it. It also doesn’t mean that it doesn’t feel good. It’ll feel like what we just did from another angle.”

“Well, that felt really good, what we just did.”

“Yes, it did,” Myra agreed. “Do you want to try it now or later?”

“Later? There’s more later?” Elisa asked.

Myra gave her an adoring smile and replied, “I told you, there’s all night.”

“You have to work tomorrow,” she noted.

“So?” Myra asked.

“Power tools, Myra.”

“I won’t hold any,” Myra replied. “I’m going to go out on a limb and say that you’ve probably never stayed up all night being worshipped by someone who’s crazy about you. Right?”

Elisa could only nod.

“And that you also probably want to touch me, too.”

She nodded fervently this time, which made Myra laugh a little.

“Then, all night it is,” Myra said and kissed her slowly, like she was reveling in it.

Elisa had no idea how she had gotten this lucky. She’d been craving someone like Myra her entire life, not giving herself the chance to find her. She really thought she would be a divorced, single woman for the rest of her life or, at least, for a very long time, but she’d managed to move right next to a perfect woman for her. They stayed like that for a while, with Myra kissing Elisa’s lips before she kissed her neck again and lowered her lips to Elisa’s breasts. After bathing them in attention for several minutes, Myra lowered her mouth still and hovered over Elisa’s center.

“I thought we were–”

“We are. I just want to get you close before we do.”

“Oh,” Elisa said. “I think I’m already pretty close.”

Myra licked her and said, “Then, let me get close.”

Elisa watched as Myra’s hand disappeared between her own legs and said, “Oh, God.”

She watched as Myra’s hips pressed into the bed and the muscles in her forearm clenched. Myra was touching herself, and she was licking Elisa at the same time. Elisa had to close her eyes because if she kept watching, she would come. Myra moaned and grunted a few times, so Elisa worried she’d just come, but then, Myra sucked on her clit, and Elisa didn’t have any worries at all anymore.

“I’ll come,” she said.

Myra stopped and shifted into a kneeling position, and Elisa just stared at her body. Myra then pushed Elisa’s legs apart and moved into position. One of her legs went under Elisa’s, and the other was on top of her. Elisa had only seen this in porn, but she was pretty sure she just had to lie there, and Myra would do most of the work.

“Spread yourself for me,” Myra said.

Elisa reached down with both hands and spread her lips.

“Fuck,” Myra added, looking at her. “You’re so hot.”

Elisa smiled and tried to hold back her blush.

“Will you just… touch yourself for a second for me?” Myra asked. “Please.”

Elisa hadn’t ever touched herself in front of anyone.

“What do you–”

“Stroke it,” Myra interrupted. “Just for a second. I want to watch you.”

Elisa moved her index finger over her clit and dragged up the length of it.

“Oh,” Myra said as she watched, enraptured. “Again?”

Elisa wondered at the power she was wielding right now and did as requested.

“Again,” Myra repeated as her hand moved to cover Elisa’s sex.

Then, Myra’s eyes closed as she must have felt Elisa’s finger drag over her clit.

“You’re going to make me come,” Myra told her.

“You’re not even touching anything,” she noted in awe.

“Don’t have to.”

Myra opened her eyes before she cupped her gently, and when Elisa removed her own hand, Myra rubbed her sex with her palm, pressing into her and curling her finger a little into the coarse hairs.

“Are you claiming me or something?” she teased.

Myra’s eyes were dark as she stared up at Elisa and continued to massage Elisa’s sex.

“Can I be the only one who gets to touch you like this?” Myra asked.

“Yes,” Elisa replied.

“And you can be the only one who touches me like this.”

“I haven’t touched you like this yet.”

“You will,” Myra replied as she let go.

Elisa missed the connection instantly until Myra shifted forward and pressed them together in the most intimate of ways. They were spread against one another now, and Myra’s hips were moving, rolling them into one another.

“Oh, that’s good,” Myra said.

“Yes,” Elisa agreed.

This new angle definitely felt different. There was less pressure being applied, so Elisa could see that it might mean she wouldn’t come since her clit had always loved pressure, but just doing this with Myra and feeling their wetness and heat between them was enough. She didn’t need another orgasm right now; she needed this. That all changed, though, when Myra grasped her own breast with her hand and began squeezing it, forcing the nipple between her fingers. Elisa watched as the nipple disappeared again beneath Myra’s hand and then reemerged through the fingers. She wanted to lick it, to suck on it until Myra came. She wanted to nibble on it until Myra begged her to stop because it was too sore. She wanted–

“Fuck!” she yelled.

Her own hands went to her breasts, and she did what Myra was doing to herself, wanting to know how good it felt, and as she came, she twisted her own nipples.

“Oh, yes,” Myra encouraged, speeding up her hips. “So fucking sexy. Don’t stop doing that. I’ll kiss them better, baby. Make yourself feel good.”

Elisa’s hips moved in time with Myra’s as she twisted her nipples so hard, she worried they’d be sore for days. She came hard and felt a rush of wetness come out of her.

“Shit! Yes,” Myra let out, rocking into her even harder now. “God, yes.”

Elisa hadn’t ever felt what was happening to her right now, but it wasn’t just a gush of wetness; there was something else going on down there.

“Yes, like that,” Myra said, her rocking slowing a little.

Elisa’s body released again and again, but it was still the same orgasm. When she finally came down, she felt the still-hot wetness under her body and watched as Myra pulled away from her. Suddenly, Myra was back on top of her and kissing Elisa. Then, Elisa was being rolled over, and she was on top of Myra.

“What just happened?” she asked herself more than Myra.

“You just squirted all over me, and it was the sexiest thing I’ve ever experienced. I need you inside me now. Please, baby. Please go inside. I need to feel you.”

Elisa’s eyes widened.

“Did you just say I squirted?”

Myra nodded and replied, “Yes. And I want you to do that again, too, but can you–”

Elisa looked down between them and remembered what Myra had asked her.

“I don’t know what I’m doing,” she said.

“I’ll talk you through it, but I’m so ready,” Myra said.

Elisa licked her lips and kissed her as she reached down between them and found Myra’s center soaking wet. She wondered how much of that was Myra and how much was her as she lowered her fingers and found Myra’s entrance. Myra nodded up at her, encouraging her to continue, and Elisa slipped one finger inside.

“More,” Myra said.

Elisa pulled out and pushed back in with two fingers.

“More,” Myra repeated.

“Oh, God,” Elisa let out.

She pulled out and pushed into the tight space with three fingers, stretching Myra around her and loving every single second of making her come beneath her.


CHAPTER 27

When Myra felt the heat from the sun hit her naked back, she knew it was time for her to wake up. She wasn’t twenty anymore, so having sex all night when she had work the next day probably wasn’t the best idea where work was concerned, but she regretted nothing. Elisa was in her arms, and they’d only just gone to sleep around three in the morning, spending the entire night touching and talking and then touching some more until they’d been too spent to continue and had finally given into slumber. Myra didn’t want to wake Elisa up since she could sleep in if she wanted to today while Myra needed to go to work, but the thought of just leaving and texting her later didn’t seem right. She could write a note and put it on Elisa’s bedside table, but that didn’t seem right for their first morning after together, either.

Myra had a much better idea and hoped Elisa wouldn’t mind. Her arm, which was wrapped around Elisa’s middle, began to glide against Elisa’s skin, trying to gently wake her up, and she continued the strokes until Elisa stirred for a second and seemed to settle back into sleep. Myra then kissed her shoulder over and over until Elisa shifted a bit and moved her leg slightly, giving Myra the access she needed.

“Hmm…” Elisa muttered when Myra’s hand grazed her curls.

Myra lowered her hand between Elisa’s thighs and was surprised to find her wet and, apparently, still very ready. Her eyes rolled back into her head because this woman was sexy, funny, beautiful, and amazing in bed. She was just what Myra had always needed in about every way, and having her squirt when they’d been pressed together had made Myra come so hard, she almost hadn’t been able to stop the orgasm. They’d had a conversation about it after that round, and Elisa had been embarrassed, but Myra had told her that there was no reason to be. It had been hot and sexy, and she wanted Elisa to do that whenever her body wanted. Myra stroked her gently now, thinking about that very moment and letting the touch wake Elisa up more than make her come just yet.

“What time is it?” Elisa asked in a sleepy voice, which Myra loved.

“After six. I have to get going.”

“No,” Elisa said, pressing Myra’s hand to her sex. “Stay.”

“I’m going to stay for this,” she replied as she stroked a little harder. “But then, I have to shower and get ready for work.”

“I wish you had the day off,” Elisa said as she wrapped her arm around the back of Myra’s head, encouraging Myra to continue to kiss her neck.

“Me too,” she replied.

“Shower here,” Elisa requested in a breathy voice as her hips began to move against Myra’s hand. “I want to touch you in there.”

“Whatever you want,” Myra said and moved faster.

She moved her own sex over Elisa’s ass and began to rub against her.

“Can you come like that?” Elisa asked her.

“Maybe,” she said. “I need to spread myself.”

“Please,” Elisa replied.

Myra removed her hand from Elisa, but only briefly in order to spread her lips and press herself back against Elisa’s ass. Then, she resumed her stroking and rocked into her.

“That’s good,” Elisa said.

“God,” Myra added.

She had woken up ready, too, and her wetness was now all over Elisa’s asscheek. Her clit was hard and needy, and Myra had to come before she left for work, or she wouldn’t be able to focus on anything other than thinking about Elisa in this bed.

“I’m close,” she said.

“Yes,” Elisa replied. “Me too, baby. Make yourself feel good.”

Myra really liked how Elisa talked to her. She loved how Elisa took what she wanted and how she had told Myra what she wanted the previous night. It was all such a massive turn-on that just thinking about it made Myra come against her. Elisa’s orgasm was still building as Myra continued to press into her, letting herself come down. Then, Myra heard it.

“Oh, God,” Elisa said as she started to come.

Myra hadn’t heard Elisa begin to come, though. She had heard something else. It was like tiny metal pieces hitting together, and then, there was the sound of paws on hardwood and the clacking of nails against the surface.

“Fuck!” Elisa came loudly and held Myra’s hand to her sex as her hips now thrashed against it. “Don’t stop.”

Buster whined.

“God, don’t stop,” Elisa told her again. “One second, buddy,” she added to the dog.

Myra smirked as Elisa rolled over onto her stomach and practically pulled Myra with her, rocking into Myra’s hand and into the mattress beneath it.

Buster whined again.

Myra moved and entered Elisa from behind. She loved how good it felt to be inside her, to thrust into her like this and make her come again.

Buster’s front paws landed on the bed.

“Down, boy,” Myra said to him while she continued to thrust.

Buster, thankfully, turned around and left the room, so Myra moved to kneel behind Elisa and rubbed her clit with one hand while bringing her completely against her own sex with the other one on Elisa’s hip now.

“I want to do this to you with something else,” she said as she pressed Elisa back against her, rubbed herself over her, and pushed her away enough to thrust back inside her and pull back out. “Is that okay?” she asked.

“Yes. Whatever you want,” Elisa replied.

Five minutes later, Myra had on her old boy shorts and T-shirt and was holding the door open for Buster to run into the backyard. Elisa was starting the shower in the meantime and had said she needed just a minute before Myra joined her. Myra hoped that was a good thing, but she’d offered to take Buster out to give her that time. Buster ran around for a solid minute, sniffing at everything he could find before he finally relieved himself and rushed back inside. He ran into the living room, found a rope toy Elisa must have gotten for him, and met Myra at the foot of the stairs.

“Sorry, buddy. I’m going to go play with your mommy first. Maybe later,” she said and made her way upstairs to find Elisa standing naked in the doorway between the bedroom and the bathroom.

“How was my boy?” Elisa asked.

“He was good. All taken care of for now.”

“And how’s my girl?” Elisa asked, wrapping her arms around Myra’s neck.

“She’s so fucking good right now.” Myra wrapped her own arms around Elisa’s waist and backed her into the bathroom. “Tired, but in the way that I don’t feel tired at all. I will crash so hard tonight, though.”

“With me, maybe?” Elisa asked.

“If that is an option, I will take it.”

“It’s an option,” Elisa replied before she let go of her to get into the shower.

Myra walked in after her and realized that she hadn’t yet kissed Elisa good morning, so she pulled her against herself and kissed her softly.

“Oh, I forgot,” she said when she pulled out of the kiss.

“What?” Elisa asked, appearing disappointed because she’d wanted the kissing to continue.

“I’m supposed to go out with some friends tonight.”

The water ran over her face, and Myra worked to keep her hair out from under it.

“Oh,” Elisa said. “That’s okay. We can–”

“No, I don’t mean that I won’t still stay here or that you can’t stay at my place because of that. I just forgot. Do you want to come with me?”

“To hang out with your friends?”

“Is that okay?”

Elisa bared her neck to Myra as she let the water run over her hair, and Myra resisted the urge to lean down and lick the skin that she now had access to.

“If you do, you’ll need a good concealer,” Myra added, running a finger over a dark spot on Elisa’s neck.

“I have a hickey?” Elisa asked, looking wide-eyed at her.

“You have two.”

Myra ran her fingers over the one on the other side of Elisa’s neck.

“I’ve never had a hickey,” Elisa revealed, looking quite proud of herself.

“Another first taken care of,” Myra said and ran a hand between Elisa’s breasts. “Beautiful.”

“Can I come?”

