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FEBRUARY
New Orleans Book 2
Bridgette Musgrave has been planning on taking over the family business her entire life, but her parents have mismanaged it, and it’s in danger of being sold off to Arnette Assets, a giant corporation that might come in and steal the one thing Bridgette has been working toward for a decade.
Monica Arnette is slated to take over the multinational business based in New York when her aging father retires. It’s been her plan all along. Not part of that plan is to take a trip down to hot and humid New Orleans as a favor to an old friend of her father’s to buy some small greeting card company that Arnette Assets doesn’t need to add to their portfolio. Also not on her list of things to do is meeting a fiery redhead who doesn’t want Monica there.
As the two women are tasked with working together, Monica discovers that there’s more to New Orleans than her first impression. Moreover, as they begin to get to know one another, maybe, just maybe, Bridgette might discover that she doesn’t mind having Monica there at all.
To contact the author or for any additional information,
visit: https://nicolepyland.com



CHAPTER 1
“Why does my head weigh a hundred pounds?”
Bridgette’s eyes opened slowly. There was a female voice in her bedroom. It was coming from behind her. She thought she recognized it but was too tired to identify it.
“No, it’s a thousand.” There was a sigh. “Bridge, do you have all the ibuprofen in the world in your bathroom?”
Jill. It was Jill. Bridgette’s eyes opened wider, and she looked down at her body. She was clothed. Well, she was sort of clothed. She was wearing a tan bra and a pair of old cheer shorts from high school that still somehow fit, so she considered them to be like the jeans in The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants: no matter how much weight she gained, the magic shorts would always fit her, or so she hoped.
“Bridge?” Jill asked.
Bridgette tried to remember the previous night. She and Jill had gone out, and they’d definitely had too much to drink. Jill had been on three dates with a woman she’d met online, and at the end of the third one, she’d known it wasn’t going to go anywhere, so she’d called Bridgette to see if she wanted to sulk with her over drinks. Bridgette remembered that part. They’d gone to a bar in the Quarter, which was probably a mistake because the drinks had been cheaper, and it had been an all-night happy hour, which meant that the drinks were also basically doubled, and they’d danced and drank and danced some more. Bridgette hadn’t danced like that in a while, and she definitely hadn’t drunk like that in a long time, either. Maybe last year, during Carnival season, but she didn’t remember much beyond the drinking and the dancing.
“We didn’t sleep together, Bridgette,” Jill said. “Well, we passed out together, but nothing happened.”
Bridgette sighed and rolled over to face Jill, who had the blanket pulled up to her neck, but Bridgette assumed she was clothed, given her statement.
“No?”
“God, no. You’re pretty, I guess, but… no, thanks.”
Bridgette laughed and said, “Thanks, I think.”
“You know what I mean.”
“Yeah. So, what happened?”
“We got drunk.”
“I don’t remember leaving the bar.”
“Melinda drove us. I texted her to go get your car. She and Kyle met us on Canal, and I don’t think we’ll be hearing the end of this one for a while. I remember them offering to take me to my place, but I really had to pee, so I told them to just leave me here. I think they walked back to her place after that.”
“So, they probably assume we…”
“Yeah,” Jill said. “And I plan on correcting them today when I can make my legs move and get to work.”
“Your legs don’t work?”
“I passed out in my heels,” Jill replied. “I woke up and kicked them off, but I think my feet will be deformed for a while. Should be fun walking around the city today, giving tours.”
“Shit… Work,” Bridgette muttered, rubbing her hands over her face. “I’ve got work, too. Why did we get that drunk?”
“I’m only twenty-five. I should be able to handle my booze still, right?”
“I’m only twenty-seven. I should be able to do the same,” Bridgette replied.
“I need a shower and a lot of coffee.”
“I can make us coffee. Do you want to shower here?”
“No, I’ll go home. And I’m going to call a car because I cannot walk right now. I need to get my uniform, anyway,” Jill replied. “Can you make my legs move, though?”
“I can shove you off the bed,” Bridgette offered. “Gently, I mean.”
Jill laughed a bit before she stopped and said, “Don’t make me laugh. My head is killing me.”
“Well, I can at least help with that and send you home medicated and with a bottle of water that you should chug. I’ll do the same.”
“Thanks,” Jill replied as she sat up slowly.
The blanket fell to her waist, and Bridgette noticed that Jill was wearing one of her old T-shirts.
“Can I give this back to you later?” Jill asked, tugging on it.
“Sure. Did you steal it from my drawer?”
“Yes. And those other things you have in there don’t usually go under your shirts. Everyone knows that, Bridge. Sock or underwear drawer or bedside table, not in the top drawer, where anyone could reach for a shirt and be surprised.”
Bridgette laughed and said, “I’ll make a note of that.”
“And the blue one you have in there… You need to tell me where you got that,” Jill noted and went to stand up and stretch.
Bridgette noticed then that Jill was only wearing that old T-shirt and white boy shorts. She had always liked the woman enough, but for whatever reason, she wasn’t at all attracted to her. Still, seeing a beautiful woman in only her underwear and a borrowed T-shirt was enough to make any lesbian realize how horny and lonely she was, and Bridgette was no exception.
She watched Jill put on her jeans from the previous night and then stare down at her heels, so she asked, “Do you want to borrow a pair of flip-flops?”
“God, yes,” Jill replied.
◆◆◆
“Honey, you look like hell,” her mom said when Bridgette walked into the small, local office for the family greeting card company.
“Gee. Thanks, Mom.”
“What happened?”
“I drank a little too much hanging out with Jill last night,” she replied.
“You’re really getting too old to be partying in the Quarter,” her mom noted.
“I am not too old. I’m twenty-seven,” she reminded. “That’s not even thirty.”
“It’s a workday, Bridge,” her mom said.
“And I’m here with my gallon of coffee and my headache.”
“We need you at one hundred percent, honey,” her mom replied.
“I’m at, like, eighty-two. If you can give me an hour, I’ll get up to ninety. That’s about all I can promise today.”
“Can you even drive to restock?”
Bridgette placed her bag and coffee cup onto her desk, which was in the middle of the large room where four other people worked. Her mother wasn’t always here, but when either one or both of her parents were in town, they used the single private office in the space or the conference room, leaving Bridgette in the bullpen until they left and she could take the office.
“Yes, Mom. I’m not drunk. I’m just hungover.”
“I’ve got the list for you,” her mom said and dropped a piece of paper onto Bridgette’s desk. “And the stock is organized and ready to go.”
“Thanks,” Bridgette replied.
She sat down and took a long drink of her coffee before she risked looking up at her mother.
“I’m not judging, honey, but… Are you okay?”
“Mom, Jill had a promising date situation that ended up not being promising, so she asked me to go out and commiserate with her. I’m fine.”
“You haven’t really dated anyone since–”
“Yes, I know.” Bridgette gritted her teeth.
“Honey, Jill is very nice. And Melinda said Kyle had a sister when she came by the other day.”
Bridgette laughed, her headache be damned, and said, “Mom, Kyle’s sister is super straight; not at all into women. And Jill and I are just friends in the same way Melinda and I are just friends.”
“But maybe it could be more.”
“I’m not into Jill, Mom.”
“But you’re over Toya, right?”
“Yes, Mom. I’m over her. It’s been nearly eight months since we broke up.”
“She broke up with you, you mean?”
“You just had to point that out?”
“Well, when you’re the one who gets dumped, it takes longer to get over.”
“I’m fine,” she repeated through gritted teeth.
When her phone beeped from inside her bag, she pulled it out and checked the screen. It was a text from Melinda.
Melinda Andrews: Jill looks like crap. I’m taking her to lunch later. Do you want to go? I’m buying you both a lot of carbs and some bacon, too.
Bridgette wanted to reply with a ‘yes’ because she could use some carbs and protein to soak up the sugar in the alcohol she’d consumed, but she also wanted to ask if Kyle would be there, too, and didn’t know how to do that without Melinda understanding why she wanted to know.
“What’s wrong?” her mom asked.
“Melinda and Kyle are really happy.”
“And that’s a bad thing?”
“No, it’s great. I’m just feeling a little left out.”
“That’s Melinda on the phone, I take it?”
Bridgette nodded.
“And she’s been spending all of her time with her new girlfriend?”
“No, that’s not it; we still hang out all the time. It’s just that Kyle is usually there.”
“Do you not like Kyle?”
“I do. She’s great. Just seeing them all loved up and happy makes me wish I had that, too. And before you say anything, I don’t mean with Jill.”
Her mom nodded and patted her shoulder as she sat back against the desk.
“Bridgette, it’ll happen when it happens. You can’t rush these things.”
“You met Dad in college. He’s the only guy you’ve ever dated.”
“I’m still a mother, which means I come with infinite wisdom. If you ever give me grandchildren, you’ll see that.”
“Mom, I don’t want–”
“Kids, I know. I’m not giving you a hard time about that anymore. I respect your wishes. I’m only saying that I’m older and wiser.”
“Go on,” Bridgette said.
“If it’s not Toya, honey, it’ll be someone else, and that someone will be perfect for you.”
“I thought Toya was perfect for me.”
“And maybe she was for a while, but not forever. You weren’t together all that long.”
“Six months.”
“And you fell pretty hard for her. Sometimes, all those hormones, when you first meet someone, get in the way of figuring out if it’s meant for now or meant for forever.”
“I get it. I just sit here, writing and stocking cards about happily-ever-afters and anniversaries and love, and it’s hard sometimes because I don’t have that, the thing that we put in all of those cards, summarizing the feelings in a few words so that someone can give it to the person they love.”
“Do you want to write some breakup cards for a while? That could be fun.”
Bridgette laughed but said, “That’s not a bad idea. I bet if I made some and put them online, we’d–”
“Honey, we’ve talked about the online thing.”
“Mom, we’re struggling. Why won’t you let me do this?”
“Your father and I like the local part of our business. We’ve always done well enough here.”
“But that’s not the case anymore. We need–”
“Morning,” Dan, the newest member of the team, who had joined them about a year ago, greeted as he walked into the office.
“We’ll finish this later,” Bridgette said.
“We’ve already finished it,” her mom told her with a wink. “Good morning, Dan. How’s your mom?”
“Oh, she’s good. The break wasn’t as bad as the doctor thought, and she’ll be out of the cast in a few weeks.”
Bridgette didn’t listen to the rest of their conversation. She got to work after declining the offer for lunch, knowing that Kyle would be there. They’d only just gotten together, meeting at the beginning of the year, and they were already, somehow, magically in love, which was amazing, but considering they’d only met because Bridgette had asked Melinda to go out with her to help Bridgette meet a woman, and that Bridgette had actually seen Kyle first, it still kind of stung that Melinda had happened into love while Bridgette continued to sit at her desk, coming up with words to describe it for their next card line that would come out in just a week to be in time for Valentine’s Day.
She worked until lunch, went to grab a sandwich from a local shop down the street, and then picked herself up with another cup of coffee around two. After that, she grabbed her list and the cards she’d need and hit the road. Since laying off the contractors they used to use to replenish their cards in the local stores, Bridgette had mainly been responsible for doing it. She didn’t mind. It got her out of the office, and she could take her mind off of things as she focused on making sure the stores all had the right quantity of the cards they’d ordered. She also liked seeing her family’s company work out in the wild, so to speak. Whenever she walked into a shop in the Quarter or on Canal Street, she’d walk over to the card rack or wall to see if they carried anything from them. If she didn’t see anything, she left her card, and if she did, she smiled. It made her proud that the small family business she’d inherit someday was delivering smiles through their work. If she did end up working on break-up cards, though, she supposed that might change.
After hours of restocking, her drive back home was long due to the traffic coming in and out of the city, so as she sat in her car, she thought about Toya and their time together, wondering what had gone so wrong. They’d met, instantly connected, and had a lot of really amazing sex. While it was true that they’d used every toy in the drawer that Jill had seen that morning, it had been more than that, though: she’d been in love. Toya had been, too. They’d said as much to each other. And they’d made plans, damn it. They’d made plans.
“Hello? Bridgette?” Toya said when she answered.
“Yeah, it’s me. Her,” Bridgette replied.
She’d called Toya for no reason in particular and connected through the Bluetooth in her car. Now, she had no idea what to say.
“What’s going on?”
“We were making plans.”
“What are you talking about?”
“When we were together, Toya, we were making plans.”
“Oh,” Toya said. “Why did you call, Bridge? We broke up months ago.”
“I wanted to know why, so I called.”
“Why we broke up?”
“Yes.”
“Where are you right now?”
“I’m driving. Stuck in traffic, really.”
“And you need to know this now?”
“Yes,” she said. “I’ve been trying to figure it out ever since, and I think I need to know so that I can move on.”
“Bridge, it just wasn’t working.”
“But why? We were talking about how we’d move in together.”
“Yeah, and when we talked about it, I realized that that wasn’t what I wanted.”
“Oh,” Bridgette uttered.
“I’m sorry. I thought we talked about this back then.”
“We did. I just thought there might be more to it than that. I thought things were good. We were making plans,” she repeated, not caring how pathetic she sounded because she needed to know this.
It could help her finally move on if Toya would give it to her.
“It was only six months, Bridge.”
So, Toya wouldn’t be giving it to her how she’d hoped.
“And you’ve already moved on?” Bridgette asked.
“No. I told you, I didn’t want a relationship. I meant it. I still don’t really want one.”
“I kind of thought you were just saying that to make me feel better,” Bridgette replied.
“What? No. Bridge, I thought I was in love with you, but I think I just loved what we had then.”
“What was that?”
“A lot of sex, nights out, and fun. I’m twenty-four. I was twenty-three then. That was what I wanted.”
This was more than what Bridgette had been given during their actual breakup, so she decided that even though it hurt to hear, she needed to actually hear it.
“And it still is?”
“Yeah. I’ll settle down one day, but I’m not there yet. I knew you wanted a relationship and love and the moving-in thing and whatever came after all of that, so I thought it was better to just end it. I didn’t want us to keep going on and on and end up hurting you worse than, I guess, I already had. If I thought–”
There was a pause, so Bridgette’s eyebrows furrowed. She looked at the screen in her car, where she could see the call information, as if Toya’s actual face were on the screen and Bridgette would be able to read it and know what the woman had been about to say.
“Thought what?” she asked when nothing else came from Toya’s end of the phone.
“If I thought that you could be casual, I would’ve kept seeing you. I liked all the other stuff with you; I just didn’t want the commitment. You did. I don’t want to only see one person right now. I shouldn’t have gotten into a relationship with you, but I don’t think I knew it then that I didn’t want one.”
“Wait. You’re saying if I were all no-strings-attached, you would’ve been okay with that?”
“Yeah. But that’s not you,” Toya said. “You made that clear when you started talking about moving in together at, like, month four.”
“No, it’s not, really. But…” Bridgette sighed because she didn’t say what she was about to say. “I miss you.”
“No, you don’t. You miss what we had, which was a lot of fun, Bridge. It was really, really good sex and a lot of fun.”
“I can do fun.”
“Really? You told me you loved me two months into our relationship. And I repeat: you asked me to move in at month four.”
“Well, I don’t love you anymore; I know that much. I just miss it. I miss… God, I miss really, really good sex.”
Bridgette hadn’t meant to say that last part to Toya. It was more for herself because that was true. She missed having sex with a beautiful woman. Yes, she wanted a relationship, to fall in love like Melinda and Kyle, but she also just missed being touched by another woman, touching her, hearing her come at Bridgette’s fingers or mouth, and coming in return.