“I don’t know. Can you?” Myra’s hand lowered still.

“No.” Elisa laughed and pushed Myra’s hand away. “I meant tonight. I want to meet your friends.”

◆◆◆

After hours of staring at a computer because she couldn’t use power tools on the three hours of sleep she had gotten after spending all night with Elisa, she went home to quickly change into something more befitting of taking her date to a bar to meet her friends and splashed some cold water on her face to try to freshen up a little. Myra threw on a button-down shirt and a pair of jeans, tucking the shirt into them and grabbing her only pair of brown suede boots.

“Well, hello,” she said when she walked outside and saw Elisa and Buster in the front yard.

“Hey. I’m just letting him take care of his business before we go,” Elisa said. “Gwen is going to stop by in a couple of hours and spend some time with him so that he’s not alone for too long. I told her she could join us if she wanted after that. Is that okay? She’s on a job right now.”

Myra kissed her quickly when she approached and said, “Of course, it’s okay.” She then looked down at Buster, who was sniffing her shoes, and added, “Hey, Buster? I brought you something.” She held out a dog treat that she’d bought a pack of earlier on her lunch break. “Can I give it to him?”

“Well, now you have to because you told him you got him something,” Elisa said, smiling at her.

Myra knelt down in front of the dog and gave him the long, skinny treat that looked like beef jerky. He took it instantly and crouched down to eat it, no longer caring about her being there.

“You look great,” Myra said when she stood back up and took in Elisa’s blue sweater and dark jeans.

“So do you. I really like this tucked-in shirt look you seem to wear often. It makes me want to untuck it later.”

Myra winked at her and asked, “Should we go?”

“Let me get him back inside and give him a bone. He’ll occupy himself with that for at least an hour and won’t notice me being gone.”

They walked inside the house, and Elisa let Buster off the leash before she grabbed one of the bone treats from the box in the kitchen and tossed it to him.

“I promise, I’ll finish this for you,” Myra said, looking at the work she still needed to do.

“It’s not your fault. I keep distracting you.”

Elisa moved in front of her, and Myra wrapped her arms around her, pulling Elisa back against her.

“I like how you distract me.”

“Me too.” Elisa chuckled and placed her arms on top of Myra’s at her waist. “And can I ask you a question?”

“Yes,” Myra said before she kissed her neck.

“How will you be introducing me to your friends tonight? Am I your date?”

“How would you like me to introduce you tonight?”

“I know it’s early, but–”

“Just tell me,” Myra said. “You won’t scare me away,” she added in a whisper. “I’m too far gone now.”

“Your girlfriend,” Elisa replied. “I want to be your girlfriend.”

“Then, that’s how I’ll introduce you tonight,” Myra said. “Hello, friends. This is my girlfriend, Elisa. How was that? It was my first time saying it, so cut me so slack on the delivery.”

Elisa turned in Myra’s arms, and her expression was more serious than Myra expected.

“Change your mind already?” Myra asked.

“No,” Elisa said with a small smile. “I just never thought this would happen, and here you are. I have a girlfriend. I’ve made love with my girlfriend, and I loved every second of it. I had to wash all my bedding today because it was easy to see how much I loved every second of it.”

Myra ran her hands over Elisa’s cheeks and cupped the sides of her neck.

“I love every second of it, too,” she said and kissed her forehead.

“I spent the better part of two decades hiding so much of myself from everyone I knew, including myself. I can’t tell you how good it feels to finally be able to just be… me.”

Myra kissed her forehead again before she lowered her mouth to Elisa’s and kissed her slowly, pulling Elisa’s bottom lip into her mouth and sucking on it. They stood right there in the kitchen for several minutes, slowly kissing and grazing skin with their hands. When Elisa went for the button on Myra’s jeans, Myra pulled out of the kiss and smirked at her.

“Later,” she said sweetly.

“But I’m all turned on now,” Elisa replied and gave her a little puppy-dog frown.

“You are, huh?” she asked.

“Yes. You sucked on my lip, Myra. Yes.”

Myra smiled and kissed her again while she worked to undo Elisa’s jeans. Then, she quickly slipped inside them, as well as Elisa’s panties, cupping her sex.

“Oh,” Elisa let out.

Myra’s index finger moved into Elisa’s folds, and Elisa leaned back against the counter.

“Fast now.” Myra stroked her. “Slow later.”

“Okay. Anything. Yes. Whatever,” Elisa managed out as she closed her eyes.

It only took a few solid strokes against Elisa’s wet clit, and Elisa was coming. It wasn’t a particularly powerful orgasm, Myra could tell, but it seemed to do the trick all the same.

“I’m going to be addicted to you touching me,” Elisa told her as she buttoned her jeans back up.

“You’re not already?” Myra teased.


CHAPTER 28

“Okay. So, to be clear, I’m only really good friends with a couple of them,” Myra explained. “Melinda and Kyle. Kyle is Melinda’s fiancée. I’m at NOLA Guides a lot because I’m working with Mel on a wedding gift for Kyle, so I’ve spent time with Rory, whom you know now, Enid, and Jill, who’s the manager there, but the rest of them are sort of friends. I thought I might be close with Asher and Linden at one point since they’re around my age, but they’re a couple, and they just got together a few months ago after ten years of friendship, so it’s not always easy to hang out with them and not feel like you’re missing all the inside jokes or just being a third wheel. Monica, who’s also my age, is great. She’s engaged to Bridgette, who is Mel’s best friend. She’s just always pretty busy with work, planning their wedding, and with her son, who’s in college down here.”

“That’s a lot of names,” Elisa said, feeling a little overwhelmed as they walked hand in hand down the street toward the bar.

“I know. I’m sorry. They won’t all be here. If they are, they’ll just be in and out. Candace owns the bar. She’s Rory’s best friend, and she basically lets everyone use this as their hangout.”

“And who is she dating, again?”

“She’s engaged to Keith.”

“Is Keith a woman like Kyle?”

Myra laughed and replied, “No, but I get why you’d go there. Keith is a guy. Candace is straight. She just hangs out with mostly lesbians because of her friendship with Rory. Yes, it’s all very incestuous.”

“They never dated or–”

“No. Rory is with Logan, who is a woman and a bartender here, but I’m not sure if she’s working tonight.”

“Rory and Logan. Okay. Got it. Rory is a tour guide.”

“And she’s getting her master’s in social work.”

“Oh, okay.”

“Enid is with Caroline, who is only twenty-one, so–”

“Twenty-one?” Elisa interjected and stopped walking. “You’re making me hang out with someone who’s not much older than my kids?”

Myra stopped and laughed with Elisa.

“She’s mature for her age, and Enid is older than her. It just worked out this way. Mel met Kyle. Then, Bridgette met Monica. It went on from there, really. Monica knew Sophie from work. Sophie met her girlfriend, Bryce. I met Kyle and Melinda right when Kyle moved here and inherited a house from her grandmother. I helped them redo it. It’s probably one of my favorite remodels that I’ve ever done, and I get to spend time there with them, which is really nice. Asher and Linden are both wedding planners, so that’s how I met them. They’re working on the dueling weddings.”

“The what?” Elisa laughed.

“Oh, that’s what we call them. There’s not really a duel or any issue. Mel and Bridgette have known one another forever and just got engaged around the same time. Asher and Linden are planning their weddings. Linden met Rory at a work event. Rory knows Candace. Candace hired Logan. See where I’m going with this?”

“You’ve mentioned someone named Enid. What’s her origin story?” Elisa joked as they started walking again.

“No clue. She’s nice. I know she and Caroline just met a couple of months ago. Oh, there’s also Jodie and Viv, but I don’t know them at all. Viv used to be Caroline’s roommate, and Jodie is Caroline’s friend. The two of them are dating, but that’s all I know. They’re not usually here and only show up sometimes. Then, there’s Jill.”

“Jill, who is also a tour guide?”

“She manages the place, too, now,” Myra replied. “And she’s dating Willa, who is a teacher.”

“Jill and Willa,” she said. “Okay. I will forget most of this, so stay close and feed info into my ear.”

Myra laughed and said, “You’ll do fine. No one would expect anyone to remember all of that.”

Elisa stopped them once more just as they arrived at the open bar door and said, “Wait. They all have someone.”

“Sorry?”

“They’re all dating someone.”

“Yes.”

“And it was just you?”

“What do you mean?” Myra asked.

“That you were the only single one.”

“Oh. Sort of. I mean, Jill met Willa last month. She was single before that. But it’s not like we spent a ton of time together. I don’t have a lot of free time to hang out.”

Elisa smiled and said, “But tonight, you get to walk in the door with someone, too.”

Myra smiled wide and replied, “I do. And that someone looks really, really beautiful tonight. I am incredibly lucky.”

“So am I,” Elisa said before she leaned in and kissed her quickly. “Okay. I’m ready to go in and forget everyone’s name the instant they introduce themselves.”

Myra walked through the door first, and Elisa moved to stand next to her once they were inside. Elisa hadn’t gone out much since arriving in New Orleans. Gwen had walked her around the Quarter, but that had been at about five o’clock in the afternoon when things weren’t busy. Gwen had pointed at the bars for her to avoid, ones for her to check out should she be interested, her favorite drink, the drink she hated the most, and that was about it. They’d only walked into a couple of bars that Gwen liked so that she could show Elisa where the bathrooms were. That was her thing: Gwen always needed to know where the bathrooms were in places, and she rated them based on a few key factors. She’d explained that process to Elisa that day, which had made Elisa laugh, but it also made a lot of sense, and now, she knew where the best and worst bathrooms were on Bourbon Street.

“Myra, hey.”

“Hey,” Myra said as a woman walked up to them. “Mel, this is Elisa. Elisa, this is Melinda.”

“Hi. It’s so nice to meet you,” Melinda said and put her hand out for Elisa to shake.

Elisa let go of Myra’s hand and shook it.

“You too. I’ve heard a lot of good things about you.”

“Really? You have good things to say about me?” Melinda teased Myra.

“A few,” Myra replied.

“I want you to meet my fiancée, Kyle. Ky?” Melinda waved another woman over.

It went on and on like this for the first fifteen minutes. Myra had been wrong to assume that people would be in and out. Nearly every woman Myra had mentioned to her was already there when they arrived. There were several tables lined up together in the bar, making one giant table to hold them all, which now included Elisa. Elisa was sitting between Jill and Linden. Myra was on the other side of the table, sitting between Enid and Rory. Elisa wasn’t sure how they’d gotten separated when most of the other couples were sitting next to their partners instead of across from them, but she didn’t mind. It gave her a chance to stare at Myra from across the table and think about the fact that she was part of a couple.

Technically, that wasn’t something new. She’d been part of a couple before and for a long time. But it wasn’t one she was proud of. She was proud of being with Myra. She loved holding her hand as they walked down the street. She loved sitting here, talking to her friends, and learning more about the woman who’d made her come more times than she could count last night.

“So, Elisa, Myra told us you have two kids, right?” Jill asked.

“I do. AJ and Adele.”

“Adele? After the singer?” Jill asked.

“Oh, no,” she said with a little laugh. “But I get that a lot. My kids are eighteen. I’m not sure how many years that Adele has been famous for, but I’d never heard of her back then. It’s after my ex-husband’s grandmother. AJ is Archie Junior, technically, after his father.”

“Oh, cool,” Jill said.

“They’re about to go off to college, right?” Willa asked as she wrapped an arm around Jill’s chair and leaned over to join their conversation.

“They are. It’s interesting because they’re twins, and this is the first time they’ll really be separated for more than a day or two.”

“Different schools?” Linden asked.

“Yes. My son got an athletic scholarship to play soccer, and Adele is going to a great school on an academic one.”

“That’s great,” Linden replied. “Congrats on the successful kid-raising. If I had kids, I’m sure they’d be twiddling their thumbs right about now, playing video games, or hanging out in the Quarter.”

“If you had kids, they’d be Asher’s. Let’s be real,” Sophie said, laughing. “And Asher would’ve never let that happen.”

“In my scenario, I had these kids years ago, before Ash and I got together.”

“Yes, but you’ve been best friends forever. She would’ve basically been helping you raise them, so my point stands,” Sophie argued.

“She’s right,” Asher said.

“Soph, where’s Bryce?” Myra asked.

“Not here,” Sophie replied with a sigh. “I can’t wait until we’re done with this distance thing. I miss her all the time.”

“Where does she live?” Elisa asked.

“Tennessee,” Sophie replied.

“Okay. Refill for you,” Candace said, dropping a drink off in front of Jill. “And you.” She placed another one in front of Enid. “Rory, want another drink?”

“No, just my girlfriend. Is she off work soon?”

“Yes. She’s clocking out now and is bringing you a burger.”

“She’s the best girlfriend,” Rory said.

Elisa laughed a little at the dreamy expression on Rory’s face and asked, “How long have you two been together?”

“A few months. I met her when Candace opened this place,” Rory replied. “And now, we’re moving in together.”

“Already?” Elisa asked.

A few women at the table laughed, and she wasn’t sure if they were laughing at her comment or at another conversation at the long table.

“We’ve all kind of moved fast,” Jill said. “It started with those two.” She pointed at Melinda and Kyle at the end of the table. “Love at first sight over there set the trend.”

“Oh,” Elisa said and looked across the table at Myra, who just smiled at her and shook her head.

“Logan’s apartment isn’t great, and there are… reasons I’d like her to live with me. One, I love her and want that for us, but also because of other people in her apartment building.”

By the way Rory said ‘people,’ Elisa figured she shouldn’t probe any further and just let it go.

“What is it you do for a living?” Asher asked her.

“Oh. Nothing right now,” Elisa replied. “I took a few years off work when my kids were young. Then, I got a job working in an office as basically whatever they needed, and when I decided to separate from my husband, I quit that job and focused on figuring out my life for a while. Now that I’m here, though, I’m interviewing. The kids will be out of the house soon, so I’ll need something to do with my time.”

“What kinds of jobs are you interviewing for?” Asher asked.

“Mainly, anything with a flexible schedule and no college degree requirement, which is really hard these days. I’m hoping to find something part-time if I can. I want to ease my way back into things, and I just got a dog yesterday, so I want to spend as much time with him as I can during his transition to his new family.”

“You just got a dog?” Caroline asked. “Do you have any pictures? What’s his name?”

“Yesterday,” Myra said. “And he’s a rescue. He’s very energetic and doesn’t seem to understand privacy.”

Elisa’s eyes widened, and Myra laughed.

“To be fair, we didn’t exactly close the door last night,” Elisa said, deciding to participate in this now.

“That’s true.”

“I know you’re talking about sex, and that’s great; happy for you. But are there dog pictures?” Caroline asked.

Enid just laughed at her girlfriend and wrapped an arm around her shoulders.

“I have a few on my phone.” Elisa pulled out her phone, found the pictures she’d just taken of Buster, and handed it over to Enid so that she could hand it to Caroline, who was a little farther away. “His name was Buster already, and I didn’t want to change it because he responds to it. He’s also kind of just such a Buster.”

“Busta Bust,” Gwen said as she walked into the bar, overhearing Elisa. “That’s one of my new nicknames for him.”

“I thought it was Busta Rhymes,” Myra noted.

“What? You two are making up nicknames for my dog?” Elisa laughed.

“Forgive her; Elisa hasn’t ever had a dog. She doesn’t know the rules about calling them everything but their actual names.” Gwen placed her hands on Elisa’s shoulders as she stood behind her chair. “He’s good, by the way. I checked on him.”

“Thank you,” she said. “And, everyone, this is Gwen.”

“I’m the ex-sister-in-law,” Gwen said, offering a small wave. “And, really, just a sister to Elisa here.”

Myra rolled her eyes and replied, “I’m never living that down, am I?”

“Living what down?” Jill asked.

“Nothing,” Myra said.

“Myra here thought I was on a date with her girl when, really, I’ve known Elisa since I was thirteen, and I’ve got less than zero interest in having sex with her.”

“Gwen, gross!” Elisa said.

“Yes, gross. Exactly,” Gwen agreed. “I’m getting myself a drink. Anyone need anything?”

Over an hour later, some of the women had gone home for the night, but Jodie and Viv had shown up and were now sitting in a booth with Rory and Logan. Both couples looked really good together. Myra was talking to Sophie and Candace at the bar, and Elisa had just walked out of the bathroom. She moved behind Myra and wrapped her arms around her.

“Hey, are you ready to go?” she asked quietly.

“Sure,” Myra said and finished the glass of water she’d started on after she had stopped drinking over an hour ago. “Tired?” she asked, turning in Elisa’s arms.

“Yeah,” Elisa replied, pressing her face against Myra’s neck. “You?”

“Very,” Myra shared and rubbed Elisa’s back over her sweater.

“But I’d still like us to…” Elisa faded out as she kissed Myra’s neck. “You’ve been far away all night, and I missed you.”

“I missed you, too,” Myra said and kissed her temple. “Come on. Let’s say goodnight and go home.”

Asher and Linden were still sitting at the table with Melinda and Kyle, but Kyle was on the phone, and Melinda was looking down at her own. Asher and Linden appeared to be taking advantage of the moment and were exchanging little kisses between smiles at one another. Normally, Elisa would have been jealous of that because she never thought she’d have that with anyone, but she wasn’t now because Myra was holding her hand, and they were going home to make love.


CHAPTER 29

“I had fun tonight,” Elisa said. “Your friends are great. There are a lot of them, but they’re all nice.”

“Like I said, they’re not all my friends; more friends of friends, really.”

“They all seemed interested in getting to know me and didn’t seem like friends of friends to me,” Elisa replied, taking Myra’s hand as they walked toward Elisa’s house.

“They’re nice.”

“You have a problem realizing that people actually like hanging out with you, don’t you?” Elisa asked.

“What? No.”

“Babe, you’ve told me at least five times just tonight that they’re friends of friends or friends with Mel, really, and you just happen to be friends with her, too.” Elisa pulled out her keys. “They’re your friends, and they might just become my friends at some point.”

“Oh, yeah?” Myra teased.

“Yes. Linden and Asher asked us to double-date with them soon, and Bridgette and Monica wanted to grab lunch or something. I may have accepted on our behalf.”

“You did, huh?”

Elisa unlocked the door and pushed it open. Buster immediately jumped up in excitement, his tail wagging wildly behind him.

“Hi, buddy,” Elisa said as she let Myra walk in behind her. “I know. I know.” She knelt down and rubbed his ears. “I’m home. We can go outside now.”

“Want me to take him?”

“No, I’ve got him. You can go home and get something, if you want.”

“Pack a bag for tonight?” she asked.

“Yes, but that’s not what I meant,” Elisa said, looking up at Myra while she continued to give Buster attention.

“Oh,” Myra said when she realized what Elisa meant. “Tonight?”

“You wanted to.”

“Yeah, but we don’t have to do anything that you don’t want to do.”

“Who said I didn’t want to do it? I told you earlier that I did.”

“I was inside you then.”

“And your fingers are just so magical, they can convince me to do something I don’t want to do with you?” Elisa teased.

Myra rolled her eyes and asked, “Are you sure?”

“Yes,” Elisa replied as she chuckled. “Go. Get it.”

“Well, okay,” she said.

“Wait.”

Myra had already turned around, but she stopped and looked back at Elisa.

“Yes?”

“Can you… maybe wear it?”

“That’s the plan, baby.”

“No, I mean… Can you wear it over here? Like, put it on before you come back?”

Myra lifted an eyebrow, nodded, and said, “You might just be my dream girl, Elisa Benedetti.”

Elisa smiled and stood up, walking Buster to the back, likely to let him outside in the backyard instead of taking him for a walk, so Myra wasted no time and hurried to her own house. She literally jogged and then bobbled her house keys out of anxiousness because she was about to put on her strap-on and use it with Elisa. After her divorce, she had bought a whole new setup, not wanting to use anything on another woman that she’d used with her ex-wife, but she hadn’t had a reason to use it. She had planned to go out night after night to find women to bring back home, just like she’d done prior to getting married, but no matter how many times she had planned to go, she never had. Yes, she had sat at a bar with a drink, but she had never brought another woman home and hadn’t ever used what she was currently pulling out of her drawer.

Changing quickly, she checked herself in the mirror and then cupped herself, wondering if Elisa would do that to her, too. The thought had her wet immediately, and she unzipped her jeans, pulled out the flesh-toned dildo, and rubbed it back and forth. Closing her eyes, Myra pictured Elisa kneeling in front of her and taking the dildo into her mouth, getting her off just by sucking it, despite the fact that Myra couldn’t actually feel anything. A few seconds later, she had to force her eyes to open because if she didn’t stop now, she would come before she left her house. She wouldn’t ask Elisa to suck on her tonight. That would probably be too much too soon. But she wanted to. Myra hoped that they could get there one day because she loved wearing a strap-on and watching a woman suck her. It was something that she had always enjoyed and knew that some women didn’t, but it was unbelievably sexy to her. It had been so long since anyone had done that to her, and she wanted Elisa to. Not tonight, though. She wouldn’t ask her tonight.

“God,” she said to herself.

She finished dressing, grabbed stuff for her overnight bag, and left the house. Too excited not to hurry back to Elisa’s house, she jogged again, and the front door was unlocked, so she opened it and walked inside. Not finding Elisa there, she locked the door and headed toward the back of the house, where Elisa stood at the counter, facing Myra.

“Where’s Buster?”

“I gave him a toy and a bone. He’s in the backyard, enjoying himself. He loves to be outside.”

Elisa’s eyes lowered to the bulge in Myra’s jeans.

“So, we have some time?” Myra asked.

Elisa nodded and replied, “Yes.” Her eyes remained on Myra’s jeans. “You look hot.”

“Yeah?”

“Yes,” Elisa said in a huskier tone than a moment before.

“What do you want?” Myra asked, dropping her bag on the floor.

“You.”

“What do you want me to do?”

“Whatever you want,” Elisa said. “I want you to take control. Is that okay? I loved how you did that before.”

Myra nodded and walked over to her. She reached for one of Elisa’s hands, which had been holding on to the counter behind her as if she needed to hold it up, and moved the hand to her crotch, letting Elisa cup her.

“You want this?” she asked.

“God, yes,” Elisa replied.

Myra felt Elisa’s hand squeeze her and closed her eyes.

“Unzip me.”

Elisa unbuttoned and unzipped Myra’s jeans.

“Touch me now.”

Elisa moved her hand inside the jeans and stroked.

“Oh, fuck,” Myra let out as she looked down and saw Elisa’s hand moving inside her pants, stroking the dildo.

“Does that feel good for you?”

“Yes,” Myra said. “You have no idea.”

“But you can’t actually feel it.”

“I can feel everything,” she said, not meaning it literally, of course, but in the way that she hoped conveyed that this was exactly what she wanted.

“Can you feel it if someone…” Elisa swallowed.

“If someone what?” she asked, wanting so much to put her own hand inside her pants and stroke her clit.

“If someone puts their mouth on it.”

Myra looked up and met Elisa’s eyes.

“Sorry. Never mind. I didn’t–” Elisa stopped.

“Yes, I can feel that. Not in the same way a guy can, obviously, but it means something different, too.”

“It does?” Elisa asked, sounding curious.

“With me, at least. It’s something I like, but I don’t want to ask for.”

“Why not?”

“Because I don’t want to be like a guy who just wants a blow job.”

Elisa laughed.

“And you just had a man in your life, who didn’t exactly–”

“Hey,” Elisa cut her off, getting serious now. “You are not him, and me wanting you to wear this has nothing to do with him or the fact that I’ve only been with a man other than you.” She ran her free hand between Myra’s breasts over her shirt. “Not even close. I want to give you what you want.”

“Another time,” Myra replied.

“No, baby. I want to give it to you now. I want to make you feel good.”

“You don’t–”

“Have to? I know. I want to. God, I want to watch you while I do that. Do you touch yourself?”

“Yes.”

Elisa looked back down then and pulled the dildo out of Myra’s jeans.

“Is it too big? It’s the only one I have, but we can buy a different one and try another night,” Myra said quickly.

“Stop. It’s perfect. And I want this. I want all of this,” Elisa replied and knelt down.

“Oh. Now?” Myra asked, very surprised. “We’re in the kitchen.”

“Uh-huh.”

Elisa ran her hand up and down the dildo.

“And the floor is…” Myra watched as Elisa licked the tip. “Hard.”

“Yes, it is,” Elisa said before licking again.

“God, Elisa.”

“Put your hand in your pants,” Elisa told her.

“I thought I was in control.” Myra chuckled.

“Then, take control,” Elisa replied, looking up at her with darkened eyes, telling Myra that she meant it with that look.

“Lick me again.”

When Elisa did, Myra slipped her hand inside her pants and into her folds. She was already so wet. Watching Elisa get down on her knees for her had done something to her.

“Take me deep.”

Elisa smirked up at her, opened her mouth, and moved it over the dildo, sucking her into her mouth.

“Oh, fuck,” Myra said, stroking her clit hard and fast.

Elisa’s head bobbed back and forth over the dildo, wetting it as she went. Myra put her free hand on the back of her head but didn’t apply any pressure. She just wanted to feel it move. She forced herself to keep her eyes open because the building orgasm wanted her to close them, but she wanted to watch this.

“I never…” she said, trying to finish the sentence, but she couldn’t because Elisa’s hands were running up and down her thighs, moving to the inside of them, feeling so perfect as Myra felt herself climbing.

Elisa moaned before she pulled her mouth back, and her hand stroked Myra again as she licked her lips and then the tip of the dildo while she stoked her rapidly.

“I’m going to come.”

Elisa’s mouth got back to work, and Myra came so hard, she nearly toppled over. The orgasm rushed through her, and since she hadn’t put on any underwear beneath the harness, she soaked her jeans straight through. Before she could come down all the way, she stepped back from Elisa.

“Can you stand up?” she asked.

Elisa stood, and Myra reached for the button and zipper on Elisa’s jeans, almost wishing Elisa had worn a dress that night. She shoved the jeans down past Elisa’s thighs, turned her around to grip the kitchen table, and then practically tore at the white cotton panties until they were around her right ankle.

“Spread your legs, baby,” she said.

Elisa did, and Myra lightly tapped her ass. She ran her hands over both cheeks, feeling the incredible softness, and then pressed lightly on Elisa’s lower back.

“Is this okay?” she asked.

“Yes,” Elisa said and lowered her upper body over the table. “It’s what I want.”

“Shit. I didn’t bring any lube,” Myra admonished herself and grunted in frustration.

“I don’t need it,” Elisa replied. “Touch me.”

Myra took a step into her and ran a hand between Elisa’s legs.

“Oh, God. You’re soaked.”