When no immediate response followed her statement, Bridgette thought that was probably a good thing, but she could still hear Toya breathing, so she knew that the woman hadn’t hung up on her.
“We shouldn’t be talking about this,” Toya finally said. “I’m at work, anyway, and my break is over, so I need to go.”
“But you’re thinking about it, aren’t you?” she asked.
“Bridge… Just drive safe, okay?”
“Yeah. Fine. Bye,” Bridgette replied.
When Toya hung up, Bridgette disconnected as well and wondered what she’d just done, knowing full well that she’d just started something that she had no idea what to do with.



CHAPTER 2
“Representative,” Monica said into the phone.
“If you need to speak to one of our–”
“Representative,” she repeated louder.
There was a moment of silence on the other end, and Monica was hopeful the demon machine had heard her.
“If you need to speak to–”
“Fuck you,” Monica said and hung up her cell phone.
She then pressed a button on her desk phone.
“Yes, Miss Arnette?” her assistant said.
“Can you please get the stupid shipping company support line on the phone and find out what happened with my package? I keep getting the robot and can’t get to an actual human being to help.”
“Of course, Miss Arnette.”
Monica pressed the button again to disconnect them, wondering why she’d tried to do it herself, to begin with. She had an assistant for a reason. And she didn’t technically insist that people around the office call her Miss Arnette. It had just happened the day she’d started working here right out of her MBA, and she hadn’t corrected anyone. She supposed it was a combination of two things that had led them to believe that she’d prefer it. One, she was the heir to the Arnette empire, which spanned so many businesses now that she’d lost count of how many they owned. And two, her father had expected everyone to call him Mr. Arnette. He was seventy-five years old, so that moniker was more of a holdover from other times, but as a result, they’d all begun calling her Miss Arnette and, for a short while, Mrs. Arnette because she’d gotten married but never changed her name.
She was supposed to wear the shoes she’d ordered to an event tonight. Yes, she had other shoes that she could make work; she had an entire closet of them in her Manhattan penthouse that she’d paid far too much money for after her divorce, but since half of it had been paid by the divorce settlement, she didn’t consider it to be all that bad. These shoes, though, were a limited edition, and she’d managed to find them prior to them being released, which meant that she could ensure she’d be the only one wearing them at the gala and wouldn’t end up in the same awful situation she had last year when she’d shown up in the same shoes as her now-ex-wife’s new girlfriend because she’d tried letting a stylist dress her. No more of that. Monica would be dressing herself from now on, and she’d do everything she could to ensure that she wouldn’t match the younger woman her ex had left her for. How cliché was that?
Monica probably should have known it would happen. After all, she’d been the younger woman once. Her ex was ten years older than her and had a son from her previous relationship, which she’d ended to be with Monica. Now, Monica was forty years old, watching her fifty-year-old ex-wife bring her thirty-year-old girlfriend to parties. It was all very New York society to Monica, which was annoying and frustrating, and all she had wanted was the perfect pair of shoes to show off to the thirty-year-old who had once been a model and still looked rail thin; way too thin for Monica’s taste. She preferred her women to look like they enjoyed eating food, not that they counted every calorie.
“Monica,” her father said in his usual scraggly voice that hadn’t aged well due to his insistence on smoking a pipe at least once a day and sometimes, twice.
“Yes?” she asked as she looked up from her computer, knowing he’d just walk in without asking for permission anyway.
“Acquisitions wants us to pick up this little company,” he said.
“Well, I’m over the acquisitions team, so that’s a little surprising.”
“You’re over four departments, so you don’t hear everything,” he replied.
“Okay. Why am I hearing about this one?” she asked.
Her father sat down in the chair opposite her desk and said, “I want you to vet it.”
“Me?”
“Yes.”
“You mean my team?”
“No, I mean you personally.”
“Dad, I have a hundred people who could all–”
“I know the owner personally,” he interrupted. “I went to business school with his father.”
“Oh, okay. What’s the company?”
“They do greeting cards.”
Monica closed her computer to look at him more fully.
“A greeting card company?”
“We have a greeting card company that they’d fold into,” he replied.
“We have a pretty big one. Are they causing us problems? Competition?”
“No, not really. They’re local only; no online presence. They’re in New Orleans, and they’re staying afloat but just.”
“They’re in a major tourist hub, which should’ve given them good sales numbers, and they’re barely afloat?”
“Yes. I think we can help by acquiring them, taking the assets, letting them retire younger than they’d planned, and we’d benefit from eliminating the competition.”
“You just said they weren’t competition.”
“Not seriously, but they have a presence there, and rack space is everything in tourist towns like New Orleans.”
“So, you’re sending me to New Orleans? Dad, I have departments to run.”
“I’d handle this myself, but the doctor told your mother that I’m not allowed to fly for the next few weeks because of my heart.”
“Yes, and you should listen to them,” she replied.
She remembered the scare they’d all just been through, with her father in the hospital, having an operation, and her worrying that she’d never see him again, holding her mother’s hand and telling her that everything would be all right at the same time.
“I am listening to your mother,” he argued.
“Wise man.” She laughed.
“You should find yourself a woman like your mother, not like the one you married. Your mom puts me in my place but loves me, even though I’m an old man set in my ways.”
Her father, surprisingly, had had no issues with Monica being gay or marrying a woman. He’d just hated the particular woman she’d married and had said as much every chance he got. Then, when the marriage had ended, he’d thrown Monica a divorce celebration dinner and opened his most expensive bottle of wine for the occasion.
“When and how would I find this imaginary woman? You’re sending me away,” she replied.
“You’ll find her. You want someone to share your life with, Monica.”
“Dad, I work eighty hours a week. When would I even see this woman to share my life with?”
“You need to delegate. I delegated to you, but you have yet to delegate anything I’ve given you, so you have too much on your plate.”
“I actually just delegated to my assistant.”
“Oh, you did, didn’t you? Is that why I just heard her arguing with a shipping company because you couldn’t get through to a human about a certain pair of shoes you’re missing before I walked in?”
“Well… baby steps,” she replied.
“Monica, I’m retiring soon. You know that. Your mom wants me home, and I’m very much ready to finally enjoy retirement.”
“I know, Dad. I’m ready,” she said.
“You’re ready to take over, yes, but I don’t want this place to become your entire life. I have every belief that when I retire, you will move a bed into this office and sleep here.”
Monica laughed and said, “No, I won’t.”
Then, she thought about how, only three nights ago, she fell asleep in her business suit on her office sofa, but he didn’t need to know that.
“Go to New Orleans, meet with the company, make it seem like a quality acquisition as a personal favor to me, even if it doesn’t get us all that much, and try to enjoy yourself while you’re down there, too.”
“Wait. Is this your weird way of getting me to take a vacation?”
“How do you even know what that word means?” he joked as he stood up.
Monica tried her best to pretend like it hadn’t taken him a lot longer to stand than it used to and just focused on his smiling face, happy with his own joke.
“Dad, I don’t have time right now.”
“You’re working there, so it’s not a vacation. I’m only suggesting that you work during the day and enjoy your evenings. You’ve never even been to New Orleans. You never went to the football games at Tulane when I tried to take you. We have a box there, Monica. You never let me take you back home.”
“Dad, you’re a New Yorker. You went to Tulane for business school, but you’re not exactly from Louisiana.”
“I was for a few years, and it was home.”
“You know, Aaron is considering Tulane,” she shared.
“Oh. Good boy,” he replied.
“And LSU.”
“Well, talk him out of that one, obviously.” Her dad laughed.
“I’m trying not to talk him into or out of anything. Lily is trying to talk to him about Columbia. She’s pretty insistent.”
“Well, the boy will go where he goes,” her dad replied. “He has a letter of recommendation from me if he needs one for Tulane, and I’m happy to make a call.”
“Thanks, Dad. I’ll let you know if he wants that,” she said.
The door to the office opened, and her assistant stood there, looking a little scared.
“Yes?” Monica asked.
“Um… Your shoes are currently in Miami and will not be here by the time of the gala tonight. I tried everything I could. I even offered to fly down there to get them myself, but I wouldn’t make it back in time. The guy laughed at me when I suggested that.”
“Perfect,” her dad noted. “Not the laughing part,” he added to Monica’s assistant before he turned back to her. “You’re leaving tonight, anyway.”
“I am?” Monica asked.
“The jet is ready when you are. Pack for a few weeks, at least, to be safe. These things can take a while, and I’d rather get it all tied up in a bow before the next board meeting. Our law firm has an office down there, so reach out to them when you need them. Just tell them that this is a priority, and you’ll be fine.”
“Dad, I can’t just leave tonight.”
“Yes, you can. I’ll tell your mother you’ll be missing family dinners for the next few weeks. Just make sure to call her to check in so she doesn’t worry.”
“Dad!”
“And tell Aaron about the call. He needs to make his mind up soon if he’s hoping for fall admittance. It’s already February. Has he even applied? The deadlines are usually in February.”
“Not yet. Lily had him apply to Columbia only to see if he got in. He did, so now she doesn’t want him applying anywhere else.”
“That ex-wife of yours…” The old man shook his head. “Can you have the shoes delivery changed to the office?” He asked her assistant. “She’s going to be out of town for a while.”
“Dad!” Monica laughed.
She had no idea how she was supposed to go to New Orleans, of all places, for a few weeks and leave in a couple of hours to acquire a business for the company. It sounded like the business in question was about to go under and had nothing to offer them, but her father had a connection to it, which meant she couldn’t really argue. The gala was something they’d paid a lot of money to attend, but she hadn’t requested a plus-one, so the company would only have to find one person to take her seat at the table. This trip would also give her a great excuse to skip it and not run into Lily and her young girlfriend. For a minute there, she actually wondered at the likelihood of Lily finding out about her shoes, requesting them be rerouted to Miami and then delivered to her house just in time for her to slip them onto her girlfriend’s feet before the gala. Monica wouldn’t put it past her.
She packed up her things and chatted with her assistant about moving some meetings around and giving the ticket for the night to someone else. Then, she rushed home in the company-provided town car and stared into her overly large closet. She had to admit to herself that she’d gone too big for a place she planned to live in alone. After her marriage, Monica had decided she’d date around here and there as time permitted. She’d enjoy some liaisons as she was able, but she wouldn’t attempt another serious relationship. She’d at least hold off on that until long after her dad retired and she had a handle on the company she was about to inherit.
She’d bought the penthouse more out of revenge than anything else. It had just appeared on the market, and she’d known that Lily would be interested in it, so she’d snatched it up before her ex-wife had gotten the chance. It had three bedrooms, with the walk-in closet being basically the size of a bedroom all on its own. One bedroom was a guest room that hadn’t had any guests outside of the times Aaron had asked to stay over at her place instead of going home, and the other bedroom was her at-home office. She had to hire a maid because the apartment was too large for her to clean on her own, but since she rarely spent more than eight hours a day there and she was sleeping for most of that time, she wasn’t sure what she was really paying that maid for. The apartment was essentially empty. Yes, it had her possessions, and there were many of those, but that was it. There was no life in this place, only things.
Monica pulled out two large suitcases from the closet. Then, she stared out through the floor-to-ceiling windows, which automatically tinted when she turned on the lights to block her bedroom from prying eyes, and she stared out at the Manhattan skyline. This city was truly an amazing place, but she was beginning to feel like her father might be right: she could use some time away from it.



CHAPTER 3
“Hey, honey. Can I talk to you for a minute?” her mom asked.
“Sure. What’s up?”
“Can you come into the office?”
“Well, at least I know I’m not getting fired,” Bridgette muttered under her breath as she rose from her desk and followed her mom into the office. “Everything okay?”
“Your dad wanted to be here, but he’s meeting with an attorney, so I told him I’d talk to you.”
“Mom, what’s going on?” Bridgette asked.
She closed the door behind her and turned around, leaning back against it while her mom took one of the chairs in front of the desk.
“Have a seat.”
“No, I’m okay standing,” she replied.
“Bridge, please.”
Bridgette saw the pleading look in her mother’s eyes and sat down next to her, turning the chair the way her mom had done so that they were now facing one another.
“Mom, what’s wrong?”
“Honey, do you remember me telling you about your grandpa’s business friend, Kevin Arnette?”
“Not specifically, no. Should I?” she asked.
“Well, he’s the head of a company called Arnette Assets, which owns a lot of different companies. They focus mainly on real estate, but they own a chain of grocery stores and some other things now, too.”
“Mom, why are we talking about some company?”
“Because your grandfather went to school with the head of the company. They’ve remained good friends. Your father and he have been talking for a while now.”
“What about, Mom?” Bridgette asked.
“About him buying the company. They own Good Day Greeting already, and he thinks they could use our lines and buy up existing inventory.”
Bridgette leaned forward in the chair and said, “You’re talking about selling the company?”
“Yes, we are.”
“I’m supposed to take over the company when you and Dad retire.”
“I know. Honey, we’re hoping the money we make will be enough to help you later, and we can ask if they can keep you on, if you want. We can include it in the deal.” Her mom looked around the room. “I’m not sure what they’ll do with this office, but we can ask to keep you local, if you want to stay.”
“Stay?”
“Well, their headquarters is in New York.”
“New York?”
“Yes.”
“Mom, you’re selling to some massive organization in New York? Why would they even want us? We’re small and local.”
“It’s a favor. Your father is trying to deal with his pride, but they’d be doing us a favor. We’ve been struggling for a while now, and they’d mainly be interested in the card lines we own.”
“They’d tear us apart?”
“I don’t know, honey. We’ll have to talk to the person they’re sending down to talk about the possibilities.”
“Someone’s coming here?”
“Their head of acquisitions. It’s actually his daughter. Her name is Monica, I think. She should be here tomorrow. It was supposed to be today, but something came up.”
“So, they’re late trying to buy our family’s business?” Bridgette asked.
“I know this is hard to think about, but it might be the best decision for us. Your dad and I can retire, or we can start thinking about something else we want to do, and you can make a little money and decide what you want to do, too.”
“I wanted to do this.”
“Honey, it’s the family business. You were supposed to take it over, and we’ve been telling you that for years, so you’ve never really thought about doing anything else.”
“Yes, I have,” Bridgette replied. “Mom, if I wanted to do something else, I would’ve told you and Dad that years ago. I love my job.”
“You have a funny way of showing it,” her mom joked.
“Because I think we need to make changes. And I don’t hesitate to tell you and Dad my ideas. If it’s going to be my company one day, anyway, why not just listen and let me try them? If they’re bad ideas, I’d have to deal with the consequences.”
“The whole company would.”
“But we’re already struggling anyway. So much so that you’re planning on selling the whole thing. What about the employees?”
“We’d give them a severance,” her mom replied. “We can talk to Monica about them maybe being given an opportunity to interview for jobs at Good Day Greeting.”
“Which is in New York.”
“Yes.”
“I can’t speak for them, but I do work with them all every day, and I can’t see any of them wanting to move to New York.”
“Well, that would be their decision.”
“Assuming this Monica woman would even be interested in keeping them on.”
“I don’t like this any more than you do, Bridgette, but your father and I have made up our minds to at least see what happens with this possibility. Monica might say no or might not give us a deal we want. That’s why your father is talking to the attorney about our best options right now.”
“I don’t like this, Mom. I don’t agree with it. We have other options.”
“Maybe, but this is the best one,” her mother replied.
“And I don’t get a say in this?”
“No, honey.”
“Sell me the company,” Bridgette stated and stood. “I can’t pay what they’d pay you, but I have some savings.”
“Bridge, you’d drain everything you had for nothing. If you did that, you’d have nothing to pay the employees and nothing to pay the printers and–”
“I’ll think of something else, then. Maybe you and Dad can sell it to me for cheap. Like, I pay you something up front, and I pay the rest as we start turning a profit again.”
“You’d have no money left, Bridgette. We aren’t going to put you in a position where you don’t have a job and your savings are gone.”
“So, that’s a no?”
Her mom nodded.
“Fine,” Bridgette replied. “Then, that’s that. I guess we should just all give up.”
“That’s not what we’re doing. We’re trying to save as much as we can.”
“I need to go,” Bridgette told her.
“Honey, let’s keep talking.”
“There’s no point, anyway,” Bridgette replied.
She pulled open the door and left the office. When her mom didn’t follow, Bridgette grabbed her bag and walked out to her car. She climbed inside and pulled out her phone, planning to call Melinda to see if her friend wanted to go for a drink, but she saw a text from her ex-girlfriend instead. Bridgette’s eyebrow lifted. She knew it was a bad idea, but she responded anyway before hitting the road. Thirty minutes later, she knocked on Toya’s door and was met with caramel skin and dark-brown eyes looking back at her.
“Hi,” she said.
“Hey,” Toya said back as she pulled the door open farther.
“So, how does this work?”
“I don’t think there are any rules,” Toya replied as she closed the door behind her.
“I had a shitty day at work, Toya.”
“So did I.”
“So, you texted with this idea because you had a bad day?”
“I texted you to see if you really meant what you said on the phone, that this could just be fun with no strings and no talk of us moving in together.”
“This, meaning sex?” Bridgette asked.
“Well, it’s not sex yet.”
“You want it to be?”
“Yes,” Toya replied. “There were parts of our relationship that stressed me out, but there were other parts that were always really, really good.”
“And you’d like only those parts?”
“I’d like your parts on my parts,” Toya told her as she wrapped her arms around Bridgette’s neck. She shook her head and laughed. “I can’t believe I just said that.”
“Yeah, that was awful.” Bridgette laughed. “But you’re sure?”
“Are you?” Toya checked.
“I have no idea,” she replied. “My mom just told me that they’re going to sell–”
Next thing she knew, Toya’s lips were on hers, cutting her off. Bridgette hadn’t been expecting the kiss, but once she registered what was happening, it was like old times. Toya’s lips were full and moved against Bridgette’s quickly, asking her for more without demanding, so Bridgette turned them around until she had the woman pressed to the door. She supposed Toya wanted them to stop talking and get on with the real reason Bridgette had shown up at her tiny studio apartment.
Bridgette hadn’t been here since the breakup, and she’d never expected to have Toya’s lips on her own again. She’d spent the past eight months trying to forget how good it felt to kiss this woman. Now, she was doing it again, and it felt good. It felt good, and it also felt wrong; really, really wrong. She knew she should stop, but she couldn’t. Her lips moved to Toya’s neck, and she breathed in her scent, which was familiar and made Bridgette think about the last time she had Toya pressed to this door. Toya moaned when Bridgette shifted her thigh between Toya’s and her hands to Toya’s jeans, which she unbuttoned and unzipped. Toya lifted at Bridgette’s shirt, revealing Bridgette’s pale skin and purple bra. The shirt landed on the floor, and Toya moved to her own shirt then, pulling it off, revealing her perfect breasts.
“No bra,” Bridgette noted. “You were ready for me.”
“You have no idea,” Toya said as she took Bridgette’s hand and slipped it into her panties.
Bridgette practically grunted when she dipped between Toya’s folds and found the woman soaking wet for her. Toya had always been wet for her before, but this was more than Bridgette had ever felt.
“Fuck,” she said mostly to herself.
“Yes, do it,” Toya requested as she pushed at her own jeans and panties until they were around her knees.
She then spread her legs, and Bridgette wasted no time. She slipped inside her and thrust deep, earning a moan. Her lips moved back to Toya’s neck as she continued to thrust inside her, letting her thumb play against Toya’s clit in the way Bridgette knew she liked.
“Did you bring it?” Toya asked.
“No, I came straight here,” Bridgette replied, knowing Toya was referring to her favorite strap-on, which Bridgette still had in her drawer at home.
“Fuck, baby. Yes!” Toya moaned as her hands moved to Bridgette’s ass, cupping it hard. “I have one. Will you get it? You know where.”
“Can I finish this first?” she asked, moving harder and faster now.
“Yes! God!”
Bridgette knew it wouldn’t take long. She also knew that Toya would come once, and they’d move to her bed, where Bridgette would strap on for her, and Toya would want her behind her. She loved that position, letting Bridgette fill her all the way. Bridgette loved it, too, and as Toya came, she couldn’t wait to fuck her on the bed just like that.
“God, I’ve missed that.”
“Bed,” Bridgette said.
“No, sofa.”
“Sofa?”
“I want to straddle you,” Toya replied right before she kicked off her jeans and panties the rest of the way and walked toward the sofa.
Bridgette watched her do that for a second before she headed to the bedside table, where she pulled out the dildo already in its harness. She didn’t think Toya would need any lube, but she spotted the small bottle, so after hastily removing the rest of her clothes, she slipped into the harness and rubbed the toy with the lube just to make sure. When she moved to the sofa, Toya shoved her down into a seated position and climbed on top of her. Bridgette heard the pop as the head of the dildo slipped inside, and she watched her ex-girlfriend lower and raise herself up, slow at first and then faster and faster while she held on to her hips.
She sucked on one dark nipple after the other, biting down on them just a little, which she knew Toya liked. When Toya came this time, it was louder, and her hips practically thrashed as Bridgette held her in place. Bridgette wanted so badly to flip them over and use her own hips to make Toya come again, but the woman was still coming hard and looked so sexy above her. When she finally came down, Bridgette waited as Toya stilled before she finally lifted up and off her, knelt in front of Bridgette on the floor, and pulled off the harness. She spread Bridgette’s leg and stared.
“You need me, baby?” Toya rubbed her hands up and down Bridgette’s thighs.
“Yes,” Bridgette replied.
She didn’t wait before she pressed her hand to the back of Toya’s head, earning a smirk. Then, Toya’s head lowered between her legs, and Bridgette spread them farther for her, letting Toya take her clit between her lips and suck.
Bridgette hadn’t had sex since the last time they’d done this. She had tried, too. She’d gone out. She’d wanted to meet someone and hook up just to let sex with someone else take her mind off how good it had been with Toya and how much she’d once loved the woman. She wasn’t naïve, though. She knew this wouldn’t solve anything. Toya didn’t want her like that, and Bridgette wasn’t going to be able to change her mind. Instead, she’d let Toya make her come a few times. Then, she’d go home, take a shower, and try not to think about how much it had hurt when they’d broken up.
“Fuck,” she said. “Yes! There!”
“You still taste so good,” Toya said.
“Just suck me. Don’t do that.”
“Do what?” Toya asked as she looked up at her.
“Toya, make me come.”
Toya smirked again, likely assuming Bridgette needed her that badly, but in reality, Bridgette just didn’t want to talk about how good she tasted or how good Toya felt when she’d been inside her. She wanted to come because this was them simply having sex.
Toya’s head lowered back down, and her tongue licked for several strokes until Bridgette tugged a little at her head.
“Tell me to suck you again. That was fucking sexy,” Toya muttered against her clit.
“Toya… Come on,” Bridgette said.
As she enjoyed her clit being sucked, Bridgette thought about all the greeting cards she’d written over the years. Most of them had been about the beauty of love. She’d never made one to capture this moment: a woman kneeling on her own floor, sucking on another woman’s clit, while that woman told her to until she came. Bridgette laughed to herself, picturing the front of that card and thinking about what shops in the Quarter might sell it. Then, she came.
“Oh, fuck!”
Her hips rocked against Toya’s mouth until she had to tap Toya’s shoulder to get her to stop because she couldn’t handle any more touches.
“Bed?” Toya asked as she glanced up at Bridgette and licked her lips, looking satisfied and confident in what she’d just done.
Bridgette considered saying yes. She knew if they went to the bed, she’d likely come again and again after that. But there was something in her that just couldn’t turn off her thoughts about the fact that her family was going to lose their business and she couldn’t talk to Toya about it. She’d made that clear before when she’d kissed Bridgette to shut her up.
“No,” Bridgette said. “I think I’ll go, actually.”
“Bridge, you said you could handle this.”
“I am handling this. That’s why I need to go.” She stood up. “You don’t want to be the person I talk to about things, which is fine. I’m good with that. I just have some things I need to talk about, so I’m going to go.”
Toya stood up and asked, “So, is that it? You stop by for, like, ten minutes, we have sex, and you leave?”
“That’s what you wanted,” she replied as she found her pants and pulled them on with her underwear.”
“I didn’t mean you’d leave after one really quick round, Bridgette. I didn’t mean that we couldn’t talk to each other at all.”
“Well, I think that’s what I need this to be if we do it again. Besides, you cut me off when I was trying to talk to you, Toya.”
“If? You said if we do this again. I thought…”
“If you want to, we can. It just needs to be sex.”
“And you’re sure? You’ve never wanted this before.”
“I still want a relationship.”
“Which is why I’m surprised that you even said what you said on the phone and that you came here today.” Toya wiped her mouth.
“Well, it happened.” Bridgette clasped her bra. “Now, I’m going to go. Text me if you want to do this again, and I’ll decide if that’s what I want to do then, I guess.” She picked up her shirt and threw it on over her head.
“Um… Okay.”
Bridgette pulled open the door and closed it quickly behind her, stopping for a second to let it hit her. She’d just slept with her ex-girlfriend, the woman she’d been trying to get over for the past eight months, and it had actually just been sex to her. That part was a good thing. Having sex with her at all, though, wasn’t.



CHAPTER 4
The weather had prevented the company jet from taking off the previous night, leaving Monica all packed and ready to go but with no way to get there. She’d returned home and had to unpack her toiletries since she rarely had backups and hadn’t been prepared with travel-sized anything, so after that, she’d sent an email to her assistant asking her to pick up at least three of every staple in her bathroom so that she’d never have to run into this situation again. She’d already been upset about having to go somewhere at the last minute, and then, she’d had to unpack her stuff and repack it all over again the following morning.
After spending a few hours in the office to try to give herself a little more time with her team before she’d be gone unexpectedly for a few weeks, she headed back to the airfield. There, she was told all was clear, and they took off. She hadn’t even thought to bring her assistant with her, which seemed like something she should have suggested because as she sat on the flight, Monica came up with at least ten things for her to do while she was gone. She could delegate. Of course, delegating to her assistant was one thing. Asking a director in one of the departments she oversaw to handle something she wasn’t sure they could take care of properly was quite another.
When they landed on the runway, she was helped off the small plane and led straight out into a humidity she’d only ever experienced in two places. One was Orlando, where she had gone for a conference. She’d stayed only as long as she had to and had left immediately after, unable to wait for her hair to return to its usually shiny, soft self instead of the frizzy mess it had turned into. The other time was on her honeymoon to Bora Bora, which had been Lily’s idea and not at all the honeymoon Monica had wanted. When she’d dreamed of a honeymoon, it had been somewhere they could mix romance and relaxation with a little history and culture. It wasn’t that Bora Bora didn’t have those things. It was that Lily only wanted to lie on the beach and spend time in their resort room making love. While there was nothing wrong with either of those activities, it wasn’t ideal for her, but back then, Monica had been so in love and so in lust with her older and more experienced wife that she’d just given in. She’d still enjoyed her honeymoon, with the exception of her frizzy hair and how everything felt like it was sticking to her body, which always felt clammy.
“God, it’s humid,” she remarked out loud to no one.
“You should try coming here in the summer,” the flight attendant said as she climbed off the plane.
“It gets worse than this?” Monica joked.
“Much,” the woman replied.
“It’s only a few weeks. It’s only a few weeks,” Monica recited.
It was her new mantra, and she said it a few more times to herself as she picked up her phone.
“Yes, Miss Arnette?”
“Can you please look up and find some kind of anti-frizz hair product and have it sent to the hotel?”
“Anti-frizz?” her assistant asked.
“Yes. The humidity here is awful.”
“Oh,” the woman replied. “Of course. Anything else you need?”
“A pocket fan,” she joked.
“You want me–”
“No, I was kidding. That’s all for now, but I’ll email you a list when I get to the hotel.”
“Okay. I’ll have something dropped off for you.”
“Thank you,” Monica replied and hung up the phone.
A car was waiting for her on the runway. She climbed inside while others placed her luggage into the trunk. Grateful for the air conditioning, she took a minute to rest her head back and let the cool air hit her. She wasn’t sure how she’d deal with three weeks of this. New York got humid, too, but mainly in the summer, not all year round. Then again, it was nice that there was no snow on the ground, and it wasn’t the thirty degrees she’d left at home. That was something good. Monica decided to try to focus on that, the good, as she was driven from the airfield and into the city.
She had been told that the offices were in the Central Business District, so she’d booked the nicest hotel that was close by, which happened to be the Four Seasons. She’d seen the photos, and it was right on the water, with a ground-floor pool that overlooked the river. She had managed to book a deluxe king suite with a river view at the last minute, which gave her something to look forward to. Their spa also gave her something to look forward to, and she planned to book many, many treatments and massages to help her occupy her time when she wasn’t working.
Upon arrival, she was greeted as a VIP and escorted to her room, which, she had to admit, was beautiful. Everything in the room was white and looked brand-new. The valet dropped her bags off for her as she looked out the window and took in the river. There was something about water that calmed Monica, but at the same time, she was a New Yorker; she’d seen rivers before and wished for a view of clear ocean water as far as the eye could see instead.
“Can I book a spa service with you? I forgot to ask when I was checking in,” she said to the valet.
“Of course, Miss Arnette,” he replied.
Monica took cash out of her purse and handed it to him.
“Can I get a massage booked for tonight, a facial for tomorrow night, and a wrap of some kind for the day after? Anything after seven is fine. I assume you’re open late?”
“The spa normally closes at eight, but yes, we’d be able to get you those appointments,” he replied, taking the tip. “I’ll have maid service leave you a card with the appointment times on the desk if you’d like.”
“That would be fine,” she said.
“Very well. Thank you, Ma’am,” he said and turned to go.
“Ma’am,” she muttered under her breath.
When she was in her twenties, no one had even thought about calling her ‘ma’am.’ In her thirties, it had depended, but ever since she’d turned forty, she’d been getting it a lot more frequently. Then again, she was in the South now. Most people used ‘ma’am’ and ‘sir’ down here, so she decided that the valet had just been polite and respectful and hadn’t called her ‘ma’am’ because she was older now. For whatever reason, that had her thinking about Lily’s girlfriend. Did anyone ever call her ‘ma’am?’ Probably not for another decade, at least. Monica sighed and sat down on the bed.
There were still a few hours left in the workday, and she was expected at the office to meet the family who owned the place. She knew she should freshen up and head that way, but something had her needing to relax just for a moment. In New York, she was always on the go, but as she sat on the end of the crisp, clean bed, she thought about how it felt good to just be still. Across from the bed was the desk, where she saw three bottles of water and the minibar under them. It was too early for her to start drinking, but she could use some water to rehydrate after the flight. She downed half the bottle before she, once again, moved to the window overlooking the water. It wasn’t so bad, being here, she thought as she finished the water.