“And ready,” Elisa added. “Please.”

Myra smirked because this was a definite fantasy of hers, and Elisa was acting as if she’d known that all along. When Myra held the dildo in her hand and ran it between Elisa’s legs, Elisa gasped, causing Myra to moan at just the sound. Then, without preamble, Myra entered her, pushing the dildo inside, past the tip, and all the way into Elisa’s depths.

“Oh,” Elisa said. “Yes,” she added in a hiss.

Myra canted her hips forward in a test to see how Elisa would react, and when Elisa gripped the other side of the table, she did it again. Elisa moaned, so Myra repeated the action.

“Okay?”

“Yes,” Elisa said. “You can go faster.”

“What if I want to take you slowly?”

“Do you?”

“No. I want to fuck you hard,” she answered honestly and ran her hand over Elisa’s ass.

“I have dreamed of a woman fucking me like this for years. I’ve never had this. Take me, Myra. Please just–”

Myra gripped her hips and thrust over and over, moving harder and faster until Elisa was calling her name, screaming it in the kitchen while Buster played with a toy outside. When Elisa came down minutes later, Myra stayed inside her but moved slowly, wanting to see if Elisa needed another one.

“God, that was just what I wanted,” Elisa told her.

Myra pulled out slowly and stood back a bit, letting Elisa stand up and turn to face her.

“Upstairs?” Elisa asked as she looked down at the dildo standing tall between Myra’s legs.

Myra leaned in and kissed her.

◆◆◆

The following morning, Elisa made her need known.

“Is it okay?” she asked as she watched Myra putting the harness back on.

“Of course, it’s okay.”

“I still want your fingers, too. I don’t want you to think that I only want this now that we’re doing it,” Elisa added.

“I know,” Myra replied and climbed back on top of her. “And this is really, really good by me. I love being on top of you and having both of my hands free while I’m inside you.” Myra kissed her slowly. “Put me inside, babe.”

Elisa’s hand moved between them and found the dildo they’d used twice the night before. She moved it to her own entrance, pushing it in past the tip, and Myra moved her hips then, entering her the rest of the way before she began rocking her hips.

“You just feel so good,” Elisa said. “And I love having you on top of me, moving like this.”

“I love it, too. And in case I wasn’t clear, I am happy to help you act out every single fantasy you’ve ever had.”

“Oh, yeah?” Elisa asked as she pressed Myra’s ass down into her hard.

“Definitely.”

“What if one of my fantasies is to be on top of you right now?”

“I’d say I’m happy to roll over and watch you take me inside you.”

Elisa nodded, so Myra rolled them over until Elisa was straddling her thighs and rocking against the toy.

“God, you’re so sexy, baby.” Myra gripped Elisa’s hips, feeling them move as the muscles tightened.

“I love this,” Elisa said. “Moving slowly.”

“Move as slowly as you want. You’ll make me come.”

“You’ll come from this?”

“You’re pressing down into my clit, babe.”

Elisa looked down as if she hadn’t thought of that.

“Do you want me to go fast?”

“No,” she replied softly. “I don’t need to go fast to get off. It’s not about that. It’s about us coming together because we both make each other feel good.”

“Yeah, I want that,” Elisa said and closed her eyes.

Myra watched her move for a minute before she sat up and sucked a nipple into her mouth. Elisa moaned and held her head in place. When they came together, they both yelled so loudly; Myra wondered if Elisa’s other neighbor could hear them, but she didn’t really care.

“Oh, my God! Mom!”

Myra’s eyes shot open. She looked over Elisa’s shoulder and saw her son, Archie, standing there, mouth gaping open and his hand on the door, which they had closed the night before to keep Buster out. They hadn’t locked it, though, because there hadn’t been any reason to.

“Archie? What are you doing here?” Elisa asked loudly.

Myra held on to her because if Elisa moved at all, her son would see not only his mother’s naked body from behind but Myra’s front, too, as well as the dildo that was still inside his mom.

“Fuck! Mom, what the actual fuck?” He closed his eyes and slammed the door behind him.


CHAPTER 30

Elisa was frozen in place. She couldn’t hear what Myra was saying, but she could tell that she was talking because she saw Myra’s lips move out of the corner of her eye. Elisa herself was staring at the wall behind the bed over Myra’s head, though, because her son had just walked in on her having sex. He’d seen her with Myra in bed. He’d seen them both naked and had probably heard them, too. No, he hadn’t really seen anything. Elisa’s back was facing the door. She was covering Myra. At most, he probably saw her ass. He couldn’t see the dildo inside her, could he? God, she hoped not.

“Elisa?”

“Huh?” she said as Myra’s voice came back into focus.

“Babe, what do you want to do?”

Myra’s hands were running over her back, and she wondered how long Myra had been doing that because Elisa had only just realized that she was.

“I have to go,” she said. “I need to find him.”

“Of course. I’ll go home,” Myra replied.

“Um…”

Was that right? Should Myra leave? Should they talk to him together? No, Elisa should talk to him alone, obviously. But maybe Myra should stay and wait for her to be done so that they could talk to him together? No, Elisa needed to be alone with her son right now. He probably wouldn’t want to see the woman whom his mom was just having sex with anyway.

“Okay,” she said.

She looked down, seeing the dildo still inside her, and remembered the perfect orgasm they’d just shared and how unbelievably good it was; how it had been exactly what she had needed, and how the whole night before that had been exactly what she had needed. Elisa wanted to try everything with Myra. She hadn’t wanted to hold back or take her time to get to certain things. If Myra was up for it, Elisa wanted them to do it together as soon as possible to find out what they both liked together. Unfortunately, their morning, which had been perfect up until a minute ago, had to come to an end.

Elisa got up and felt the loss of Myra inside her immediately, hating that this had to stop because she’d woken up needing to come, and after the first one, she had hoped they would go for number two together. That would have to wait now because as she dressed quickly, Myra removed the harness and went into the bathroom, where Elisa heard the water running. She didn’t have time to kiss Myra goodbye because Archie was probably in his room, and they needed to talk and now.

“Babe, I’ll see you later,” she said.

“Okay,” Myra replied from the bathroom.

Elisa opened the bedroom door and found Buster sitting right outside it.

“Hi, little guy. I’ll be right with you, okay?”

Buster didn’t really seem to need anything at the moment, which was probably because she’d woken up an hour before Myra and had let him out to take care of his bladder. She’d done that purposefully, knowing that she didn’t want any interruptions for them that morning. Unfortunately, she hadn’t anticipated another one that was much worse than a dog needing to go to the bathroom.

“Honey?” she asked as she knocked on AJ’s closed door.

“Go away!” he yelled through it.

“No, I won’t go away. We need to talk.”

“Mom, just go. I’m going back to Dad’s.”

Elisa pushed open the door and walked inside, closing it behind her.

“Archie, we need to talk about this.”

“You were…” He pointed.

“Yes, I was,” she replied, trying not to be embarrassed by the fact that her son had seen her afterglow. “I’m an adult, Archie.”

“You’re my mom,” he said.

“Yes. And how do you think you got here?” she asked.

“Gross, Mom. I don’t want to think about you and Dad having sex,” he said as he shoved his unfolded clothes into his duffel bag.

“What are you doing here, Archie? I thought you were at your dad’s.”

“So, that’s what this is about? You’re mad at me?”

“I’m not mad at you, honey,” she replied.

“I interrupted you. You were obviously pretty busy and probably enjoying the fact that Adele and I wanted to be at Dad’s until school starts so you can do more of… that with the neighbor.”

“Hey, I know you’re upset, but you are an adult now. We are going to talk about this like two adults, and you’re not going to yell at me, AJ,” she stated. “Now, Myra and I are a couple. She’s not just our neighbor; we’re together. I should have told you about that, but with everything going on right now, I wanted to wait until it was official. We’ve decided that we’re together now, not just dating, and I would’ve told you the next time I saw you and your sister. As for you and your sister staying with your dad until school – no, I didn’t want that. I want you both here with me. I want you here on your school breaks. I’ve made that pretty clear, but I’ve also been pretty understanding of the fact that you and your sister want to spend time with your friends. I’ve not had a problem with you coming and going as you please or that you’re here right now, Arch. I just didn’t expect you to be back so soon. And yes, you caught me in a moment there with Myra because I didn’t know you were coming home. Had I known, I wouldn’t have had Myra stay over until you and I had a chance to talk.”

“I heard you yelling,” he said as he continued to pack. “You screamed, and I thought someone was hurting you.”

“Oh, baby,” she said and took a step toward him, but he wasn’t ready for that, so he took a few quick steps back. “I’m so sorry you got scared.”

“You were here alone, I thought, so I thought someone got in and was…”

Elisa swallowed hard and said, “I’m sorry you heard that.”

“Me too. Now, I know what I heard, but still.”

She didn’t want to laugh, so she bit her lower lip because her son was blushing. This whole conversation wasn’t something she could’ve ever practiced for, and she silently prayed that she was handling it well and not causing him any permanent damage.

“Archie, what you heard was an expression of love,” she said. “It’s not anything to be embarrassed about.”

“Love? You just met her.”

“I know,” she said, sitting on his bed. “I didn’t mean it like that. I just meant that you heard me and saw me with someone I really care about, someone who’s so good to me.”

“Mom!”

“I don’t mean like that,” she replied. “I mean in general. Myra is a good person, and I really care about her. I know we talked about me being gay when I left your father, but this is you seeing it. I know that that’s different.”

“And hearing it,” he added.

“Yes. I’m sorry that you saw and heard what you did, but I won’t apologize for being with Myra.”

“Mom, I don’t know. I don’t know if I can…”

“If you can, what?” she asked.

“Like see you with someone,” he replied.

“With someone or with a woman?”

“With anyone. You’re supposed to be with Dad. He still loves you.”

“Oh, honey,” she said, patting the bed beside her, but Archie didn’t sit. “Your father doesn’t love me how you think he does.”

“Yes, he does. Why do you think he wants you back at the guest house?”

“Because your father is upset.”

“Upset?”

She didn’t know what to say because she didn’t want to make Archie think anything bad about his father, but he was an adult now, and she had to at least start treating him like one.

“Honey, your dad wants me there because he’s upset that I left, but not because he loves me how a husband loves a wife. He liked having me there to take care of the two of you and to cook and clean the house. He liked that I was always at home even when he wasn’t. He likes control. Your father loves you; I don’t want you to think otherwise. But he doesn’t love me. Maybe he did in the beginning, but not for a very long time.”

“Is this because of the women he brings home?”

“No, baby. He’s a single man. He’s allowed to date.” Elisa sighed. “And so am I.”

“But does it have to be a woman?” he asked, zipping his bag.

“Yes,” she said.

“So, you’re really just gay now? I thought you’d go back to Dad or that you’d just said that to make it final or something; that you just told him you couldn’t be with him because of that, but eventually, you’d find some other guy.”

“Archie, I’m gay, and I’ve always been gay. I didn’t have the courage to admit it to myself before you and your sister got here, and then I wanted what was best for you both, and I thought that meant staying with your father and giving you a family and a father.”

“This is why Adele is what she is, isn’t it?” he asked.

“What?”

“It’s why she’s suddenly gay, too, now. She really hurt Tucker.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Oh, just that your daughter, my sister, is dating the girl I like.”

“That’s why you’re back,” she said, realizing it in that moment why he was more upset than usual.

“I came back to talk to you because Adele and Wendy went out, and I saw them kissing at the movies. They were just standing in the parking lot, making out like no one could see, but I was there with Tucker, and he was, like, really upset, Mom. I thought he might cry or something, and I took him home, but she was kissing Wendy.”

“Archie, your sister will talk to you about that.”

“She already did. She told me that she likes her and that they’re dating now.”

“Okay. Well, I’m glad she told you.”

“Of course, you knew,” he replied. “Fuck. I mean, of course.”

“Hey,” Elisa said loudly. “You and your sister can both talk to me about anything at any time, but watch your mouth, Son.” She gave him her best Mom glare. “And I know you’re upset, but I’m going to tell you something important, and I want you to remember this if you remember nothing else: a woman’s feelings about someone else have nothing to do with you or another boy and his feelings for her. Adele is allowed to feel however she wants about anyone and not have to stop herself from being who she is or going after whatever she wants because some boy has feelings for her. You will not take your sister’s feelings and make them about you or about Tucker. They are hers to own and experience, just like yours are yours to own and experience. If she and Wendy like each other and want to date, they can do that. If Tucker is hurt, I’m sorry. Heartbreak is hard for everyone. But Adele gets to decide who she dates.” She got off her soapbox and softened. “And, honey, I’m sorry you like Wendy and that Wendy likes Adele. I wish there was something I could say or do to take away the pain you’re feeling, but it’s important to feel it and experience it. It’s part of growing up. It’s part of learning how to deal with emotions like that.”

“But we’re twins, Mom.”

“I know, baby,” she said.

“And Adele knew how I felt.”

“She can tell you the whole story, but it sounded to me like she didn’t know until after Wendy and she found out that they liked each other.”

“Then, she should’ve stopped.”

“No, honey, I don’t think she should have,” she said. “Adele told me that Wendy is gay.”

“So is Adele, apparently.”

“She hasn’t said that. Don’t put a label on someone until they give you permission to do that, okay?”

“You’re gay. It makes sense.”

“No, it doesn’t. And stop that. You know better. We’ve talked about this before, AJ.” Elisa shook her head.