Monica checked her watch and decided she still had at least an hour until she needed to leave, so she removed her business suit, which hadn’t gotten wrinkled on the plane, to her surprise, and lay down over the comforter in her matching bra and panty set. She only meant to close her eyes for a minute, but when they finally opened, she noticed she was wrapped in the comforter now, and the sun seemed a whole lot lower than it was supposed to be.
“Shit,” she said, jumping out of bed.
She checked her watch and realized that she’d napped for two hours. Having run into the bathroom, she looked at herself in the mirror. Her hair, which had been perfect before, now looked like she’d slept on it for a day and a half, and it was frizzy. Monica tried to tame the brunette strands and remembered about that anti-frizz ask she’d made of her assistant. It hadn’t been at the counter when she’d checked in and still wasn’t here.
“Yes, Miss Arnette?” her assistant asked, picking up.
Monica rushed around the bathroom and tried to fix her lipstick while also still brushing her hair.
“Where is that anti-frizz stuff I asked you for?”
“It should be on its way. I asked the pharmacy to deliver it to the front desk, but they don’t normally deliver, so I had to ask them to do it just for you. They said they’d have it to you within a few hours.”
“Well, it’s been a few hours,” she replied. “Did they call you wondering where I was?”
“The pharmacy?”
“No, the people at Southern Hospitality Greetings.”
“Oh, no. Were they supposed to?”
“I’m late for our meeting.”
“They haven’t called. Would you like me to call them and let them know you’re running behind?”
“No,” Monica said as she picked up the phone off the counter and carried it into the bedroom, where she dropped it onto the bed and picked up her pants from the chair she’d draped them over. “Can you order me a car, though?”
“Sure,” her assistant replied.
“And they really haven’t called or emailed? I’m at least an hour late.”
“Nothing that I’ve seen, no. Did they call your phone instead?”
“They have the office number, not this one,” Monica replied.
“Well, I could call them to see if they meant to cancel, if you want.”
“No, it’s fine. I’ll be downstairs in ten minutes.”
“The car will be there waiting for you.”
“Great.”
Monica readied herself as best as she could and slipped into her heels as she made it to the door. Two minutes later, she was in the lobby.
“Oh, Miss Arnette, we have a delivery for you,” the front desk agent said.
“Perfect timing,” she replied under her breath. “Would you mind having it brought up to my room?”
“Of course, Ma’am.”
There was that ‘ma’am’ again. The door was opened for her by the doorman, who greeted her with a kind smile. The doormen in New York did the same because their jobs in the high-end buildings of the city depended on it, but this man seemed to have a genuine smile as he asked her if she needed a cab called.
“No, thank you. This is my car,” she said as she pointed to the town car that had just pulled up in front of the building.
“Have a nice afternoon,” the doorman said in response.
The chauffeur got out of the car just in time and opened the door for her. Monica climbed in and reveled again in the air conditioning.
“I wasn’t given an address for your destination,” the chauffeur said once he was behind the wheel.
“Oh, one second,” she said. She pulled out her phone to check the email that had the address in it and handed it to him. “Here you go.”
“Oh. That’s where you’re going?”
“Is there a problem?”
“No, it’s just that it’s right over there.” The chauffeur pointed ahead. “About a block and a half away.”
Monica looked through the windshield to try to follow his finger and saw a building that looked to be about three stories.
“That’s it?” she asked.
“That’s it.”
Monica sighed and asked, “Can you just take me? I’m too tired to walk, and I am incredibly late already.”
“Sure,” he replied, putting the car in drive.
A whole minute and a half later, the car pulled over to the sidewalk. Monica felt like an idiot, and a lazy one at that, but she was grateful for the AC and the fact that she didn’t have to walk even the short distance in this humidity. When the chauffeur opened the door for her, Monica got out and looked down at her foot when she felt something squishy.
“What the hell?” she said.
“Oh,” he replied apologetically. “Um… Yeah… The horse-drawn carriages take the tourists through here sometimes.”
“Horses?”
“They go around the city. Usually, though, not all the way over here, which is probably why no one’s picked that up yet.” He pointed down to the horse poop she’d stepped in. “I might have a rag or–”
“Yes. Whatever it is, yes,” she huffed out.
Monica sat back in the back seat of the car, removed her beautiful red heel, and stared at the bottom of it, covered in a muddy brown now. The chauffeur was kind enough to use a bottle of water and a rag of some kind to clean it for her while she texted her assistant to make sure to tip this man well because he definitely deserved it. When he was finished, he handed her the shoe back and helped her over the pile of manure.
“You’re my hero,” she said, meaning it.
A few seconds later, Monica opened the door to the office building, carrying her bag in her free hand, and looked for the suite where she was supposed to be meeting the current owners. There were no numbers on the doors or walls next to them, which was odd, so she checked the floor directory and guessed that she should be turning right, and it would be there. She pushed open the door and found a small, open office space with old furniture and a few employees milling about.
“Can I help you?” a young man in his twenties asked.
“I’m looking for Southern Hospitality Greetings.”
“This is it,” he said. “Can I–”
“Miss Arnette,” an older man said as he headed her way.
“Yes. Monica is fine,” she replied, holding out her hand for him to shake.
“I’m Dale Musgrave.”
“It’s nice to meet you. I apologize for being so late.”
“You’re late?” he asked as he shook her hand.
“You didn’t notice?”
Monica wondered if that was one of the reasons why they were struggling: no one here could keep time.
“We’ve been busy around here,” the man replied with a chuckle. “Come on in. This is our satellite office, so we only have a few people here, but we have a conference room where you, my wife, and I can chat privately.”
Dale Musgrave clearly didn’t want her to be introduced to everyone in the office yet. That meant the people working here likely had no idea that the company was about to be sold. While Monica understood why business owners didn’t share that information prematurely, she generally found that the more transparent they were with their employees, the better the overall process went for everyone.
“I’ll introduce you to our daughter as well. Bridgette?” He said the name a little louder than the sentence before it.
Monica turned, following his gaze, and caught sight of a young woman with auburn hair around her shoulders that had a slight frizz to it, something she could empathize with. The green eyes were aimed right at her in a glare.
“Bridgette,” he repeated.
“Yeah?” the woman said as she took a few steps toward Monica and was clearly hesitant about having to do it.
“This is Monica Arnette.”
“Monica is fine.” Monica held out her hand for Bridgette to shake.
Bridgette’s nose crinkled up at something as she took Monica’s hand, shook it hard, and then pulled back immediately.
“Oh, it’s not me,” Monica said, realizing. “I mean… I stepped in something right outside.” She pointed behind her as if Bridgette and Dale could see the pile of horse crap from here. “I stepped in horse manure. I tried to…”
Dale laughed and said, “Well, welcome to New Orleans.”
Bridgette didn’t laugh, though. She just kept on glaring.



CHAPTER 5
“She just walks in and sets up in the conference room like she owns the place,” Bridgette said as she took a drink.
“Who?” Kyle asked, sitting down next to Melinda, her girlfriend.
“This woman who wants to buy Bridgette’s company,” Melinda said before she leaned over and kissed her. “Hi.”
“Hi,” Kyle replied. “And someone’s trying to buy your company?”
“It’s a whole thing,” Bridgette replied as she picked up a chip from their shared nacho platter and took a bite.
“How was work?” Melinda asked Kyle.
“Fine. I finished translating the article and sent it off.”
“So, you’re free for the rest of the night?” Melinda asked her.
“Yeah, I’m good.”
Bridgette watched as the waiter approached to see what Kyle wanted to drink. Kyle ordered, and Bridgette looked at how her best friend in the world looked at her new girlfriend as if she hadn’t seen the woman in years when they’d woken up together that morning. Bridgette wanted that for herself as well, more than anything. She always had. She wrote the cards that talked about it and drew the images that, at times, appeared on the cards, too. She had been doing it since she graduated from college and had planned on doing that until she retired while she also took over more of a leadership role at the company that her parents were now thinking about selling out from under her, leaving her with no professional future for the first time in her entire life.
“So, the company?” Kyle asked.
“Yeah. Her name is Monica. She’s a total type A, New Yorker, one of those uppity types, and definitely a pain in the ass.”
“Didn’t you spend all of maybe five minutes with her?” Melinda asked.
“Yes, because she was late. She said the weather prevented her from flying down yesterday, but she was still over an hour late for the meeting my parents had scheduled with her people because, yes, she has people. She probably has two assistants, like Miranda Priestly, because she thinks she’s that important.”
“Have you tried talking to your parents about the company being sold?” Jill asked as she placed her phone back on the table and picked up a chip covered in cheese and sour cream.
“I tried.” Bridgette sighed. “They told me it was our best option. I even asked my mom if I could look at the books and see if I could come up with something myself, but she said we’d all be doing that as part of this vetting process for the sale. I get this vibe from them that they’re maybe embarrassed to show me the numbers or something.”
“Could be,” Melinda replied. “You’re their kid, and they were going to hand you the keys to the business, but now, they can’t.”
The waiter brought over Kyle’s drink and set it down.
“Are you all ready to order?” he asked.
They ordered their entrées, and Melinda caught Kyle up on her day for a few minutes, which gave Bridgette a much-needed break from the topic of the business being up for sale. By the time they’d circled back around, Bridgette was halfway through her burger, and Jill was stealing some of her fries.
“Why did you order a salad?”
“Because I wanted a salad,” Jill said.
“Then, order a side of fries,” Bridgette replied.
“Why? I can just steal yours.”
“Well, we are not dating, so you don’t have fry-stealing privileges.”
“Does that mean I can steal your fries?” Melinda asked Kyle.
“Anytime, babe,” Kyle replied.
Jill rolled her eyes at them, making Bridgette laugh.
“When will you two be out of this honeymoon phase?” Bridgette asked them.
“I hope never,” Melinda said.
“Can you at least pretend like you only tolerate each other when you’re around us?” Jill asked. “Some of us are still trying to meet people, and you’re just rubbing it in.”
Kyle laughed and said, “I can tell her she can’t have any of my fries, but that’s the best I can do.”
“We just got together. What do you expect?” Melinda asked. “When you two finally find whoever it is you fall in love with, we’ll have to watch you be all over them.”
“Yes, but the difference will be that you already have Kyle, so you won’t be missing out on anything,” Jill noted.
“No new dates, I take it?” Melinda asked.
“No. I can’t seem to find anyone I want to go out with on the app. I’m thinking about deleting my account. Maybe I’ll meet someone on my next tour, like you did.”
“Maybe,” Melinda said as she turned to Kyle.
“Bridge, what are you going to do about the whole sale thing?” Kyle asked.
“I have no idea,” she replied. “I know she’s here to take my family’s business. My mom says she’ll make us a good deal because of our family connections, but I’ll probably be out of a job. The company isn’t worth all that much on a good day, so if we’re struggling, they’re not likely to really give me enough to support myself for long, and this is all I’ve ever planned on doing. I mean, I thought about other things while I was in college, but nothing ever felt right to me.”
“You have to talk to this woman, then. Ask her if she’ll let you keep your job or if you can be brought on somewhere else at the company,” Melinda suggested.
“Their company is in New York, so I’d probably have to move, and I don’t want to move. I love it here. This place is home to me.”
“They wouldn’t let you work from here?” Kyle asked.
“I don’t know. I didn’t ask.”
“What did you do?”
“Kind of glared at her for about an hour while she talked to my parents.”
“Well, that’s probably not the best idea if you’re hoping she hires you at her company,” Jill said.
“I couldn’t help it. She just has this way about her. We left about the same time, so I watched her get into a car while I walked to mine, and I saw it drop her off at the Four Seasons.”
“That’s only a block away,” Melinda replied.
“Exactly. She had a car drive her for, like, a minute because she didn’t want to walk,” Bridgette added. “I watched her get out of the car and go into the hotel. She couldn’t walk that?”
“She’s a New Yorker. She’s used to a walking city,” Jill said. “Maybe she didn’t know how far the office was from the hotel, or maybe she was just really tired or couldn’t walk long distances. You don’t know.”
“She might be from there, but she went to Yale undergrad and Harvard Business School. Her resume reads like someone who has never taken the subway in her life. She’d be the one to get on the subway and have no idea that it even existed or something,” Bridgette replied.
“Maybe that’s true, but it doesn’t mean she’ll treat your family poorly. You said there are family connections there,” Kyle said before she ate a French fry.
“Distant.”
“You’re not related, are you?” Jill asked.
“What? No. My grandfather went to business school with her dad, I guess. He’s doing us a favor.”
Bridgette’s phone beeped on the table, so she glanced down at the screen and quickly picked it up. It was a text from Toya, asking what she was up to that night. Bridgette had forgotten all about her ex and their possible arrangement. That should probably tell her something.
“So, what do you think about Lacey leaving?” Jill asked Melinda, referring to a part-time employee at NOLA Guides, the tour company they both worked at as tour guides.
Bridgette looked around for the waiter and waved him over.
“What’s up?” Melinda asked her. “I thought we were going to share dessert.”
“Kyle can share dessert with you now. I’ve got to run.”
“Is everything okay?” Kyle asked.
When the waiter arrived at their table, Bridgette asked, “Can I get my check, please?”
“Sure.”
“Everything’s fine,” Bridgette added to Kyle then. “I’m just not feeling well all of a sudden, and I think I need to go home and crash.”
◆◆◆
“Yes! Yes! Yes!” Toya yelled over and over as Bridgette fucked her from behind.
“Come now,” Bridgette said because she was running out of patience.
She’d been at Toya’s for well over an hour now. When she first walked in, she had moved immediately to the bed, stripping as she walked and told Toya what she wanted. That was something she’d never done before. When they’d been together, their sex life had been more geared toward what Toya had wanted. Not that Bridgette hadn’t enjoyed herself – she had – but now, if they were just doing this, she wasn’t going to make it all about Toya or come over whenever the woman texted her. Bridgette would have to want it, too, and would expect Toya to give her what she wanted as well.
Toya had fucked her hard first before Bridgette had told her to go down on her. Watching Toya’s head bob between her legs had used to get her so turned on, but as she’d watched Toya bring her to another orgasm, she knew it would be a small one and not the explosive release she craved. Toya had rolled onto her back then, and Bridgette remained where she was, lying on her own back about a foot away.
“Are you going to fuck me now or what?” Toya had asked.
Bridgette had actually considered saying no and getting up to leave, but she’d thought that would be rude, so she’d rolled over and brought her to a fast orgasm before Toya had gone for the strap-on that she favored. She’d always loved it when Bridgette wore it for her, and Bridgette loved making a woman come with one, but she’d been ready to leave. She had gotten what she’d come for. Well, sort of. She’d needed a great orgasm, and she’d gotten a couple of just good ones, so she would have to make herself come again before she went to sleep to really sate her body.
Before Bridgette knew it, though, Toya had slipped the harness over her hips, rubbed some lube over the dildo, and slid on top of it, fucking herself more than Bridgette actually doing the work. Bridgette had held on to her hips but hadn’t moved her own or done anything else. When it had become obvious that Toya wasn’t going to come like that, Bridgette had instructed her to get on all fours so that she could take care of her quickly.
They’d been going at this for a while now, though, so Bridgette finally reached around to Toya’s center and tried to stroke her clit as best she could while still thrusting inside her. Toya rocked back against her harder. Then, she put her own hand over Bridgette’s, and Bridgette returned her hand to Toya’s hips. Toya rubbed herself while Bridgette fucked her until finally, and that was exactly how it felt, she came hard and fell down to the bed, the dildo slipping out as she went. Bridgette looked down at the woman she’d once been in love with and wondered what in the hell she was doing. Toya rolled over and stared up at her, looking sated and out of breath.
“Give me a minute,” she said as she ran her hands up and down Bridgette’s thighs. “And then, I’ll do whatever you want.” She chuckled. “That was so fucking good, baby.”
“Don’t do that,” Bridgette said.
“Oh, sorry.” Toya squinted. “It really bugs you?”
“I’m not your ‘baby’ anymore.” Bridgette moved to stand and stripped off the harness, letting it fall to the floor.
“It’s just a word, Bridge. It doesn’t mean anything.”
“It used to, though.”
“Okay. I’ll cut it out, then,” Toya replied. “It just slips out sometimes.”
“We shouldn’t be doing this.” She sighed.
Toya sat up and replied, “You said you could handle it.”
“I can. That’s the problem.”
“What? I’m confused.”
“I’ve got to go,” Bridgette told her as she looked around for her clothes. “I’ll text you, okay?”
“Bridgette, don’t go. Talk to me.”
“You don’t want to talk.”
“I never said that. You just rushed into the apartment and told me to fuck you. But just because we’re having sex, doesn’t mean we can’t talk to one another like we used to.”
“I’m going to go,” Bridgette repeated. “We can’t be anything like we used to. That’s the point.”
She pulled her shirt and pants on quickly.
“Okay. Fine. Do you just want to text me if you want to do this again? Assuming you can, that is.”
“Yeah, sure,” Bridgette said.
“You told me you could handle this, Bridgette. I trusted you.”
“I am handling it,” Bridgette replied. “I just need to go.”
“Fine. Go,” Toya said.
Bridgette gathered her things and quickly left the apartment. She pressed herself against the back of the old elevator as it went down to the first floor and thought about how she didn’t actually want to talk to Toya anymore. She’d let everything at work get the better of her and drive her to make a bad decision. Fucking her ex-girlfriend had been a mistake. Not just because Bridgette wasn’t a sex-only kind of person but because she didn’t want to have sex with Toya anymore.
She’d been missing Toya for months, but what she had really been missing was having someone to come home to, someone to talk to, to watch movies with, to snuggle up to on the sofa, to talk to about her day at work, or even to complain about how Kyle and Melinda were annoying now but that she wanted them to be happy together at the same time. Bridgette wanted sex, yes, but not just sex, and as she continued to process the mistake she’d just made, she thought back to her relationship with Toya and the sex they’d had, suddenly feeling like it hadn’t been as great as her post-breakup brain had made it out to be. It had been primarily about her ex. Bridgette had been willing to give Toya whatever she wanted, and that had been fine with her at some point, but it hadn’t been as good as she’d remembered.
She probably wouldn’t even have gone to her ex’s place had her parents not been driving her crazy with the business by bringing someone in to buy the thing when it was supposed to be hers one day. Her whole life seemed to be a big mess right now, and she still had to figure out the business part, but she knew now that she was ready for something more in her love life, something real, something where the woman she was with wanted those same things and also wanted to take those relationship steps with her. Bridgette didn’t want to go backward. She wanted to move forward.



CHAPTER 6
Day one at Southern Hospitality Greetings had not gone as planned. Monica had been late, for starters, and once she had arrived, it had been pretty clear that the daughter of the two owners hadn’t exactly been thrilled at her arrival. The only good thing that had happened to her had been the massage, which had been ninety minutes, relaxing and amazing. She’d slept well after a long, nearly equally relaxing bath in the nice tub with a chamomile tea, which she didn’t have every night but regularly enough, and it usually helped her sleep.
When she’d woken up earlier than planned, she’d taken a lukewarm shower, which usually helped her body wake up. She’d been smart enough to order room service in advance the night before, and it had been brought in just in time for her to have about thirty minutes to enjoy it while she read the news on her phone and checked any emails she might have missed during the night. Her eggs had been prepared perfectly, and the bacon had been the exact crispness she liked. Monica sipped the coffee slowly, enjoying it but knowing she’d order her preferred and trusted chain-brand coffee for delivery in about an hour to get an actual caffeine boost. Then, she finished getting ready.
She hadn’t called for the car again, given how close the office was, and left the hotel right on time to get there five minutes before their first scheduled meeting. When she arrived, Dan, the young man who had greeted her the day before, met her on his way out to the bathroom and let her in. There were a couple of other employees in the office who looked up and nodded at her politely, but neither of them made any attempt to introduce themselves. Had the family decided to tell their employees who Monica was and what she was doing here? Finding no Mr. or Mrs. Musgrave, she decided to go into the conference room to wait for them there and order her coffee for delivery.
“Hi.”
Monica looked up from her phone to see Bridgette, the owners’ daughter, standing there in the open doorway.
“Good morning,” she replied.
“So, there’s coffee in the break room.” The woman held up her cup.
“Oh, no, thank you,” Monica said with a smile.
“I was just telling you that it was there. This one is mine.”
“I see,” Monica replied, leaning back in the chair. “I have coffee on the way, but thank you for letting me know.”
“A local place?”
“No.”
“Ah… You came to New Orleans to drink some chain crap, didn’t you?”
“I came to New Orleans for work but wasn’t aware New Orleans was known for its coffee.”
“Among other things,” Bridgette told her.
“Well, I’ve already ordered, but maybe I’ll try it later.”
“Typical,” Bridgette said as she rolled her eyes.
“I’m sorry; have I done something to offend you?” Monica asked as she leaned forward again.
“Offend me? You’re here to steal my company.”
“Steal? I’m here to buy it.”
“Same thing to me.”
“You might want to look those two words up in a dictionary because they have very different meanings,” Monica replied.
“Whatever,” Bridgette said. “I’ve got work to do.”
“Good. So do I,” she stated rather angrily.
“Well, good,” Bridgette said back.
“Yes, good,” Monica retorted, wondering how many times they’d just said the word ‘good’ between the two of them.
“Good morning, Monica,” Dale spoke as he appeared next to his daughter. “Did Bridgette tell you that we have beignets in the break room?”
“Beignets?”
“Yeah. They’re donuts. We call them–”
“I know what a beignet is,” Monica cut Bridgette off. “I spent a college semester in Paris and have been to France several times since then.”
“Oh. Well, good for you.” Bridgette took a sip of her coffee. “Also, I ate all of them, so there aren’t any in the break room anymore.”
Dale laughed and replied, “She’s kidding. I bought two dozen. You’re kidding, right?” He looked over at his daughter in concern.
“Let Monica go check,” Bridgette challenged.
“I ordered a pastry from–”
“Have fun, Dad,” Bridgette said, interrupting Monica this time, before she turned and walked away.
Dale closed the conference room door behind him and said, “I’m sorry. She’s taking this harder than her mother and I thought she would.”
“I can tell,” Monica said.
Dale sat down across from her with his computer and added, “My wife and I started this business with every intention on passing it down to Bridgette and her children. Well, she doesn’t want kids, but we still planned on giving it to her when we retired, and now, she’s trying to figure things out.”
“Does she want to stay on, assuming we acquire?”
“We haven’t talked about that yet. I think her mother brought it up with her, but I don’t know if Bridgette has an answer.”
“We should. It would be part of the deal if she’s going to receive a leadership role at Good Day Greetings. I’d assume that would be what she’d ask for.”
“I don’t know, honestly,” he said.
“What does she do here, exactly?”
“Bridgette? She makes the cards, mostly. She runs this office when her mother and I are in Baton Rouge. We only met you here because she lives here, and it was easier. There are more employees in our main office as well, so this was more private.”
“Do your employees know yet?” Monica asked.
“Not yet. We’ve told them you’re a potential investor. I hate lying to them, but since I don’t know that this is for sure a done deal and I don’t know if you’ll offer them jobs, I wanted to have more information before I talk to them.”
“I understand. And I do usually like to talk to employees whenever I can, but I can be discreet,” she replied.
“Thank you. We appreciate it. Oh, my wife and I would like to take you out to dinner while you’re in town. You don’t have to say yes, and we won’t be offended if you decline.”
“Dinner?”
“Tonight, if you don’t have any plans.”
Monica thought about the facial she’d booked for eight that evening. The spa would be closed, but they’d be sending someone directly to her room, and she was fully prepared to enjoy the whole relaxing experience. They’d likely finish up here around five, though, so if they made it a short, business-like dinner, she’d be back in her room by seven-thirty. Her instincts told her to decline the invitation, but her father would likely hear about it and be disappointed in how she’d treated a friend of the family. Besides, the earlier they did this dinner, the better. Once she started to make recommendations or they began talking about the specifics of the sale, things would get awkward, and dinner would be uncomfortable for everyone.
“I can do this evening,” she said with a polite smile.
“Great.” Dale smiled. “Is there anything you don’t eat?”
“Not really, no,” she replied.
“I’ll make a reservation somewhere,” he said.
“Sounds great. The earlier, the better for me. Say 5:30?”
“No problem. We’ll leave from the office, if that works for you.”
“It does,” Monica said with a nod.
The door then opened abruptly, and Bridgette stood there, holding a brown paper bag and a cup of coffee.
“Miss Arnette, your coffee and pastry have arrived safely. Where would you like them? Shall I plate it up for you?” Bridgette lifted an annoyed eyebrow at Monica.
“Oh, sorry. They’re early. I was going to go outside and get it.” Monica stood up.
“No need.” Bridgette tossed the bag onto the table and placed the cup down next to the bag. “All taken care of.”
The woman then left the room just as quickly as she’d entered it.
“Well, she hates me,” Monica said.
“She’ll come around.”
◆◆◆
Monica had spent the better part of the workday with Dale and Margery in the conference room, going over their finances, procedures, and employees. She’d also learned more about their daughter from their conversation. Bridgette had gone to Tulane, which was interesting because Monica’s own father had raved about the school. It was private and could be difficult to get into. Bridgette’s parents had been very proud and spoken about how she’d majored in economics and had thought about getting her MBA but had decided to work full-time at Southern Hospitality Greetings instead since she was going to inherit it one day and didn’t need an MBA to do that. Monica could tell they felt bad about the situation they had gotten themselves into and, therefore, their daughter, because the business was failing.
“Well, it’s five-fifteen now, so we should probably head to the restaurant,” Dale said. “We were thinking Bridgette could drive you there since she has her car, and we’ll head home in ours after the restaurant since we live in Baton Rouge, if that’s okay. She’ll drop you off at your hotel after.”
“Oh. Bridgette is coming, too?” Monica asked as she swallowed.
It had been a very long day, and she’d managed to avoid Bridgette for much of it. They’d bumped into one another once when Monica had been going into the bathroom and Bridgette had been leaving. Bridgette, of course, had made a grand gesture of holding the door open for Monica, which had been annoying, but Monica had decided to let it go given what Bridgette and her family were going through. So, was it okay, putting her in the same car with Bridgette, who clearly had a problem with her? Yes, clearly.
“Yes. Is that all right?” Margery asked her.
“Of course,” she lied.
When they packed up their things, the three of them met Bridgette in the bullpen and walked out the suite door, with Bridgette locking up after them. Her parents then turned right at the sidewalk, leaving them alone.
“I’m this way,” Bridgette said as she nodded to the left.
“Sure. Okay.”
“So, you didn’t bring your car today? I thought you’d be taking it to the restaurant.”
“No,” Monica said, hearing Bridgette’s judgmental tone in the question. “I ordered the car before I knew how close the hotel was to the office.”
“For the way back to the hotel, too?” Bridgette mocked. “This is me. It’s no limo, but hopefully, it works.”
“It was a town car, not a limo. And yes, my assistant ordered it to pick me up and take me back. I forgot to cancel it before it arrived.”
“Your assistant?”
‘Shit…’ Monica thought. She’d set herself up for that. She waited for Bridgette to unlock the car and quickly climbed inside, holding her bag to her chest.
“You can put that in the back seat,” Bridgette said when she got inside. “Or, I can put it in the trunk.”
“I’ll bring it in with me.”
“Afraid someone’s going to steal it?”
“Yes. And before you say anything, I’m from New York. It has nothing to do with New Orleans. I assume people will steal everything at home, too.”
Bridgette pulled the car out into traffic, and they drove in awkward silence for a few minutes before she pulled into a parking lot and found a space for the car.
“This place is a local favorite. It’s barbeque, and my parents love it. They know the owners. So, please don’t be all pretentious about paper napkins in there or something.”
“Paper–” she stopped herself. “I’m not pretentious.”
“Sure, you’re not.”
Bridgette got out of the car, and Monica followed her inside, carrying her briefcase with her as she walked quickly to catch up.
“There they are,” Dale said when they walked in.
They were sat in a booth, with Bridgette sitting next to her, of course, because her parents took the other side, and when Monica saw the napkin holder on the table, she rolled her eyes because she couldn’t care less about paper napkins.
“So, how are you enjoying New Orleans so far?” Margery asked once they each had a sweet tea in front of them.
Monica had ordered it because they’d all ordered one, and she’d wanted to fit in and not ask for an unsweetened tea with lemon and an iced water with lemon as well.
“Oh, I love it. It’s only been a day, but I really like it.”
“Where have you been so far?” Dale asked.
“Mainly, my hotel, but it’s got a beautiful view of the river from my suite, and they have a courtyard garden and great room service.”
Bridgette laughed.
“What?” Monica asked as she turned to her.
“They asked you if you liked New Orleans, not your hotel. You haven’t even been to New Orleans yet.”
“I’m sitting in New Orleans right now.”
“Yeah, at your first real restaurant,” Bridgette replied. “You’ve got some fancy hotel room and your own private garden or something, but that’s not New Orleans. That’s rich-business-travel New Orleans.”
“Well, I’ve only been here for a day, so maybe give me a little time.”
“You’re going back to your hotel tonight and probably every night you’re in town,” Bridgette rebuffed and took a drink.
“Bridgette, enough,” Margery told her. “We’re having dinner.”
“Yeah, Bridgette, we’re having dinner,” Monica teased.
That earned her another lifted eyebrow, but this one wasn’t from annoyance. It felt like it was surprise mixed with a little respect. Was it respect? Monica wasn’t sure, but before she could keep staring to find out, Bridgette dropped it, and the waiter arrived to take their order.
“You’re not a vegetarian, are you?” Bridgette asked.
“No. Why?”
“Because this is a barbeque place.” Bridgette turned to the waiter just as her mother finished ordering. “Can I get the three-meat plate with pulled pork, chicken, and brisket?”
“Sauce on the side or on?” the waiter asked.
“On is fine. Spicy, please.”
Monica hadn’t even looked at the menu yet. She didn’t know what to order, but the waiter was now staring at her expectantly.
“Same is fine.”
“Um… You might want to rethink that,” Bridgette said.
“What? Why?”
“I ordered their spiciest sauce.”
“So? I can do spicy.”
“Not in the South, you can’t. Get their sweet sauce on the side, and thank me later.”
Monica looked at this woman defiantly and then up at the waiter and said, “I’ll have the same.”
Bridgette chuckled and said, “Suit yourself.”