“They’re going to have sex, Mom.”

“Possibly, yes,” she replied.

“She had sex with Tucker, Mom.”

“I know. But if I hadn’t known that, that’s not your secret to tell me for your sister,” she said.

“Fine. But now, she’s just… like, gay?”

“She might be. She might be something else, or she might not label herself at all, but she’s your sister. No matter what, you’ll support her because I raised you to be a good man, Archibald Junior. You’re hurting now, and I understand why, but Adele is discovering something about herself that’s important. She’ll need her brother to be there for her.”

“I don’t know that I can right now if she’s with Wendy.”

“I know. I get that. Adele will, too. But when you calm down, you’ll realize how much you love your sister and that you’ll always be there for her no matter what. I don’t want you to have said something to her that you’ll regret later, Arch. You can’t take back words once they’re said.”

He looked at the closed door and said, “I’m going back to Dad’s.”

“You can if you want, but we still have some talking to do.”

“I don’t know that I can do it, Mom, watching you with someone else. Dad is with other women, yeah, but not for real. Adele and I know he’s not serious about any of them. But you’re here with someone, and you call her your girlfriend, I guess. And there’s a dog in the house now. You said you’d get one, but I thought we’d go together to pick him out or something, and he’s just here already. It feels like you’re moving on without us, like you’ve got this whole new house, this new girlfriend, a new dog, and you’ll have a new job, too, soon. It’s like the moment we got into college, you thought you’d buy this place and start the next part of your life, and we’re not invited.”

“Archie, what? No,” Elisa said, standing up. “Honey, that’s not–”

“It’s fine. I’m not ready to deal yet. Whatever,” he said and hefted his bag over his shoulder. “I’m going to take more of my stuff back to Dad’s.”

“Archie, stay. Let’s talk more about what you’re feeling.”

“I don’t want to right now,” he replied. “Everything’s changing. Everyone’s moving on. Even Adele’s going to some smart kid school and has a new girlfriend, and I’m the idiot who couldn’t even get into a D-I school for soccer, and I like a girl I’ll never have. You’ve got everything you could want here. You don’t need me in the way.”

“Archibald Alexander, that is not true.”

“Mom, don’t middle name me right now, please,” he replied before he pulled open the door and left his room.

Elisa followed him out, watching him rush past Buster and down the stairs. When the front door closed behind him, Elisa didn’t know what to do.

“Hey,” Myra said. “I was just about to leave.”

“You don’t have to go now,” she replied on a sigh.

“Didn’t go well?”

Myra walked over to her and placed a hand on her lower back.

“No, not at all.”

“What can I do?”

“I think I might need to go there and talk to him,” Elisa said.

Myra nodded but didn’t seem to think that was a good idea if her expression was any indication.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “We shouldn’t have stayed here.”

“What? Yes, we should have.” Elisa turned to her. “I’ll admit that I have no idea what their schedules are right now. He was supposed to be here initially. Then, he wanted to go there to hang out with his friends and changed the plans you two made to go review the plans.”

“I doubt he’ll want to go with me now.”

“I don’t think this is about you. He’s going through a lot, but I thought he was at his dad’s, and I didn’t expect him to walk in on us. I’m sorry. I’ll talk to him and take care of it.”

“I’m here, you know?” Myra asked, rubbing her back.

“I know. Thank you,” Elisa replied.


CHAPTER 31

“Wow!”

“You said that already,” Myra noted.

“I know, but… Wow,” Melinda repeated. “Really, it’s a wow thing.”

“What’s a wow thing?” Jill asked, walking into the small back office of NOLA Guides.

“Elisa’s son walked in on Myra and Elisa doing it,” Melinda answered.

“Mel!” Myra exclaimed.

“Oh, I was at the counter, so I heard you already. I was just trying to be polite and pretend like I hadn’t just heard Mel here yell your news to the whole building,” Jill replied. “Luckily for you, though, no one else was here. We do have a part-timer coming in, like, five minutes, and he’s only seventeen, so maybe keep it rated PG-13 in here when he gets in.”

“He didn’t walk in on us doing it,” Myra said. “That’s crass.”

“Fine. He walked in on you making love,” Melinda corrected. “With his mother.”

“Yes, he did. And it was horribly awkward and one of the many reasons I never planned on having children: I never wanted to have to stop doing that because one of them just opened the door and walked into the bedroom or called for us right outside the locked door, needing attention right there and then, or to stop having it altogether because the kids are so draining that we have no energy left over for each other.”

“But her kids are older,” Jill offered. “And as someone who recently had a child for a very brief period of time, sex is totally possible with them around. It’s the mothers walking in unexpectedly and finding your used and uncleaned harness and dildo on the floor that you have to worry about.”

“Did your mom find–”

“Yes,” Jill said, interrupting Melinda. “She told me last week that the first time she met my girlfriend, when she just magically reappeared after leaving me with my ten-year-old sister, she had, in fact, seen the thing we had used the night before on the floor because we’d forgotten about it. That’s an awkward conversation.”

“Sure. But does your brand-new girlfriend, who’s never been with a woman before you, happen to have an eighteen-year-old son who was supposed to be at his father’s house but who just showed up and opened the bedroom door while his mother was naked and on top of you with a dildo inside her? He rushed in because he’d just heard his mother scream so loudly that he thought someone was hurting her when, in reality, it was both of you screaming because the orgasms were just so good, you couldn’t hold it in.”

Jill pretended to think about it and replied, “No, I can’t say that’s ever happened. Willa doesn’t have any kids, though, and if she ends up with them, I’m kind of hoping they’ll be mine.”

“Then, I’d suggest putting the strap-on away the moment you’re done or locking the door, at least,” Myra said.

“Hey.”

“Speak of the devil,” Melinda said when Willa walked into the office.

“I’m a devil?” Willa asked Jill.

“Sometimes. But I like it,” Jill replied and gripped her girlfriend’s hips. “Want to hear a funny sex story?”

“Jill!” Myra laughed.

“Uh…” Willa nodded to the side.

“Hi,” Juni, Jill’s little sister, said as she moved to stand between Jill and Willa.

Willa placed her hands on Juni’s shoulders.

“Later,” Jill said, shaking her head.

“Jill!” Myra laughed again.

“What? It’s a good story.”

“What’s a good story?” Juni asked.

“Um… the story we read in the class this week,” Willa said, lying through her teacher teeth.

“Oh. I guess so,” Juni replied. “When is the tour?”

“I’m taking my two favorite girls on a tour today. We’re doing the city one. Juni was interested in what I do,” Jill explained. “And Willa loves me, so she came, too.”

“I bet she did,” Melinda teased.

“Okay. Enough out of you,” Jill said, pointing at her. “And good luck with that… situation,” she added to Myra.

“Thanks,” Myra said.

Jill, Willa, and Juni left the office and, a few seconds later, the building.

“So, what are you going to do?” Melinda asked Myra.

“I have no idea. I don’t think I can do anything, really. Elisa should be there by now to talk to him more. It’s a two-hour drive. I was supposed to take AJ to city hall today. We were going to look at the old plans for the house because he seemed interested in my work and the history of the house, but he canceled on me yesterday because he had decided to go with his sister to their dad’s place, after all. According to Elisa, he saw his sister and the girl he likes making out in the parking lot of a movie theater, and the guy who likes Adele was also there with him and saw the whole thing, too.”

“I’m trying to follow, but what?”

“Adele is dating this girl from school. It’s new, but she told Elisa about it the other day. Her name is Wendy, and AJ likes her, too. Tucker, Adele’s ex-boyfriend and a friend of AJ’s, was with him when they all ended up at the same theater in the tiny town they call home.”

“Wow!”

“Yes, that’s a wow,” Myra said as she laughed. “I want to be at home when Elisa gets there. She didn’t pack a bag or anything and said that she would be back today, but I don’t know. I can see her staying there if she feels like they all still need to talk, and his reaction worries me.”

“You think it’s about you?”

“I don’t know. He seemed to like me before, but then he saw me inside his mother this morning, so I’m guessing that’s not true anymore. I’m not sure if it’s a woman thing or just a new-person-in-his-mom’s-life thing. Elisa didn’t explain much before she had to go. She wanted to try to catch up to him before he talked to his father. We’re together now, and we said as much, but she’d choose her kids over me, Mel. I know she would. And I can understand that, but I don’t know what I’ll do if AJ doesn’t want us together and if Elisa gives him what he wants.”

“Hey, she won’t,” Melinda replied, placing a comforting hand on top of Myra’s. “He was just in shock. It’ll pass. Was there any chance he saw the you-know-what?”

“No,” Myra replied. “It was… hidden.”

Melinda laughed a little and said, “So, it was really just the two of you holding each other.”

“Naked,” she added.

“Well, that’s better than what it could’ve been. Think of it like that.”

“I guess his mom could’ve still been moving up and down.”

“Oh, God.” Melinda laughed.

“She’s amazing, Mel. She’s just what I need.”

“Yeah?”

“She’s smart and caring and funny and generous. She’s beautiful and sexy, and in case I haven’t already talked enough about it, she’s exactly what I love in the bedroom.”

“I could have guessed that.”

“I don’t think I’ve ever told you this before, but… My ex… We were good in that department for a while, but there were things she didn’t like, and I never pressured her for anything, so the last time I had some of those things was before I met her.”

“And, I take it, Elisa likes some of those things?”

“It’s not just that. It’s that she wants to try those things with me. She asks for them without knowing if they’re things I like. On top of that, she trusts me to try them. It’s not like I’m into rough BDSM stuff or anything. It’s just that she trusts me with everything, and that’s a really big deal for me.”

“She knows you’d never hurt her,” Melinda said.

“I think so. And that’s the best part of it: it’s not about the sex; it’s about the trust that we’ve built up so quickly.”

“Then, I think you just have to be there for her and help her through it if AJ causes problems for you two.”

“I guess,” she said. “I should probably go, actually. I’m taking care of Buster today while she’s gone and doing the work on the kitchen. I need to get it finished for her soon.”

“Okay. Well, call me if you need anything.”

“I will.” Myra stood. “Thank you.”

“Anytime,” Melinda said.

Myra left the office, catching Jill, Willa, and Juni standing outside for the tour that Jill was leading. She waved goodbye to them and walked in the direction of where she’d parked her truck. Shortly after that, she found herself alone in Elisa’s house for the first time. Buster was there, and he was excited to see her, at least, but it was odd being there without Elisa. She focused on the dog first, taking him out for a long walk before she brought him home to get him some water and refill his food. While he ate, she started working, trying to estimate the amount of time she still had left on the interior of the house. The work on the roof would be started on Monday and wouldn’t take long to finish, so Myra hoped to be done within the next week or so.

She had no idea how long she had been working, but Buster was ready to go outside again, so she went out to the backyard, let him take care of his business, and then tossed a tennis ball she had found. The rescue knew how to fetch and brought the ball back to her five times before he finally kept it for himself and crouched down in the grass, trying to chew it up while Myra walked back into the house to get herself a glass of water. As she watched him play through the window, she heard footsteps, and seconds later, arms wrapped around her waist from behind, and Elisa’s head pressed into her back between her shoulder blades.

“Hi, baby,” Myra greeted her and put the glass down to be able to place her hands on top of Elisa’s.

“Hi,” Elisa replied, sounding exhausted. “Where’s my little guy? I could use a hug from you and some cuddle time from him.”

“Should I be upset that you want to cuddle with him and not me?” When Elisa chuckled against her back, Myra turned around, wrapped her in her arms, and added, “He’s outside with a tennis ball. I was going to let him play for a few before I brought him in, but want me to get him now?”

“No,” Elisa replied, wrapping her arms around Myra’s neck and hugging her hard.

“Want to tell me what happened?”

“Yes. But can there be wine?”

“I’ll pour. You go sit on the couch,” Myra told her and kissed her forehead.

“Okay,” Elisa agreed and turned to go.

Myra found a bottle of red wine as well as two glasses and poured them both, making hers a small glass since she wasn’t a big wine fan and making sure Elisa had a generous amount. When she carried their drinks into the living room, she found Elisa standing and looking out the front window.

“Wine,” she said, placing the glasses on the table.

“Thank you,” Elisa replied, turning to her. “Can you do something for me?”

“Anything,” she said, knowing it was true.

Even if Elisa told her that this was over because her son wasn’t ready for his mom to be with someone other than his father, she’d do anything for her. It would hurt like hell, but she’d do it if it was what Elisa needed.

“Will you sit down?”

“Sure,” she replied with a nod and licked her lips, preparing for the worst as she sat on the couch.

Spreading her legs a bit, Myra placed her hands on her thighs and rubbed them over her jeans, trying to deal with the clamminess that came with her nerves, and when Elisa began walking over toward her, she swallowed, expecting her to sit down next to her, take her hand, and deliver the bad news. Instead, Elisa just pushed Myra’s knees together with her own legs and straddled her hips.

“I just wanted you to hold me,” Elisa said and leaned into her.

Myra wrapped her arms around her and softly rubbed Elisa’s back under her shirt as she pressed her face to Elisa’s chest, breathing her in. At least for right now, this moment, everything would be okay. Even if Elisa said that this would be the last time they’d hold each other, right now, Myra had Elisa in her arms.

“AJ didn’t want to talk to me.”

“Babe, I’m sorry.”

“He slammed the door in my face. Adele heard it, so she came out of her room, and we talked. I told her about what happened, and she said that she was fine with it. She wants me to be happy.”