For fifteen minutes, they talked about the business, with Bridgette being mostly silent. When their food arrived, it was on plastic plates, and each meat was separated. It was served with collard greens and cornbread. It looked delicious, so Monica dove in and instantly regretted it. Bridgette had been prepared for this, apparently, because she’d been watching her and was now laughing.
“Bridgette, be quiet,” her mother said.
“That’s…” Monica couldn’t finish.
She reached for her tea, took a drink, and was instantly met with an intense amount of sugar, which really didn’t help, so she picked up a piece of cornbread and took a bite, hoping the bread would help.
“I wouldn’t,” Bridgette said, squinting her face. “That’s jalapeño cornbread.”
Monica’s eyes went wide.
“I’ll ask them for a milk for you,” Bridgette added with a satisfied grin on her face.



CHAPTER 7
“How are you recovering?” Bridgette asked.
“I’m fine. Thank you,” Monica replied as she gathered her things from the conference room table.
“So, I assume you’ll be staying away from the spicy stuff for a while, huh?” Bridgette crossed her arms over her chest and smirked.
“You think you’re being funny, but you’re really not,” Monica said, tucking a file folder into that designer bag she always carried. “I understand that you don’t like me being here, but I am trying to help.”
“Help by taking my family’s company away?”
“Close the door,” Monica ordered sternly.
Strangely, Bridgette both obeyed and swallowed hard because that was kind of hot.
“Your parents mismanaged this company; that’s just the reality. I had nothing to do with it failing. And, in all honesty, I didn’t want to be here. This isn’t a good deal for my company. But my father asked me to come here personally to help an old friend, so that’s what I’m doing. It would really help things along if you weren’t such an absolute asshole to me so I can find out what you do to see if there’s a job for you at Arnette, but–”
“I don’t need your job,” Bridgette interrupted. “I don’t need charity.”
“Well, that’s good because I wasn’t offering you charity. I was going to offer to get you an interview, but I guess you don’t want that, either. So, if you’ll excuse me, I have a wrap waiting for me at the hotel.”
“Of course, you do.” Bridgette chuckled. “Are you going to explore this place at all while you’re in town?”
“Why would I? I’m here for business. Then, I go home. The sooner, the better, if you ask me, because while your parents are lovely, and Dan is… well, sweet, some of the citizens aren’t all that kind.”
“Dan likes you. He’s got a cougar fetish.”
“Did you just call me a cougar?” Monica lifted her bag off the counter.
“Not as an insult. I just meant that he likes older women. Dan’s younger than me.”
“And how old, exactly, are you? Twelve?”
“Maturity-wise? Sometimes, yeah. I’m almost twenty-eight, though.”
“Well, you act like some twelve-year-olds I’ve known.”
“How many twelve-year-olds have you known?”
“Enough,” Monica said as she walked around the table. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ll see you tomorrow, I suppose.”
“Fine. But you’re missing out. New Orleans is a great town.”
“For college kids looking to party,” Monica returned.
Bridgette mock-scowled at her and said, “Not just for them. Skip the Quarter, and I think you’d be surprised.”
“I’d rather be surprised by my seaweed wrap tonight.”
“What kind of surprises can you possibly get from seaweed?” Bridgette asked.
“I’ll see you tomorrow,” Monica replied with a small smile.
Bridgette moved out of the way, letting Monica walk past.
“Hey, are you heading out?” Dan asked.
“Yeah. Why?”
“I’ll walk out with you,” he replied. “I was wondering about her. Your dad said that she’s here to help?”
“Sure,” Bridgette said, not wanting to lie to him but not being able to tell the truth, either.
“How long will she be here?”
They walked over to their desks.
“I don’t know. Why?”
“She’s…”
Bridgette rolled her eyes and said, “Hot?”
“Yeah. She is, right?”
“Dan, she’s not your type, trust me,” Bridgette replied as she lifted her bag off the desk.
“Do you think it would be bad for me to ask her for a drink? Would your parents be mad?”
“I think she only drinks top-shelf, and I know what you make working here, so, unless you’ve got some trust fund I don’t know about, I’d save your time and your money.”
◆◆◆
“Where’s Kyle?” Jill asked Melinda as they walked into the piano bar.
“She’s talking to her sister on the phone. She might join later, but she has some work to do on the house, so she probably won’t.”
“She has other people working on the house,” Bridgette pointed out.
“The other house. She’s going to rent out her grandmother’s old place. It needs a little work, too, but it’s stuff she thinks she can handle, so she’s trying to save money.”
“She’s rich. Why worry about that?” Jill asked.
“Ky’s not like that.” Melinda nodded toward an empty booth in the dimly blue-lit bar. “She just got that inheritance. She’s still not used to having money to spend on things. Besides, I am not telling her to hire anyone if there’s a good chance I’ll get to see my girlfriend wearing just a sports bra and shorts and maybe even a toolbelt, with sweat all over her body.”
“You’re picturing that now, aren’t you?” Bridgette asked as she laughed and sat down.
“I am. Can you blame me?”
“Nope. She is hot. I’ve always thought so,” Bridgette replied.
“Speaking of hot… What do you think about her?” Jill pointed to a woman who was sitting at a nearby booth with four other women.
“Cute,” Melinda said.
“Yeah,” Bridgette agreed.
“Should I go talk to her? She’s got a group of women around her. Why do we always travel in packs?”
“Because men,” Bridgette answered.
“Yeah,” Jill said as she continued to stare at the woman. “Oh.”
“Oh, what?” Melinda asked.
“I was just looking at the blonde, but…” Jill nodded. “The brunette is…”
Bridgette followed Jill’s glance. A brunette woman with light-blue eyes had turned to watch the pianist begin playing. Jill had good taste. The brunette was gorgeous.
“She’s hot,” Bridgette noted.
“Yeah,” Jill said as she stared and looked like she now existed in some far-off land where she and the brunette were currently getting naked together, but in a slow and sweet kind of way.
“Talk to her,” Melinda suggested.
“Maybe,” Jill replied. “If she goes to the bar or the bathroom by herself or something.”
“You could just walk over and ask her if she’s here with anyone or if she wants a drink,” Bridgette said.
“And if her girlfriend is the one sitting next to her?” Jill argued.
“Then, you’d know.”
“Are you really giving her that advice?” Melinda teased.
“Hey, if I had done what I’m suggesting Jill do now, I might have taken Kyle home that night at the pub instead of you ending up with her.”
Melinda scowled at her.
“I know. I know.” Bridgette laughed.
“You two have known each other for a long time. Has that ever happened?” Jill asked.
“What?” Bridgette turned her head to her, looking for clarification.
“You two being into the same woman. Kyle doesn’t really count because Bridge didn’t talk to her. She just saw her at the pub.”
“I guess we both had a thing for–” Bridgette started.
“Beth Hargrave,” Melinda finished.
They both laughed.
“Who’s that?”
“She used to work at Southern Hospitality with me,” Bridgette explained. “She was technically an intern. Beautiful and smart. Headed to business school at USC the following semester. We both liked her, but since she worked for me, I couldn’t do anything about it.”
“And I didn’t do anything out of fairness and solidarity.”
“Also, she was straight, so not like you gave up the love of your life there, Mel.”
“Well, clearly, I didn’t, because I met Kyle.”
“Love of your life?” Jill asked. “It’s been what, a month?”
“What happened to you taking things slow?” Bridgette added as the bartender finally approached.
They put in their order, and he walked off.
“I can’t help it. I know I said I wouldn’t jump into anything anymore, but she’s it.”
“Because some fortune teller told you about your future babies with M names?” Bridgette teased.
“Because I feel it. I feel it all the time with her.” Melinda leaned forward conspiratorially. “Before, whenever I was with whomever I was dating, it was great, but the moment we’d be apart, I’d have these second thoughts. Am I just feeling like I love them, but it’s not really love? Do I like the fact that they’re thinking they want to leave New Orleans one day? They’re a big drama queen. Could I deal with that forever? That kind of thing.” She sighed. “I don’t have any second thoughts with Ky. I’m not sitting here thinking about how her family is a bit of a mess, that it might take a while for it to calm down, and if I want to deal with that. I’m not worried about her regretting the move here or thinking that we’re going too fast. I’m just happy, and I miss her. She’s ten minutes away, and I miss her.”
“That’s sweet, Mel,” Jill said.
“Hey.”
Bridgette looked up at that greeting and was surprised to see Toya standing there.
“Hey,” she replied.
“Hi, Mel. Jill,” Toya greeted both of them with a smile.
“Hey, Toya,” Melinda said.
“Long time,” Jill added.
“Yeah,” the woman said as she looked back at Bridgette. “Bridge, can I borrow you for a minute?”
“Uh…” Bridgette looked at Melinda, who gave her wide eyes. “Yeah, I guess.”
She stood and followed Toya, who walked them past the stage, where the pianist was in the middle of some slow jazz number Bridgette didn’t recognize, until they were at the staircase that led to the second story of the bar. Once there, they found a couple of comfortable chairs facing one another, and Bridgette sat down, with Toya taking the hint and sitting down across from her.
“Coincidence?” Bridgette asked.
“You know I work across the street. I could ask you the same question,” Toya replied.
“This is Melinda’s favorite bar.”
“I know.” Toya paused. “We ran out of cherries, so I was sent over here to get some, and I saw you. I thought we should talk.”
“Okay,” Bridgette said.
“What happened yesterday?”
“We had sex.”
“And you ran off.”
“Yeah,” Bridgette admitted. “I’m not proud of that.”
“Why did it happen? Are you starting to want–”
“No. The opposite, actually,” Bridgette interjected.
“The opposite?”
“Toya, it’s a problem that I just want to have sex with you and nothing more.”
“I thought that we both wanted that arrangement.”
“It wasn’t really an arrangement. There weren’t rules or anything. You wanted to call me ‘baby’ and talk. I realized that I can’t do that and have sex with you and not have it be more, but at the same time, I don’t want it to be more, either.”
“So, we’re somehow good? I guess I don’t know what’s going on right now. We’re good, right?”
“Yes, but not how you think,” she replied. “I was going to call you. I just needed a little time to figure it out myself.”
Toya nodded slowly.
“Don’t take this the wrong way, okay?”
“No good news has ever started with that sentence.”
“I know. I’m sorry.” Bridgette sighed. “I don’t want to sleep with you anymore.”
“Okay. Got it,” Toya said as she ran her hands up and down her thighs rapidly.
“I want a real relationship.”
“I’m sure you can find that,” Toya replied. “We can just still have sex while you look.”
“That’s not what I want,” Bridgette replied. “I thought it was, but yesterday, I realized that you and I are done. We were done months ago, I know. I just wasn’t ready to admit that, so I was hanging on to what you could offer. Yesterday, though, I figured out that I don’t…”
“Even want to have sex with me anymore?”
Bridgette shook her head.
“Do you regret it? The two times we–”
“No, I don’t think so. I don’t know what it does for you and me in the future – like, if a friendship could ever happen, or whether or not it should happen – but I don’t regret being with you like that. I think I needed it to know that you and I aren’t meant for anything more than what we had and that I’m over you. Does that sound bad?”
“No, I get it. But I guess that’s that, huh?” Toya said. “I hope you find whatever it is you’re looking for, Bridge.”
“I hope you do, too,” Bridgette replied. “I want you to be happy.”
“Likewise,” Toya replied as she stood. “Well, I have to get those cherries and get back to the bar before some tourists start complaining about their cherryless drinks.”
“Yeah,” Bridgette said with a small smile as she stood up as well. “I’d say we could just be friends, but–”
“Not for a long time, probably, huh?” Toya interrupted.
“Probably.”
Toya leaned in and kissed her on the cheek before she turned to go and headed down the stairs. Bridgette let out another long sigh, and when she turned on her feet, she was surprised to see the one and only Monica Arnette sitting at the much smaller bar that was upstairs. The bar wasn’t busy, and Monica appeared to be alone. She had a drink in her hand and was staring at the screen behind the bar that showed the pianist playing. Why this woman wasn’t downstairs herself right now, just watching him about ten feet from her, was beyond Bridgette, but now she had a choice to make. She could walk back downstairs, enjoy her time with her friends, and leave probably without Monica even knowing she’d been here at all, or she could walk up and say hi.
“Hey.”
Bridgette turned around to see Melinda standing there.
“Oh, hey.”
“I came to check on you. Is everything okay?”
“Yeah, I’m good. She’s gone.”
“What was that about?” Melinda asked.
“Long story,” Bridgette replied.
“She’s not trying to get back together with you, is she?”
“No, we’re okay. She saw me when she came here to grab some cherries. I guess her bar was out of them.”
“I always forget she works across the street. Should we stop coming here?”
Bridgette shook her head and replied, “No. Like I said, we’re fine. She just didn’t want to be rude if I noticed her and she left without saying anything.”
“Okay. Well, I have to pee. Will you wait for me, and we can go back down together? I’m trying to give Jill some space in case the brunette sees that she’s by herself now and wants to talk or if Jill works up the courage to walk over to her table.”
Bridgette chuckled and said, “Sure.”
Melinda squeezed her forearm and gave her a compassionate smile before walking off toward the bathroom. Bridgette turned quickly to see that Monica was still facing the screen and, most likely, hadn’t noticed her presence there at all. She’d just told a lie to her friend about how Toya had, supposedly, said hi so that Bridgette didn’t think of her as rude, and now, Bridgette was standing there, about ten feet away, and totally capable of just saying hello.
“Monica?”
Surprised to hear her name, Monica turned around and saw Bridgette.
“Bridgette?”
“Yeah. I just wanted to say hi.”
“Oh. Hi. I was… having a drink.”
“Doesn’t your fancy hotel have a bar?”
“Does this one have your name on it?” Monica tossed back.
Bridgette laughed and replied, “No. I’m just surprised to see you out of your cocoon.”
“I tried to take your advice.”
“What about your seaweed wrap?”
“I moved it.”
Bridgette nodded and said, “Well, I just wanted to say hi.”
“Right.” Monica looked down at her half-empty drink as if she was considering something. “I’m leaving after this anyway.”
“Okay. I assume your limo will be picking you up?”
“It’s a town car. And yes.”
“I’m not rich, so I don’t know the difference between the two,” Bridgette joked.
“Hey, ready?” Melinda asked on her return from the bathroom.
Monica looked back and forth between the two of them. Bridgette couldn’t read her expression, but she wondered what the woman was thinking.
“Yeah, I’m good,” she replied. “I’ll see you tomorrow?”
When Monica nodded, Bridgette turned around to go with Melinda.
“Who’s that?”
“Just someone having a drink,” Bridgette told her as they walked down the stairs.
“Really? She’s kind of hot.”
Melinda wasn’t wrong. This was also the first time Bridgette had seen Monica in anything other than a business suit. She’d been wearing a pair of skinny jeans, black ballet flats, and an off-the-shoulder sweater that brought out her blue eyes. Her brown hair had been down when she’d been keeping it up in a clip at the office. Her more casual look almost made her look like a completely different person; a person Bridgette tried to force herself not to think about while she enjoyed a drink with her friends.



CHAPTER 8
“Excuse me,” a woman said. “You look like you’re about empty. Can I buy you another drink?”
Monica looked down at the glass she’d long forgotten about and noticed that the ice had melted most of the way. She’d been staring up at the screen behind the moving bartender, watching the pianist but also watching something else. Well, someone else. She hadn’t believed it when she’d first arrived. Monica had walked up the stairs because she’d read on her phone that the bar had two floors, and typically, the upstairs bar was less crowded than the downstairs one. Seeing that the downstairs bar was full when she walked in, she’d taken a chance on the upstairs. Upon sitting down at the bar and ordering a gin on the rocks, Monica had glanced up at the screen showing two empty pianos waiting to be played. One pianist, dressed in a tidy black suit, had sat down and begun. It was then that Monica had taken in the surroundings. The camera didn’t just cover the two pianos but the booths around them as well, and she could’ve sworn that Bridgette Musgrave was sitting in one of them.
The light was dim, so she could’ve been wrong, but she wasn’t. She watched Bridgette and the two women she was with. One sat on Bridgette’s side of the booth, and Bridgette had her arm over the back of the booth for a second. They weren’t touching, but they both looked more than comfortable around each other. Monica wasn’t sure what that meant, but she sipped on her drink and watched anyway until someone approached the booth. It wasn’t the waiter; he’d already been by. It was a woman, and soon after her arrival, she and Bridgette had walked off together, so Monica had assumed that Bridgette had left the bar. Then, the bartender had distracted her by asking her if she wanted a refill, and Monica had accepted and asked for a water with lemon as well. After that, though, she’d kept her eyes on the screen, not expecting or thinking that Bridgette could be right behind her. As a result, their awkward moment had caught Monica by surprise, and ever since, her eyes had been back on the screen, watching as Bridgette and the woman who had been upstairs with her and was now back sitting next to her seemed to be enjoying their evening. She tried not to think about the fact that every so often, Bridgette’s head seemed to tilt back as if she was trying to see if Monica was still up there.
“Oh. No, thanks,” Monica replied to the woman who had just offered to buy her a drink. “I was about to leave.”
“Are you sure?” the stranger asked with a kind smile.
Monica glanced back at the screen and noticed that the third woman who had been at the booth was gone, and Bridgette had turned to face her remaining companion, with that arm back over the booth again. The two of them looked like they were laughing about something, and Monica wanted so much to know what it was.
“You know what? I will have one more. Thank you,” she said.
“I’m Amina.” The woman held out her hand to Monica.
“That’s a pretty name,” Monica said as she shook it.
“Thank you.”
“Monica,” she offered her own name in response.
“What are you drinking, Monica?”
“Gin,” she replied.
“Can I get another for her and one for me as well?” Amina asked the bartender.
He nodded and got to work.
“So, I hate to ask this, but are you from around here? I promise, it’s not a line.” Amina chuckled.
She was an attractive woman with long, near-black hair that was in a single braid down her back. Her eyes were brown, and she wore black-rimmed glasses over them. She looked to be about Monica’s age, maybe a little older, but not by much.
“No, I’m from New York,” she said.
“New York? You’re far from home.”
“I am, yes.” Monica laughed this time.
Her drink was placed in front of her, and she waited until Amina had hers as well before they both lifted them and took their first sips.
“Are you from here?” she asked.
“I am. I moved here from Austin about three years ago.”
“Austin? I love Austin.”
“So did I, but my girlfriend got a job here, so we relocated.”
“Ah,” Monica said.
She’d assumed this woman had been flirting with her, but apparently, she’d been incorrect. Maybe this was just that Southern hospitality she’d heard so much about. It was confusing, and Monica wasn’t sure she liked it, given the context.
“We broke up about a year ago,” Amina added. “And I thought about moving back home, but I fell in love with this place, so I decided to stay.”
“I see,” Monica replied, feeling like she was back in the game.
‘What game?’ She thought to herself. She hadn’t sat at a bar and flirted with a woman since she’d been dating her ex-wife.
“So, what are you in town for?” Amina asked her.
“Business,” she said. “My company might be buying another company.”
“Wow. Sounds intense,” Amina said before she took another drink.
Monica leaned over a bit to get closer to Amina, giving her what she hoped was a signal that meant that if Amina was flirting, Monica was flirting back. Then, Monica’s eyes went back to the screen and caught sight of yet another woman joining the booth. Bridgette stood and moved to the other side of the table, giving the new woman a chance to sit next to Bridgette’s original companion. When the new woman and the companion kissed, Monica’s eyebrows lifted. Bridgette turned away from them for a second, and Monica watched as her head tilted up again. So, the companion wasn’t with Bridgette, after all. This new woman wrapped an arm around the other one, and her hand didn’t just remain on the booth. It went on the companion’s shoulders while the companion rested her head against the new woman’s chest.
“How long are you in town for?” Amina asked.
“Uh… I don’t know.” Monica peeled her eyes away from the screen, turning back to the woman next to her.
“Well, if you’re interested, there’s a great show tonight at a place near here. I doubt it’s sold out, if you want to listen to some good music.”
“I would, but I have work early in the morning.”
“No problem,” Amina replied. “Maybe a drink another time while you’re in town?”
“Sure,” Monica said before she finished her third gin.
“Can I get your number? We can arrange it.”
Shit. Monica hadn’t thought that far ahead. Amina was pretty, age-appropriate, and probably not at all like the asshole of a woman who was downstairs with her friends right now. Monica shouldn’t even be thinking about Bridgette. She should be taking Amina back to her hotel and topping her until the woman came beneath her.
“I’m going to run to the bathroom. I’ll be right back, okay?”
“Oh. Okay,” Amina replied.
Monica stood and walked down the short hallway in the direction of the bathroom. Not having to go at all, though, she wondered what to do when she arrived there.
‘Just give the woman your number, tell her to come to your hotel tomorrow night, and have some fun. It’s been forever. You need this.’
“You’re still here,” Bridgette noted.
“Oh, it’s you.”
“Yeah, it’s me.” Bridgette pointed to the door behind her. “Are you in line?”
“No, I…” Monica cleared her throat and looked down at the hardwood floor.
“Hey, are you okay?” Bridgette asked as she walked a little closer.
“Yeah, I’m good. You go ahead. I’ll just go back to the hotel.” She waved Bridgette on.
“Okay,” Bridgette said before she walked past Monica and into the bathroom.
A minute later, Monica still hadn’t figured out what to do about the woman who was waiting for her at the bar, and when Bridgette got done and walked out, she stopped, seeing her still standing there.
“Couldn’t hold it, after all?”
“There’s a woman at the bar. She’s very nice. Bought me a drink. But I wasn’t thinking, and now, I don’t know what to do,” she blurted out.
“Sorry, what?” Bridgette said as she laughed.
“She invited me to a concert.”
“Oh,” Bridgette uttered. “And you don’t want to go?”
“No,” Monica said, shaking her head.
“And you can’t just tell her that?”
“I tried. She asked for my number. I don’t want to be a jerk, but I also don’t know that I really want her to call me.”
Bridgette nodded and crossed her arms over her chest.
“I see. Well, I can… I can help.”
“How?” Monica asked, surprised.
“I’ll pretend I’m really drunk, and you need to help me get home.”
“Why would I do that?”
“Because you know me. You can make up how, if you want. Just tell her you found me in the bathroom, and you need to help me get home.”
“This is ridiculous. I can just give her my number.”
“Give her the wrong number,” Bridgette suggested.
“That’s bad, too, though. She’s nice.”
“Well, I was about to leave, anyway, so if you want an excuse to go, now is the time.”
Monica sighed and nodded.
“Okay. I’m going to put my arm over your shoulders,” Bridgette said. “Wrap yours around my back, and let’s do this.”
Before Monica could protest, Bridgette’s arm was over her shoulders, joining them at their sides.
“I’m going to put my weight a little on you, too, so this looks real, okay?”
“Yeah, okay.”
Monica wrapped her arm around Bridgette’s waist and felt when Bridgette rested against her. They walked through the hall and over to the bar, where it was showtime.
“Amina, I’m so sorry.”
“What happened?”
“This is someone from that company I’m thinking about buying.” Monica paused and went to correct herself, “The company is thinking about buying. I guess she’s taking the news harder than I thought. I just found her in the bathroom. She’s pretty drunk, and she drove, so I’m going to get her home.”
“Oh, okay. Do you need any help?” Amina asked genuinely.
“I’m going to throw up,” Bridgette announced, placing her head on Monica’s shoulder.
“No, I think I can take care of her,” Monica said. “Sorry about this. And thank you so much for the drink. I owe you one.”
“I never got your number.”
“Vomit. Vomit,” Bridgette added, pretending to heave.
“So sorry,” Monica told Amina quickly before she and Bridgette made their way down the stairs and out the door, where Bridgette stepped away from her.
“You owe her one? Really?” Bridgette laughed.
“I’m out of practice. Anyway, do you need to say goodbye to your friends in there?”
“I did before I went to the bathroom. But how did you know I had friends in there?”
“Oh,” Monica let out, feeling caught. “The woman who was with you upstairs before… I just assumed there were more of you.”
“Well, I told them goodnight already, so I’m good. I’ll see you tomorrow, I guess.”
“Where’s your car?” Monica asked as she pulled up the app on her phone and ordered one for herself.
“I walked tonight. I don’t live that far, and I knew I was going to have a drink.”
“Let me drive you home, then. It’s only fair; you saved me up there.”
“It’s fine. I make this walk all the time. It’s ten minutes. I’ll be home before your car gets here.”
“Are you sure? I don’t mind.”
“I’m sure. I have pepper spray if I need it,” Bridgette told her.
“I really feel like I should drive you,” Monica said.
“Miss Arnette, I was fine before you got to New Orleans, contrary to what my parents might make you think, and I’ll be fine long after you go home. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
When Bridgette just turned away and started walking, Monica had no other choice but to stand there and watch her until she turned the corner. Her car arrived minutes later, and soon, Monica was back in her hotel, wishing she’d just gotten that damn seaweed wrap tonight instead of taking Bridgette’s advice and trying a local bar that wasn’t in the Quarter. Deciding not to pull out her computer to do more work, she picked up her phone and went to find Bridgette on social media. The woman’s Facebook profile was private, but her other social accounts were relatively public. Monica was able to see several photos, and she was about to make a comment to herself about young people putting their lives online when she noticed that there were hardly any pictures of Bridgette with her friends. Instead, most of them were just images of the cards Bridgette had written and drawn. There were three images in a row of a plain white card with couples holding hands. One card had a man holding a woman’s hand. One had two women. The other had two men. Bridgette was a good artist, and Monica smiled, liking that Bridgette had been inclusive in her cardmaking.
As she switched from one social site to another, she remembered something, so she opened her Facebook page, which she rarely used, and checked that she and Sophie Santiago were still friends on the platform. She went to Sophie’s profile and noticed that she’d been right: Sophie had relocated to New Orleans from New York about four years ago. The woman had worked for Arnette Assets for three years or so, and she and Monica had become friends. Normally, whenever Monica traveled for business, even if she knew someone nearby, she didn’t bother reaching out because she never wanted to be social on these trips; she just wanted to do the work and get back home. Sophie was nice and fun, though. She was a lesbian as well, and even though she was probably about thirty-two or thirty-three now, closer to the age of Lily’s new girlfriend than her own, Monica had never really noticed.
Monica went to Messenger and decided to leave her one there instead of texting since she wasn’t certain Sophie would have the same number. She let the woman know that she was in town and told her that there was no pressure, but if she wanted to grab lunch or a drink sometime, to let her know. Done with typing the message, she dropped her phone on the bed and went into the bathroom to brush her teeth. While washing her face after, she thought back to Bridgette’s horrible drunk-acting, and it made her laugh. Then, before she fell asleep, she also thought about how good it had felt to have her arm wrapped around Bridgette. Monica quickly pushed that thought out of her mind, rolled over, and went to sleep.



CHAPTER 9
Bridgette walked into the office, surprised to see that the big open space was empty. She sat her bag on her desk and turned toward the conference room, finding her parents in their office next to it. Dan and the other two employees were in the conference room itself, along with Monica, who looked up and gave Bridgette an unreadable expression before returning her attention to the employees in front of her.
“Mom?” Bridgette asked after opening the door to the office.
“Hi, honey.”
“Morning, sweetheart,” her dad said as he looked up from his computer.
“What’s everyone doing in the conference room with Monica?”
“She asked to talk to them.”
“Do they know why she’s here?” Bridgette closed the door behind her.
“Not yet, no,” her dad replied. “She’s just asking them questions about our processes, mainly, and trying to covertly gauge if they’d be interested in staying on.”
“She’s very thorough, isn’t she?”
“She’s doing us a favor,” her dad reminded.
“I know. You keep telling me that,” Bridgette replied.
“Honey, we need her to give us a good price for the business. The family favor will only go so far. She has to see that there’s value here, or we won’t make enough to pay a decent severance to those we have to lay off. That includes you. We want to make sure you’re taken care of.”
“I doubt she does,” Bridgette stated.
“Well, maybe if you tried being nice to her, she might consult with you, and you could tell her whatever you think she should know about the business.”
“She doesn’t want to talk to me.”
“Why do you think that?” her father asked.
“Just a feeling I get,” she replied.
“Have you considered maybe showing her around the city?”
“What? Why would I do that?”
“Bridgette, I know we raised you better than this,” her mom said.
“Don’t pull that card, Mom.”
“What card?”
“The motherly guilt trip card.”
“Is it working?” her mom asked.
Her father laughed.
“Mom, she’s here for business. And if you asked her to describe New Orleans, she would probably just tell you more about her hotel or the spa treatments she’s received so far.”
“Why don’t you change that? You know this city like the back of your hand. At lunch, walk her around a bit. You’re the one who wants to stay here and will need a job. Consider this your chance to tell her how much you love this place and how you could work for her company remotely from here because it’s, I don’t know, inspirational.”
“She would say no,” Bridgette said.
“You won’t know that until you ask her.”
“Mom, come on. Don’t make me do this.”
“You’re an adult. You can do what you want.”
“But technically, we are her bosses,” her father said.
“Dad!”
“Come on, Bridge. Just take the woman for a walk or something. Get some food. Talk to her a bit. We need this to work, honey,” he replied. “And if it works out for you, too, that’s all the better.”
Bridgette didn’t get a chance to respond, though, because there was a knock at the door behind her, startling her. She turned around and opened the door to see Monica standing there, again with that unreadable expression on her face.
“We don’t want any fancy coffee. Thanks,” she joked.
Monica tilted her head to the side, but Bridgette had to have imagined that small smile she’d given her.
“I wanted to tell your parents that I’m done with the employees for now,” Monica replied.
“Great.” Bridgette’s mom stood. “I was thinking that it might be nice for Bridgette to take you around the city for a bit today. Would that be something you’d be interested in?”
“Around the city… with Bridgette?” the woman asked, which made Bridgette feel like she’d been right in assuming that she’d hate the idea.
“Yes. You said you’ve never been here, and it really is a beautiful place. My husband and I are obviously familiar, but Bridgette knows it best.”
“I know it,” Dan said from behind Monica. “I could take you around, if you want.”
Monica turned to him and then back to Bridgette with wide eyes. Why Bridgette felt the need to save this woman for the second time in two days was beyond her, so she chose to think about it in a different way, as maybe saving Dan from making a fool out of himself.
She cleared her throat and replied, “I’ve got it, Dan. Thanks, though.”
“I don’t know that I really need to see the city,” Monica added. “I’d rather focus on the numbers.”
“The numbers are important, but you need to understand the place that…” Bridgette paused as she internally rolled her eyes at what she was about to say. “Inspires us to create our cards.”
Monica leaned in and said, “You look how you looked last night; like you’re about to throw up.”
“Throw up?” Bridgette’s mom asked, having heard it despite Monica’s low volume.