“Well, that’s good, at least.”

“Yeah, I think so.” Elisa rubbed her hands under Myra’s shirt, over her shoulders and back. “I tried to get him to talk to me again, but he had gone out the back door without me knowing. Then, I saw Archie’s car pulling into the driveway, and I just couldn’t deal with that. He would’ve just thought I was there to accept his guest house arrangement or asked questions I wasn’t prepared to answer, so I told Adele to tell AJ that I’d be back tomorrow and left him a voicemail that he could call me to talk about this when he was ready.”

“Will your ex be home tomorrow?”

“No, Adele said he’s golfing. He’ll be gone all day. She told me that he has a date tomorrow night, too, and that he’s been staying out until the next morning on dates now that the kids are around more.”

“Is that a good thing? Like, is he just keeping them away from the random women he’s been bringing home?”

“I think it’s a good side effect, but really, it’s because he doesn’t want to be a parent or anything resembling one now that, in his mind, they’re adults and able to take care of themselves.”

Myra kissed the spot between Elisa’s breasts and asked, “What can I do, babe?”

“You’re doing it right now,” Elisa replied. “I still have a lot on my mind. Do you think we can just sleep tonight? I doubt AJ will come here without calling first, given what he saw this morning, but I don’t want to–”

“You want me to stay over?”

“Will you?” Elisa asked her. “If you want to be at your place tonight, I understand. I think Buster will be fine going there. I don’t want to leave him alone for the night, but I’m not sure if you want a dog in your house.”

“We can stay here. I think you should be here in case AJ comes home, and maybe I shouldn’t.”

Elisa looked down at her and said, “No, we’re not doing that.”

“Doing what?”

“That thing where we hide from my son because he’s acting out.” She cupped Myra’s cheeks. “I hid who I was and what I wanted for far too long. I’m not doing it anymore, Myra. I’m happy. You make me happy. I’d like you to stay tonight. If AJ pops up, he’ll have to deal with it and act like the man I raised.”

Myra smiled up at her and replied, “Okay.”


CHAPTER 32

Elisa packed a bag because this time, she wasn’t going home without talking to her son, and not knowing how long that might take, she wanted to be prepared to stay at one of the two hotels on the outskirts of the small community where she could find a room at the last minute should she need it. She would not be staying in the guest house even if Archie Senior wasn’t there to see it.

“Are you sure?” Myra asked.

“I won’t let him talk me into anything. He won’t even be there, remember?”

“I know. I meant about AJ.”

“What about him?” Elisa asked as she stuffed pajama pants into her roller bag.

“Just that he might not be ready to talk. He kind of ran out on you twice yesterday and didn’t return your call or two texts you sent before bed.”

“I know,” she said with a sigh and sat on the bed. “Still, I want to be there in case he does want to talk. It’s not just me and my stuff that he’s struggling with. It’s the Wendy thing, too. Not only did he get rejected by the girl he likes, but his sister is dating the girl, and she’s going to a different school away from him, so they’ll be apart for the first time. Adele has always been able to handle almost anything. AJ is more sensitive to stuff like this. I don’t know why. His father doesn’t have a sensitive bone in his damn body, but AJ–”

“It’s because of you,” Myra interrupted her with a smile. “It’s not a gender thing. It’s a mom thing. You raised him right, babe. He takes after you.”

“I don’t act out like this.”

“No, but you’re also not eighteen, and you were forced to grow up fast when you found out that you were pregnant. Did you have a crush on a girl in school, and she dated some guy?”

“I guess so,” she replied. “Susanne Whitaker,” she added with a smile. “Blonde curls, soulful brown eyes, extra cute in her glasses.”

“Who did she date instead of you?” Myra asked.

“Oh, she probably didn’t even know I existed because I never talked to her in school, so there wasn’t an ‘instead of me’ situation. I just had a huge crush on her, and she had a boyfriend our last two years, but it’s not the same. AJ really liked Wendy, and their high school was small, so all the kids knew one another. I also think it’s more than that, though.”

“What do you mean?”

“I think it’s less about Wendy and more about Adele not telling him that she might like girls, too,” she explained, standing back up. “It’s a lot, and I’m not a twin. His father is, and you’d think he’d understand and would help, but he was never close to their aunt. They share a birthday, but that’s about it. Their parents sent Annabelle to boarding school from sixth grade on, and that set her path as very different from Archie’s. AJ and Adele have been together their entire lives.”

“Well, I’m here if you need me when you get back.”

“Babe, I’m not going to Europe for a year. I’m packing in case AJ doesn’t want to talk to me today but is ready tomorrow. If he’s not, though, I’m just coming back here and leaving him alone until it’s time to awkwardly take him to college. Hopefully, he’ll be ready before then.”

“I hope so, too,” Myra said, wrapping her arms around Elisa. “I know this is something you need to do alone, but if you need me there, call me. I’ll get in the truck and meet you at the hotel or wherever.”

“I don’t deserve you,” she replied, hugging Myra back. “And thank you for watching Buster.”

“You don’t have to thank me. Buster and I are getting to know each other. It’s good for us to spend time together.”

“Forgive me; I’ve never had a supportive partner before, so I don’t really know how to handle it, and I’ll likely thank you for everything all the time because I’m not used to it.”

Myra kissed her on the lips and said, “I’ll continue to remind you that you don’t have to thank me for doing the normal partner stuff, then.”

Elisa still couldn’t believe how lucky she was as Myra helped her put the roller in the trunk and kissed her goodbye in the driveway. The drive was one she’d made a lot this year, so she was able to remain unfocused on directions and used her time to try to rehearse the speech she would give her son if he gave her the chance. When she arrived at the house, she parked in the back like she had done the previous day and walked to the back door, which she knew would be unlocked. Even if it weren’t, though, Archie hadn’t asked her to return her house keys. He had probably forgotten that she even had them or hoped she’d come home and use them. She headed into the kitchen that was four times the size of her new one, and yes, she missed it. She had a lot of good memories in this kitchen. She had fed her babies, toddlers, kids, pre-teens, and finally, teenagers in this kitchen. She’d bathed them in that sink when they were little since it was the largest one in the house. She’d fixed up cuts and scrapes at the table. She had helped them with homework and listened to them talk about their days at school over dinner there, too.

“Mom, hey,” Adele said as she walked into the room with Wendy in tow.

“Oh. Hi, honey,” she replied. “Hi, Wendy.”

“Hi, Mrs. B,” Wendy said and waved at her with a free hand because her other hand was holding on to Adele’s.

“It’s Elisa,” she said.

“Weird,” Wendy replied.

“Um…” Adele let go of Wendy’s hand, seemingly realizing that she was still holding it, and Wendy tucked her hands into the pocket of her jeans.

Elisa just smiled at her daughter, wondering if that hand drop was more because she was her mom, and Adele didn’t want her to see her holding hands with anyone or if it was because it was Wendy. Adele hadn’t ever been one to bring her dates home, so Elisa didn’t know for sure.

“We were going to maybe go to the guest house,” Adele told her.

“Why?”

“Because AJ just got home. He went out for breakfast or something with the guys, but he just got back. I thought Wendy and I could leave him alone for a while.”

“The guest house? By yourselves?”

“Mom!”

Wendy smirked and said, “We can leave the door open, if you want.”

“What? No, we can’t,” Adele replied.

“Adele, she’s your mom.”

“Not about that.” Adele shook her head. “AJ’s room.”

“She means that AJ’s room overlooks the backyard, so he’d be able to see inside,” Elisa explained.

“Oh,” Wendy replied. “Right. Sorry. We can go to my house.”

“No, it’s okay, honey. You two go out there and close the door,” she said, proud of herself because she had a good idea what they’d planned on getting up to with practically a whole house at their disposal.

“Are you sure?” Adele asked.

“Yes. Go.”

“Wendy, can you go on out there? I need to talk to my mom for a second.”

“Yeah, sure,” Wendy replied with a smile before she walked past Elisa and added, “See you later, Mrs. B.”

“Elisa,” she corrected again.

“Too weird,” Wendy said with a laugh as she opened the back door and then closed it behind her.

“Mom, we’re not going to have sex.”

“What?” Elisa said, returning her attention to Adele.

“We were just trying to have some time together before school. She came over because her parents are both home, and well, Dad is never here, really. AJ left this morning, so I figured he’d be gone all day since he’s so mad at me, and I told her she could come over here. But he just got back, and I didn’t know what to do. I just want to spend time with her, Mom.”

“I know, honey. It’s fine.”

“We’re probably just going to talk and watch a movie or something.”

“And make out a little?” she teased.

“Mom!” Adele gave her an incredulous expression.

Elisa laughed and said, “Go. Have fun. I’m going to try to get your brother to talk to me.”

“Good luck. He’s in a mood.” Adele sighed. “I know I’m partly the cause, but I can’t help it that Wendy is gay or that I like her, you know?”

“I know,” Elisa said, pulling her daughter in for a hug. “You’re a good big sister, okay? I appreciate you giving him some space right now.”

“I want to hang out with him, too, Mom. We’re about to be apart for the first time ever, and he won’t even talk to me.”

“He will, baby.” Elisa kissed her temple. “He will. Just go hang out with Wendy, and I’ll talk to him.”

“Okay. Thanks, Mom.”

Adele pulled out of the hug and said, “I really like her, and I kind of don’t know what to do about that. She’s…”

“She’s what?”

“She’s been with another girl before; at church camp, of all places. I’m worried because I don’t know what I’m doing. When we get there, I’ll have zero experience, and she probably knows what to do and–”

“Honey?”

“Yeah?”

“Trust me; I’ve been there and very recently.”

“So I’ve heard,” Adele said with a lifted eyebrow.

“If you get there with Wendy, the one thing I can tell you is the same thing I’ll always tell you regardless of who you’re doing that with, okay?”

“I don’t need to worry about pregnancy or anything, and neither of us has–”

“No, I don’t mean that. You are very smart, Adele; one of the smartest people I know. And I know you live in that brain of yours. Following your heart is new to you. You liked Tucker, but just liked him, right?”

“He was fine, but I don’t think I was in love with him.”

“And with Wendy, does it feel different?”

“Yes.”

“Then, you talk to each other. You tell her how you’re feeling, what you want and need, and what you don’t want and don’t need. She should do the same with you. You talk. You communicate. I think that’s the most important thing. When you’re both ready to take that step, you make sure you talk first, okay? You allow each other that space to not make it perfect, to laugh if you feel like laughing, and to enjoy the moments you have together without putting pressure on it.”

Adele nodded and said, “Yeah, okay. Thanks, Mom.”

Adele then left through the back door, and Elisa headed through the house and up the stairs, hesitating a little before she knocked on AJ’s door.

“What, Adele?” he asked.

“Not your sister. It’s your mother.”

“Mom? What are you doing here?”

“Can I come in?”

“I’m not ready to talk yet, Mom,” he said through the door.

“Honey, I know you’re upset about a lot more than what you saw yesterday. Can we talk about that and not about me? I want to make sure you’re okay.”

“I’m fine,” he said, lying through his teeth.

“I know you’re not fine,” she replied.

“Mom, I don’t want to talk, okay? Can you just go, and I’ll call you or something?”

Elisa looked up at the ceiling and took a deep breath because this beautiful human whom she’d brought into the world was testing her damn patience, but at the same time, she needed to give him space. He was a teenager and thought he knew it all, but he was going through massive changes on all fronts, and some of them were because of her.

“Okay. I was thinking of staying overnight.”

“In the guest house?”

“No, at a hotel,” she said. “If you wanted to grab breakfast tomorrow morning before I left, we could do that.”

“I don’t know, Mom. I have all this paperwork stuff to do, and I have to go to the doctor for my shots for school.”

“I thought we were going to do that next week.”

“I made an appointment myself. I just want to get them done.”

“Okay. Well, I guess I’ll just go home, and we can talk when you’re ready.”

“Yeah, cool,” he said.

Elisa smiled because that was his word of choice, and with that one word, she recognized her son for the first time during this conversation.

“What are you doing here?”

Elisa turned around, and when she saw her ex-husband standing at the bottom of the stairs, she quickly made her way down because she didn’t want AJ to hear whatever was about to be said.

“I was checking on AJ,” she replied.

“I didn’t see your car.”

“It’s in the back, like you asked,”

“So, you’re moving back into the guest house?”

“No,” she said. “I’m only here to talk to AJ. Adele told me you were golfing.”

“I am. Well, I was. I left my wallet at home, so I came back to get it so that I could buy lunch, but I’m going back to the club now. I saw you, and I thought you’d moved back in.”

“No. I’m not moving into the guest house, Arch,” she stated. “I’m not coming back.”

“Your decision. The kids will be here, though,” he said, sounding proud of that fact.

“Adele and I talked, actually. She’s going to go back and forth between us like we’d planned originally.”

“She is? She didn’t tell me that. What about AJ?”

“I don’t know yet, but I’ll figure it out.”

“Fine,” he said, crossing his arms over his shoulders. “I was trying to be nice by inviting you to stay, but if you don’t want it, fine.”

“No, you were using my children to get back at me for leaving you because you’re used to getting what you want and you can’t have me anymore.”

“I don’t need you anymore. I get sex whenever I want it from whomever I want because I’m no longer married to a cold fish lesbian who likes pussy instead of penis, and I have a housekeeper that takes care of anything else,” he argued.

“Dad!”

Elisa looked up and saw AJ standing at the top of the stairs. She closed her eyes and hoped to God that he hadn’t just heard what his father had said.

“AJ, your mom and I are talking. Give us a minute,” he replied.

“Mom?”

“AJ, it’s okay.”

“No, it’s not,” AJ said, walking down the stairs. “Dad, you can’t say that to her.”

“You don’t know what you’re–”

“Mom, can I have a minute with Dad?”

“Honey, it’s–”

“Please?” AJ said with red cheeks and dark eyes.

“It’s fine. You can go. Actually, you can really go. You can leave,” Archie said to her. “This is my house, and you’re no longer welcome here.”

“Dad, stop it!”

“AJ, I’ll be at the hotel, okay?” Elisa said. “Come there whenever you want. I’ll text you which one.”

“No, Mom. It’s okay; you can go home. I’m fine here.” AJ crossed his arms over his chest. “I just need to pack, but I’ll see you there.”


CHAPTER 33

Myra looked over at Elisa, who was staring at her phone.

“She said they’re okay. Wendy went home, and they’re all talking now,” Elisa shared, referring to Adele’s text message. “I should’ve stayed.”

“Babe, it sounds to me like they all had some talking to do, and AJ asked you to go so that they could do it.”

Myra was lying in her own bed, with Elisa in her arms and Buster at Elisa’s other side, pressed into her like he knew that she needed him, too. Myra had been working on Elisa’s kitchen when she heard the car in the driveway. She hadn’t expected Elisa back so soon, so she walked outside and found her unloading her bag. After Elisa had told her a little about what happened, Myra had offered to either be there or leave her alone. She’d been painting in the kitchen, though, and the whole house smelled like it, so Elisa had asked if they could go to her place for a while until Adele texted her. They’d gone straight to Myra’s bedroom, and now, Myra was holding her while Elisa was replying to the text Adele had sent her to keep her posted and let her know if she needed to get back in the car and come get them. Myra kissed the top of her head and gave her a squeeze.

“Are you hungry? I can cook us something.”

“No, I’m okay. I don’t think I can eat right now anyway.” She looked down at Myra. “You should eat, though.”

“I’m okay. Just worried about you and the kids.”

“You’re worried about my kids?”

“Yes,” Myra replied with a smile. “I’ll worry about all of you from now on, even Buster. That’s kind of how this works.”

Elisa rested back against her just as Buster got up and jumped off the bed.

“He needs to go out,” Elisa said. “I’ll take him, but I’ll come right back, so don’t you dare move.”

“Just let him out in the backyard. I brought some of his toys over, and there’s shade on the back deck. He’ll like it out there.”

“Okay. I should’ve thought to bring his water bowl.”

“Just use one from the cabinet. I’ll buy one when I go shopping.”

“You’re going to buy a bowl for my dog?”

“Too much too soon?” Myra asked.

“No.” Elisa laughed. “It’s cute.”

“I just want you to feel like you can spend time here, and that includes Buster now. I can pick up food and stuff, too.”

“You’re amazing,” Elisa replied and left the room, with Buster following her close behind.

Myra stared up at the ceiling and waited for her to return. She hated that Archie Senior had shown up home unexpectedly, but maybe it was what their family had needed. The kids were finally standing up for their mother now, and Elisa could feel better about moving on with her life.

“He seems all settled out there,” Elisa said as she walked to the window and looked out it. “He’s playing with that rope toy. He’s just tossing it five feet away, running to it, shaking his head like crazy, and doing it again.” She chuckled. “It’s really cute, but how does he not get a headache?”

As Myra watched her beautiful girlfriend stand in the window, she wanted to approach her and see what she was talking about, but she’d been told to stay put. Elisa, for her part, turned around to her, reached for the hem of her own T-shirt, and pulled it up and off, which Myra hadn’t been expecting. Then, Elisa kicked off her jeans and removed the remainder of her clothing, leaving herself naked as she stood in Myra’s bedroom. When she climbed over to Myra, she undid Myra’s jeans, too, and pulled them down and off, staring at Myra’s center for a minute before she reached for the boy shorts she wore and tugged them down Myra’s legs.

“Off,” Elisa instructed then, pointing to Myra’s T-shirt.

Myra sat up a little and took off her shirt along with her bra. Then, she waited because she didn’t know what Elisa had in mind. Elisa cupped Myra’s sex and began massaging it how Myra had done for her the other day.

“No chance we can get interrupted here since the kids don’t have keys to this place, and they’re at least a two-hour drive away.”

“Babe, we can just hold each other. It’s been a long weekend,” Myra told her, trying not to get turned on in case Elisa changed her mind.

“I need you,” Elisa replied. “I need to feel your touch. I need to know that this is real.”

“What? Of course, it’s real.”

“I know,” Elisa said. “But I need you to show me, okay? I need to be distracted right now, but I also need to feel like you and I are going to be okay. We’re going to get through my kids acting out, my ex-husband still trying to insert himself into my life, and–”

“Okay,” Myra replied. “Okay. Come up here.”

“I like it down here, though,” Elisa said, continuing her massage. “I haven’t done this to you yet.”

“You don’t have to do it now.”

“I want to,” Elisa said. “Then, will you touch me?”

“However you want,” Myra replied.

Elisa watched as Myra spread her legs for her and settled between them. She seemed to be staring at Myra’s center, and her expression showed some serious thinking, as if she were playing a game of chess and trying to plot her first three moves.

Myra just smiled at her and ran a hand into Elisa’s hair. She was in love, and she knew it. Then, Elisa scrunched her nose in concentration and ran a finger over Myra’s clit, watching how it reacted to her touch, and it hit Myra like a ton of bricks: yes, she was already in love with her.

“Elisa?”

“Yeah?”

“This is very, very real.” She raised her eyebrows to try to make her point clear. “No matter what happens with everything else, I’m not going anywhere.”

Elisa smiled up at her and said, “Neither am I.”

She then lowered her mouth to Myra’s sex and licked her hard, causing Myra’s hips to lift involuntarily.

“Oh, I like that,” Elisa added.

Myra wasn’t sure if she meant licking her or the fact that Myra had clearly enjoyed it, but now wasn’t the time to focus on getting her answer because Elisa lowered her mouth again and licked her over and over. Myra hadn’t been at all turned on prior to Elisa stripping right in front of her, but now, she was soaked and worried that it might be too much for Elisa’s first time going down on a woman.

“Is this all for me?” Elisa asked.

Myra felt fingers dip inside her, and Elisa held them up a few seconds later. Myra could see them glistening, but then, she couldn’t see them at all anymore because they were disappearing into Elisa’s mouth, and she was sucking on them.

“Holy shit,” Myra let out because Elisa just kept surprising her.

Elisa only smirked at her and sucked, causing Myra to gasp because she hadn’t been expecting that, either. At some point, Elisa also moaned into her as she continued to suck on her clit, and Myra couldn’t hold in any of the swear words as she came hard into her mouth. Elisa waited for her to come down all the way and rested her head on Myra’s inner thigh.

“Was it okay?” she asked as she stroked around Myra’s sensitive lips softly.

“Okay? It was fucking amazing.” Myra chuckled. “God, I needed that, and I had no idea.”

“Yeah?” Elisa asked, kissing the inside of Myra’s thigh.

“Yes,” she replied, and her head went back against the pillow as she stared up at the ceiling. “I am crazy about you,” she added and looked back down at Elisa. “Just totally gone.” She laughed a little.

“Because I went down on you?” Elisa joked and moved back up Myra’s body.

“Because you’re you,” she replied. “I never thought I’d find a you.”

“A me?” Elisa looked at her with a smile.

“You. I thought I’d found her before, but she wasn’t it.”

“Oh,” Elisa said.

“I don’t mean to scare you. I should’ve stopped at buying dog stuff, huh?”

“Myra?”

“Yes?”

“Baby, you’re not scaring me. I never thought I’d find a you, either, remember?”

When Myra nodded, Elisa leaned down and kissed her, lowering her hips into Myra’s sex and rocking them into her. Myra flipped them over and did the same.

“Inside,” Elisa requested.

Myra slid two fingers inside her and curled them slowly, wanting to take time. Elisa seemed to want that as well, and they kissed for several minutes while Myra moved inside her. Feeling Elisa’s muscles start to clench and tighten around her fingers a few minutes later, Myra brought her lips to Elisa’s neck and kissed the soft skin she found there as she placed her own center over Elisa’s thigh and pressed down into her. When Elisa moaned in response, Myra figured that she’d be okay with them coming together.

“I love this with you,” Elisa said.

Myra picked up her speed as she curled inside her, and Elisa came, causing Myra to rock her own sex over Elisa’s thigh even faster and come for the second time that day moments later. Then, Elisa’s phone rang, and she looked over at it on the bedside table.

“You can get it,” Myra told her with a chuckle before she climbed off her and onto her back next to Elisa.

Elisa grabbed the phone and said, “It’s Adele. Sorry. Just one–”

“Babe, it’s okay,” Myra said, placing her hand on Elisa’s thigh.

“Is everything all right? Do you need me?” Elisa asked into the phone and paused to listen. “Okay. Please be careful on the road. You didn’t drive together?” She paused to listen again. “Okay. Yes. I’ll see you soon, then. Want me to make dinner? Did you eat at Dad’s?” Elisa waited. “I’ll have pizza delivered. I know he’s not with you in the car, so is he okay?”

When Myra rubbed her hand up and down Elisa’s thigh to comfort her a bit, Elisa took her hand and entwined their fingers.

“Okay. I’ll see you soon, honey. I love you.”

Elisa waited for another second and hung up.

“Everything okay?”

“They’re on their way back. They’re driving separately because they’re moving back in here. Well, my house. They packed their stuff, I guess, so they needed the space for it and wanted their cars here. I’ll get the rest of the details when they get here. Also, I’m going to order a pizza in about forty-five minutes.” She moved to snuggle into Myra’s side. “Can we stay like this until they get here?”

“They’re coming here?”

“Well, to my house,” Elisa replied and kissed the top of Myra’s breast.

“Sure. We should get Buster in a few, though.”

“Yeah,” Elisa agreed softly. “Do you want to come to dinner?”

“I don’t think I should,” she replied. “But I can be here for you after.”

“Okay,” Elisa said, not arguing further, which told Myra that she was right to not attend their reunion dinner.

About an hour later, she kissed Elisa goodbye and patted Buster on the head as they went home. Myra didn’t know what to do with herself then since she’d planned on spending the day working on the house, so she went back inside and found something to cook herself for dinner. Then, she pulled out her computer, did the paperwork she’d been putting off, and reviewed the work schedule for the week. When the doorbell rang, she expected it to be Elisa telling her what happened at dinner, but she was surprised to see AJ standing there when she opened the door.

“Hey,” he said.

“Hi,” she replied.

“Can I talk to you?”

“Sure.” She motioned for him to come inside. “Do you want to sit? Want a drink or something?”

“Do you have beer?”

“Yes, but not for you.” Myra smiled at him.

AJ laughed and said, “Had to try. It’s been a rough few days.”

“I heard,” she said and motioned again for him to sit on the sofa, which he did.

“Do you love my mom?”

“What?” she asked as she sat down next to him.

“Do you love her? I’m about to leave for school, and so is Adele. I don’t want her to be alone or with someone who will hurt her.”

“Oh,” Myra said with a nod. “I care about your mom a lot, but I think when I say those words for the first time, they should be to her.”

“You said when,” AJ observed.

Myra just winked at him instead of responding.

“Cool,” he said, nodding a bunch. “So, I need to apologize to you. I was a dick.”

“I think I get it. You walked in on your mom and me. That’s a pretty big shock.”

“Yeah, but it’s not the woman thing. I don’t care about that. I mean, it’s weird, yeah, but it’s who she is, so I get it. I’ve just been dealing with a lot, and I took it out on Mom and you. I shouldn’t have done that.”

“Do you want to talk about it?”

“Mom and I did at dinner. And Adele, too.”

“Okay,” Myra said, not wanting to pry.

“But it’s weird,” he added. “Everything’s happening all at once. I thought my parents were supposed to be together forever, you know? They were supposed to be happy, and I was supposed to be smart enough to go to the same school as Adele. I don’t like being without her. I know that sounds weird if you’re not a twin, but that’s how it feels sometimes: she got in there, and I couldn’t. I was also supposed to be at school already, practicing with my new team and trying not to think about it, but I had to get into a lame school that has no coach yet, so there’s no summer practice.” AJ leaned back and sighed. “And when I saw you with Mom… It’s like she’s moving on without us; without me. She bought a house. She got a dog. She has a girlfriend now. We’re about to go off to school, and it’s a lot.”

“AJ?”

“Yeah?” he said, turning his head to her.

“Your mom needed to get out of that house to be happy.”

“I get that now.”

“But she spent months fixing up that house next door. Your rooms were the first things she worked on. She bought you both beds, hung curtains, and got you clothes to hang in the closets. She finished the living room next and started on the kitchen before she realized the damage, but she didn’t put her own room together until right before you all got here. Your mom has always and will always put you and your sister first. When she found out that you two wanted to stay with your dad for all your breaks, it hurt her. I don’t say that to make you feel bad. I just want you to understand something: your mom will never move on without you. She hoped to move on with you.”

AJ nodded again and said, “My dad is an asshole.”

“I heard you defended your mom today.”

“He said some shit to her that is not okay,” he replied.

“I’m glad you were there. I wish I would’ve been.”

“It was better that you weren’t. He would’ve just said bad stuff to you, too. We talked to Mom. We’re staying here for breaks and stuff, and we’ll visit our friends and maybe stay with them. I don’t know yet. Adele and I are just really mad at him right now, so we don’t want to be there.”

“I get it,” Myra said.

“Then, there’s Adele dating the girl I like.”

“I heard that, too.”

“What do I do with that?”

“Well, is it that you really like Wendy, and that’s the main thing? Or is it something else, like Adele dating another girl?”

“It’s that my sister is moving on, too,” he replied. “Because I’m pathetic.”

“You’re not pathetic.” Myra smiled at him. “You’re just growing up, and growing up sucks sometimes.”

“Tell me about it.”

“But it’s also pretty cool,” she added. “You’ll learn new things about yourself, discover what you want to do with your life and who you want in it as well while learning to live without the same people being in your life every single day. You’ll learn how to do your own laundry, how to cook ramen in the microwave, and how many spice packets you can add before it’s too spicy.”

“You did that?” he asked.

“Yes. My record was five.”

“Five? Damn.”

“I’m from New Orleans. We know spicy.” Myra then paused for a second and added, “You’re going to fall in love, and it might last forever, or you might get your heart broken, but everything that happens to you now is going to help you handle things later.”

“Why can’t I just get to the later and know all the stuff already?”

“If you can answer that, I think we’d all like to know,” she replied.

AJ laughed a little and said, “Mom wanted to know if you wanted to come hang out with us. We’re going to watch a movie and just chill.”

“I don’t want to interrupt your family night.”

“I think she could use you there,” he replied, standing up. “And it’s cool with me and Adele.”

“You’re sure?”

“Yeah. And if it’s cool with you, maybe we can still do the city hall thing one day soon.”

“Yeah, we can plan it,” she replied.

“Cool,” he said.


CHAPTER 34

“And you remember where the bookstore is?” she asked.

“Mom, yes,” he replied.

“You know what? I didn’t get you paper clips. You need paper clips.”

“Why would I need paper clips?” AJ asked.

“You’ll have paper and stuff.”

“Mom, my papers get turned in online,” he argued.

“Right.”

Elisa looked around his tiny dorm room. She remembered hers being just as small, if not smaller. AJ had a roommate, just like she’d had, but his roommate was out with his own parents for dinner since they’d be leaving the following morning.

“Well, I’m here tomorrow, too, so if there’s something else you need, make a list, okay?”

“Mom, you don’t have to stay the night.”

“It’s a long drive,” she replied. “And we can have breakfast tomorrow, right?”

“Yes, breakfast,” he said.

“Mom, are you ready?” Adele asked. “We’re parked outside, and there’s a security guard eyeing the car.”

“Yeah, I’m ready,” she said, lying through her teeth.

She was not ready to drop her baby boy off at college, and she wouldn’t be ready to drop her baby girl off next, either.

“Baby bro, you good?” Adele asked.

“Yeah. You two can go. I’m just going to be unpacking and stuff until my roommate gets back. Then, we’re going to check out the rec room downstairs.”

“I hope I have a rec room in my dorm, too. This is the athletic dorm, so you guys get all the cool stuff.” Adele approached AJ and gave him a hug. “I’ll see you tomorrow for breakfast.”

“Save the hug for then,” he replied, but Elisa watched him hold on to his sister for dear life before finally letting her go.

“Whatever,” Adele teased him. “Mom?”

“Yes.” Elisa hugged her son next, not caring about his hugs-waiting-until-tomorrow rule, and added, “I’ll see you in the morning.”

“Not too early, Mom,” he said.

“Nine,” she replied. “We’re having breakfast, and then I have to hit the road to get your sister to school.”

“Okay. Cool.”

◆◆◆

“She’ll be there the day after me, so I’m going to go help her unpack,” Adele said as she drove them back to the hotel.

“Honey, her parents are moving her in. Make sure you give them the space to do that and say their goodbyes, okay? I know this is a big step for you and Wendy, but it’s also a big step for the parents.”

“I know. Her parents aren’t staying the night, though. They’re dropping her off and heading home, so I’m going to go there and help her unpack.”

“Okay. Just please be respectful if they do change their mind and decide to stay. I know many parents think they’re ready to drop and run, but it’s hard to say goodbye.”

“It’s not really a goodbye, Mom. We’ll be home in, like, a month for fall break.”

“It’s closer to two months,” Elisa replied when Adele pulled them into the hotel parking lot.

“Mom?”

“Yes?”

“Um… Wendy and I were thinking.”

“About?”

“That thing you and I talked about at Dad’s.”

“Oh,” she said and turned in her seat once the car was parked. “You’re both ready?”

Adele nodded and said, “Her roommate isn’t moving in until school starts. She’s skipping orientation.”

“So, you’ll have the room to yourselves?”

“Yes. But I swear, that’s not why. We’re just both ready. We’ve known each other forever, but we’ve also been on, like, six dates now, and we talk all the time.”

“Trust me, I know,” Elisa teased.

Adele laughed and said, “I know I’ve already had sex, technically, but this is different than with Tucker. And not because Wendy is a girl. A woman, I mean.” She cleared her throat. “I think I’m in love with her. Maybe I have been for a while, and I didn’t know.”

Elisa nodded and replied, “Well, if you’re both ready, and you’ll have some privacy, there’s nothing I’m going to do to try to convince you otherwise.”

“I know. I just… I wanted you to know ahead of time. I didn’t talk to you before Tucker, and I should have because you always told me that I could. And you were so cool when I finally did, that I thought you might want to know before Wendy and I do that.”

“Honey, thank you for trusting me with this,” she said and cupped her daughter’s cheek. “I am so incredibly proud of you.”

“Mom, come on. Save the sappy stuff until we’re saying, ‘See ya later,’ at school.”

“See ya later?”

“Yeah, since it’s not a goodbye.” Adele opened the car door before adding, “And can you say goodnight to Myra for me? I just want to FaceTime Wendy and probably text AJ next since it’s his first night on his own.”

“I’ll tell her. And you’re a good big sister,” Elisa noted, getting out of the car, too.

“We’ve made a deal to talk on the phone at least once a week, no matter what,” Adele shared.

“Good. I think that’s important. I want you two to remain close.”

“We will. He shared a womb with me. We’re not like Dad and Aunt Annabelle. I don’t know what happened there.”

Elisa laughed at that as they walked into the hotel lobby through the automatic sliding glass doors, and when they got to their floor, she hugged her daughter, kissed her temple, and said goodnight before Adele went into her own room, which Elisa had gotten for her only because she had someone waiting for her in her room. Adele would likely be on the phone with Wendy the whole night anyway, planning and replanning their moves to school and orientation schedules to try to see each other as soon as possible.

As she used her key to get into her own room, Elisa was grateful that they hadn’t had any adjoining rooms available, which meant that Adele had a room across the hall and not immediately next to the room Elisa would share with Myra tonight because Myra was standing in the short hallway, and she wasn’t wearing any clothes.

“Babe! The door’s open,” she said and quickly slammed the door behind her.

“I was just about to get in the shower. I heard the beep on the lock.”

Hearing the water running now, Elisa looked down at Myra’s body and asked, “Want company?”

“Yes, but I expected you to be later.”

“AJ was ready for me to be gone. We’re all having breakfast tomorrow.”

“Sounds good,” Myra said. “Want to talk about it?”

“No, I want to shower with you. After that, we can talk about it.” Elisa dropped her purse onto the small desk and pulled her shirt and sweater off at the same time.

“Yeah, much better idea,” Myra said, wrapping her arms around Elisa’s waist in order to unbutton and unzip her jeans.

“How was work?”

“Fine,” Myra replied, and her hand moved into Elisa’s panties, cupping her. “The drive was fine, too. Now, want to get in the shower with me so that I can take care of this?” she asked, sliding a finger through Elisa’s wetness.

“This didn’t exist until a few seconds ago when I saw you standing there naked.”

“Well, let’s get in, and I’ll make sure to make it worth it for you.”

“You always do,” Elisa said.

Myra removed her hand and helped Elisa get the rest of her clothes off. She had insisted on meeting Elisa here after work in case Elisa needed support after dropping her son off at school, and AJ had asked her to come as well, wanting to say goodbye to her. They’d been getting to know each other lately, and he had seemed to enjoy their day together at city hall and then later, at the house as he helped Myra finish the work on the kitchen. Adele and Myra hadn’t spent as much time together yet because Adele had a new girlfriend, but she seemed to like what Myra had cooked for them a few times and had accepted Myra’s offer to teach her a few things on breaks if she wanted to. Adele, ever the planner, was already thinking about how, if she wanted an off-campus apartment her sophomore year, she would have to learn to cook more dishes since she wouldn’t have a university cafeteria or her mom cooking for her.

When Myra got into the shower first and made sure to move out of the way of the shower spray, Elisa got in after her and pressed her against the back wall.

“Oh,” Myra said.

“Yeah, oh. You worked all day and then drove to be here for me. You’re getting whatever you want right now.” Elisa kissed her deeply, reveling in how good it felt to have someone she could count on like this and how happy she was to have Myra in her life. “So, what do you want, baby?”

“Just you,” Myra replied. “Always you.”

Elisa smiled softly at her and reached between Myra’s legs. Myra’s eyes closed at that, and Elisa moved her lips to Myra’s neck. A few minutes later, Myra came and turned them around. Her fingers moved inside Elisa, her thumb pressed to Elisa’s clit, and it was Elisa’s turn to hold in her scream as she came hard because even though Adele’s room was across the hall, they had neighbors that shared the walls of this one.

“Want to hear some good news?” Myra asked.

“Yes.”

“Your roof is fixed.”

“What?”

“I had two of the guys work on it today since you and the kids were all gone, and Buster was at my place, waiting for Gwen to pick him up.”

“It’s done? My house is done?” she asked, not believing any of it.

“Yes. Well, it’s done for now.”

“For now? What else is wrong with it?”

Myra began soaping Elisa’s body and replied, “Nothing. It’s a good house. But you’re dating a contractor now. I can get everything for cost and do the labor myself, so what do you want me to work on next?”

“Nothing. I just want you to be there, babe. I don’t want you to be working all the time.”

“Well, here’s the thing…” Myra said as she began soaping Elisa’s breasts. “My house is small. I just have the two bedrooms, and you have three, so if we ever decided to take that step where we’re moving in together one day, we’d probably move into your place, right?”

“I guess so,” Elisa replied, having not thought of that before this moment.

“I could renovate other things, but I could also build you a nice back deck with some shade, and there could maybe be a time when we connect our houses.”

“Connect them?”

“I was talking to AJ the other day, and he mentioned how cool it would be to work on more stuff with me. I’m not saying we do it tomorrow or anything, but one day, we could connect the houses. I can do all the work, and AJ could help.”

“Why would we need a five-bedroom house with two kitchens and two living rooms?”

“We don’t now, but we could in the future. It’s possible that your kids will want their own kids one day, and there would be space. Plus, we could make the living room a game room or something to encourage the kids to come home and hang out with us. It’s just an idea, and I know it’s far off, but that kind of work takes planning and time anyway. I thought maybe AJ and I could work on some small stuff in your house first, and if we get there, we get there.”

Elisa smiled at her and replied, “You’re thinking about being with me when my kids start having kids? Also, it better be in, like, ten years because they both have plans.”

“In case it’s escaped your notice, I was all alone before you called up asking for an estimate, Elisa. I’ve been crazy about you since I first laid eyes on you, and I like those kids of yours, too. I’m including Buster in that now, by the way.” Myra smiled. “You make me happier than I’ve been in years. Probably ever, if I’m being honest.” She knelt in front of Elisa and began soaping her legs. “I like thinking about ten weeks, ten months, and yes, ten years into the future. I think Adele and I are very much alike in that regard.”

“I guess so.” Elisa laughed and waited for Myra to stand back up. “And I like that idea.”

“Which one?”

“All of them,” she replied and kissed her.

◆◆◆

The following morning, Elisa, Myra, and Adele met AJ outside his dorm building, and Myra drove them to a diner off-campus. On the way there, Elisa held Myra’s hand in her own lap and listened to AJ tell Adele about the soccer schedule and his roommate, who seemed cool, according to him. Then, at the diner, they ate pancakes and waffles with bacon and eggs, and Myra had an arm wrapped over Elisa’s shoulders. Adele actually rolled her eyes at them before she smiled and gave Elisa a wink. AJ didn’t pay them much attention as he kept talking about his class schedule and how he had one class at eight in the morning that he was going to try to change because he’d have workouts for soccer until seven-thirty.

When the waitress brought the check, Elisa swallowed because this was it. They were about to drive AJ back to his dorm, and she would have to hug him goodbye, letting her son go off on his own for the first time. She placed her hand on Myra’s thigh and squeezed it. This was what she needed Myra here for: the aftermath. Myra would have to hold her tonight as she cried because they would be dropping Adele off next, and Elisa would be going home alone for the first time. Well, not alone. Myra would be there. Buster would be there, too, and Gwen would be there when she needed her. Elisa was finally getting that new start she had been craving for so long, and it was just about perfect. If only she didn’t have to leave her kids at school and could keep them with her and protect them always.

“Hey, Mom?” AJ asked after the check was paid.

“Yeah, honey?”

“Um… Before you go, do you think we could get those paper clips?”
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