“Nothing, Mom. Inside joke,” she replied. “We should go, if you want to,” she added to Monica.
“I guess so,” Monica said.
While she waited for Monica to send a few emails and get ready to go, Bridgette opened her computer at her desk and looked up what she needed. Deciding that it would have to work, she closed the laptop, grabbed her wallet, keys, and phone, choosing to leave everything else behind, and stood just as Monica emerged with her massive designer purse.
“You won’t need that,” Bridgette told her when she saw it. “And you’re wearing heels.”
“I wasn’t prepared for a walking tour today.”
“We’ll stop by your hotel, and you can change into flats or something.”
“How do you know I brought flats?”
“I saw them last night,” she said.
“I brought tennis shoes, too.”
“Those won’t go with your business suit.”
“Well, maybe I’ll change that, too, then,” Monica said.
“Fine by me,” Bridgette replied. “Do I need to drive us to the hotel, or can we walk there?”
“Why don’t you meet me at my favorite… what did you call it, crappy chain brand coffee place at the end of the block?” Monica joked.
◆◆◆
“Just give me five minutes,” Monica said as she pushed open the door to her room.
Bridgette felt strange about following her inside, but waiting down in the lobby or back at the office felt stranger. Dan had been very interested in showing Monica around, given his expression, and Bridgette knew he was well-meaning, but she wanted him to end up with a job offer out of this, if he wanted, and didn’t want him to ruin his chances.
“Sure,” she replied, letting the door slam closed behind her. “Shit. Sorry. Heavy doors here. Likely to keep the riffraff out.”
Bridgette rolled her eyes at herself, not believing she’d just said that out loud.
“Well, they didn’t work: you’re already here,” Monica teased. “Make yourself at home, Bridgette. The view is nice, but you’d probably just find something wrong with it. I’ll be in the bathroom. I just need a minute.”
When Monica took what looked like a pile of clothes into the bathroom and closed the door behind her, Bridgette slowly made her way over to the window overlooking the river, noticing a red lace bra peeking out of the suitcase on the rack. She didn’t want to, but she thought about how good Monica would look in it and tried to focus on the view outside the window instead.
“So, what did you find?” Monica asked.
Bridgette turned around, startled a bit, and took Monica in.
“Huh?”
“What did you find wrong with my view? Is the window frame made of solid gold or something?”
Monica was wearing a lighter pair of jeans than the night before, and she’d put her hair back into a ponytail instead of in the clip it had been in for the day. She was wearing a blue cardigan over the white button-down she’d had on earlier, and she also had on a pair of white and black tennis shoes that looked like they’d cost more than Bridgette’s monthly rent. She looked comfortable in her elevated casual clothes.
“Nothing. It’s perfect, of course. Should we go?”
“Sure,” Monica said. “And if you want to just skip this and tell your parents that we did the walking around thing, we can. I can work from here for a few hours and go back to the office looking winded or something.”
“You should leave the big bag. Do you have a smaller purse or something?” Bridgette asked.
“I have a clutch, but that’s more for the evening.”
Bridgette laughed and told her, “No. At least you have pockets. Just bring your wallet, your phone, and your room key.”
“Why?”
“Parts of the city are crowded even during the day, so you’ll be bumping everyone with that thing. Besides, it’s easier for them to steal it. They can see that bag all the way from Baton Rouge,” she joked.
“I don’t usually leave my bag.”
“Well, it’s up to you.”
Monica looked down at it and removed a large wallet that would not fit in a pocket. Bridgette watched as she pulled out a few credit cards, her ID, and some cash. She stuffed it into the front pocket of her jeans and placed her phone into her back pocket, along with her room key in the other one.
“Ready?” Bridgette asked.
“I think so.”
“Let’s go, then.”
◆◆◆
“NOLA Guides?” Monica asked when they arrived.
“Yup,” Bridgette said as she pulled open the door.
“What are we doing here?”
“Hey, Mel,” Bridgette greeted when she saw Melinda behind the counter.
“Hey. What are you doing here?”
“Looking for a tour.”
“You need a tour?” Melinda asked.
“Monica does,” she replied.
“Monica?” Melinda quickly looked over at Bridgette’s companion. “You’re Monica?”
“I suppose I am,” Monica replied.
“This is Melinda, my best friend,” Bridgette introduced. “She basically runs this place.”
“I see,” Monica said.
“And you want a tour?” Melinda asked Monica.
Monica turned to Bridgette.
“Are you doing the Jackson Square one?”
“No, Jill is,” Melinda replied.
“Perfect. Sign us up.” Bridgette pulled out her wallet.
“I’m not charging you.” Melinda laughed. “Just tip Jill.”
“Cool. Thanks.”
“It starts in about five minutes. You can meet her right outside.” Melinda pointed through the glass door.
“Do you want to go with us?” Bridgette asked her.
“No, I’m working. I’m in the office today.”
“Drinks later?”
“Yeah, maybe,” Melinda replied. “I’ll text you. I haven’t talked to Kyle about our plans tonight yet.”
“Just because you’re dating, doesn’t mean you have to spend every night together,” Bridgette pointed out.
“Well, we’re not dating; we’re a couple, Bridge. And I want us to spend every night together, so there’s that.”
“Should I wait outside?” Monica asked.
“You both should. I have work to do,” Melinda said. “It was nice meeting you, Monica.”
“You too,” Monica replied politely.
Melinda disappeared into the back office, so Bridgette opened the door for Monica, and they headed outside, where she saw Jill standing there, checking names off her list. She told her that they were joining her, and Jill stared at Monica for a long minute before she began the tour with her introduction. Having spent most of her life in New Orleans, Bridgette pulled out her phone as soon as they started walking. She checked her email and scrolled through social media for the rest of the tour, only looking up when she needed to check where she was walking. Monica walked with her arms over her chest and seemed to be upset about something. When the tour was over, Jill left them in the Square to do some shopping, and Bridgette walked up to her after the other tourists had said their thank-yous and some had given her a tip.
“Hey, thanks,” she said, handing Jill a twenty.
“Why are you tipping me?”
“Because Mel didn’t charge me and told me to tip you.”
“That feels weird. Take your money back.” Jill held the bill out to her.
“Thank you so much for this,” Monica said as she shook Jill’s hand. “I really appreciate it.”
Jill looked down, and her eyes widened. Bridgette followed her glance and noticed the hundred in Jill’s hand.
“I had pretty low expectations of my tour experience today, but you were a great guide, so thank you,” Monica added.
“Happy to help?” Jill said, looking confused. “Can you give Bridgette and me just, like, one minute?”
“Of course,” Monica replied. “I think I’m going to walk along here.” She pointed down the Square at the row of artists who had their stuff up on the fence and lined the walk.
“I’ll be right there,” Bridgette said.
Monica walked off, leaving them alone.
“That’s Monica?”
“Yes.”
“Why are you being such a bitch to her?”
“A bitch? I’ve hardly said two–”
“Yes, you’re being a bitch,” Jill interrupted her. “I saw you, Bridge. You hardly looked up the whole time. I get that you live here, so I don’t take offense at you not paying attention to me, but you could’ve at least talked to her or tried to show her around yourself. Why did you even bring her to NOLA Guides?”
“You’re literally professional tour guides.”
“And you could be, too. I get that she’s trying to buy your parents’ company, but you’re not doing yourself any favors by acting like this. What you told us at the bar about how you’ve been teasing her, and then your behavior today – it’s a little juvenile, Bridge.”
“It’s not just that she’s here to buy the company.”
“Okay. What is it?”
“She’s just all…” Bridgette didn’t know how to say it. “Like… You know.”
“Nice? Pretty? Seems smart, based on the couple of questions she asked me during the tour?”
“She’s annoying.”
“Really? I think that might be you. I’m only saying that maybe you should give her a chance. She seems fine to me. Maybe she can offer you a job here, if you want, after the sale. You’re only hurting yourself by not at least being nice to her.”
“It’s all a done deal, anyway. And I don’t even know if I’d want to work for Arnette or Good Day Greetings.”
“How would you know when you haven’t even talked to her yet?” Jill asked. “Now, I have to get back to the office. I’ll talk to you later. Stop being an ass.”
When Jill walked off without waiting for a reply, Bridgette took a deep breath before she caught up to Monica, who appeared to be buying a painting of some kind. Bridgette looked at it as Monica handed the artist some cash. It was a watercolor painting about eight by ten of the Square, with the St. Louis Cathedral as its subject.
“There are art galleries here that are probably more your scene,” Bridgette noted. “I can take you there, if you want.”
“Do you mean you can get your tour guide friends to take me there?” Monica returned. “And I like this one. I’m good. How would you know what my scene was anyway?”
“I only meant that there’s good stuff there, too.”
“Well, I bought this.” Monica looked at the artist and added, “Thank you.”
The man nodded at her, and Monica started walking. Bridgette caught up to her, and they walked in silence.
“Do you even know where you’re going?” Bridgette asked.
“No, I was going to keep walking until you told me how to get back to the office.”
“We can eat lunch.”
“You have a restaurant friend you want to pass me off to?”
“Look, I’m sorry, okay? I didn’t see the harm. Jill does this for a living.”
“It’s fine.” Monica sighed.
“Well, hello.”
Both of them turned to a woman who looked to be setting up a fortune teller table. She was a little early, though. They usually didn’t come out until night.
Bridgette looked around, finding a few other early arrivals, probably trying to cash in on the more family-oriented crowd, and replied, “No thanks.”
“I wasn’t asking for anything,” the fortune teller said.
“It’s true. She just said hello,” Monica noted.
“Do you want lunch?” Bridgette asked Monica.
“I wouldn’t suggest barbeque,” the fortune teller said.
“What?” Bridgette asked, surprised at her comment.
“Too spicy for this one,” the fortune teller replied as she pointed to Monica.
“How did you know that?” Monica asked her.
“Bridge, hey,” Kyle said as she headed their way.
“Ky, hey. What are you doing here?”
“I was taking a break from work. Went for a walk. I’m headed toward Melinda now. What are you doing here?”
“Just walking around,” Bridgette said.
She was about to introduce Kyle to Monica when Kyle turned to see the fortune teller.
“Oh, you,” Kyle said.
“Hello, Kyle,” the woman greeted. “How are things?”
“They’re great. Thanks. You?”
“Great also,” the woman replied.
“You know her?”
“This is the fortune teller Mel and I told you about.”
“The one who says you are having two kids?” Bridgette replied.
“Yeah, apparently.” Kyle laughed.
“None for you two, though,” the woman said, pointing between Monica and Bridgette.
Bridgette laughed and replied, “Well, yeah. Obviously.”
“Agreed,” Monica added. “Obvious.”
“No kids, but a dog.”
“Huh?” Bridgette said.
“Yes, a dog. One to start and another one later.”
“For them?” Kyle checked. “Together?” she asked the fortune teller as if she believed her.
“Yes,” the woman confirmed.
“And…”
“Everything else,” the woman added.
“Care to fill me in on what’s going on here?” Monica asked Bridgette.
“Can’t. I have no idea.”



CHAPTER 10
“I just need to go to the hotel to change,” Monica said. “I’ll meet you back at the office.”
“I can go with you,” Bridgette offered.
“I can manage,” she replied as she nodded toward the office entrance. “I’ll be twenty minutes. Are you worried they’ll think you murdered me and tossed my body into the river?”
“A little,” Bridgette said with a smile.
“If I’m not back in twenty, you can tell them to send a search party.”
“Okay.” Bridgette chuckled a little and headed into the office building.
Monica stood for a moment before she started walking toward the hotel to put her painting away and change back into her more workplace-appropriate attire. Of course, she was the only person in the office wearing anything so nice. All of the employees, including Mr. and Mrs. Musgrave, wore jeans and looked comfortable. Monica’s tennis shoes were incredibly comfortable, too, but they didn’t exactly go with her business suit, like Bridgette had pointed out earlier, so she needed to change. She stopped at the light, waiting to cross the street, and thought about the fortune teller in the Square.
It had been her first experience with one, if she could even call it that. They hadn’t paid the woman any money. They hadn’t sat down at one of her folding chairs. She’d just started talking to them, joining their conversation, and then Kyle, who, Monica had learned, was Melinda’s girlfriend, had walked up to them as well and started talking to the woman, seemingly believing every word she’d said. Suddenly, Monica was standing next to Bridgette, and this supposed psychic was telling them about the dogs they’d have. It had been strange, and she still didn’t know what to make of it, but they’d left Kyle at the tour office after walking her back and then had grabbed sandwiches to-go at Subway after Bridgette had made fun of her for not trying a local place again.
“Subway was closer,” Monica had argued. “And I can trust it.”
Bridgette had laughed, but she’d gotten herself a sandwich, too, and paid for both of their meals. Then, they’d sat on a bench, per Bridgette’s suggestion, and they’d eaten their sandwiches and the accompanying chips. Monica hadn’t ever eaten a messy sandwich while sitting on a bench before, and she’d done her best not to get it all over her shirt that she’d planned to wear for the rest of the day. Bridgette, on the other hand, had seemed much more casual, as if she’d done this before: people-watched while eating a sandwich. Monica had tried to relax a little, and when she did, she’d thought she kind of liked it. There was a calmness about not having to keep up a conversation and just sitting there eating and watching people go about their days.
When the doorman let her into the hotel with his customary greeting, Monica made it up to her room, where she’d planned to change back into her work clothes. She stared at them for a moment before placing her new painting on top of the desk. Putting her cash and cards back into her wallet and tucking her room key into the small pocket in the lining, she considered for a minute. Everyone else in the office was wearing jeans and tennis shoes. She liked business suits because they made her feel powerful in her executive meetings, but in this place, she didn’t need to feel powerful. She needed to blend in more. She needed them to feel like they could talk to her so that she could make the best recommendation for the business.
Monica decided to wear what she was wearing back to the office for the afternoon, and if it didn’t go over well, she’d be back to business suits tomorrow. Then, she thought that if it did go over well, she would not have enough clothes to wear since she’d only packed the two pairs of jeans she’d already worn and only a couple of sweaters. She could call her assistant and have her go pick some stuff up and send it, or she could go shopping here. She was still considering when her phone chimed with a notification. Monica checked the readout and was surprised to see a Facebook notification until she remembered that she’d reached out to Sophie last night. She opened the app and read the message to herself.
Sophie Santiago: You’re in town? Yeah, let’s hang out. I haven’t talked to you in forever. I’m pretty free, so just say when. You can text me, by the way. Number is the same. Let me know if you need it, though.
Monica smiled and opened her messages app, sending Sophie a quick response, letting her know she was free that night if Sophie wanted to grab a drink or dinner. Then, she tucked her phone into her bag, lifted it, and carried it out the door. By the time she arrived back at the office, Bridgette appeared to be sketching something at her desk. Monica didn’t want to intrude, but she had seen a little of Bridgette’s work online and wanted to see it in progress.
“No need for that search party,” she said as a way of making an excuse.
“Good to know. I’ll call them off. I will, however, have to send you the bill for calling them in the first place,” Bridgette teased.
“You have my email,” Monica said with a smile as she looked down. “That’s good,” she added.
“It’s just a sketch. Dan will make it better.”
“What do you mean?”
“He’s the colorist. I sketch. He colors them in.”
“Sorry; he just colors? That’s his job?”
“That’s an actual job. Do you not know that? You own a greeting card company.”
“My company owns a lot of other companies.”
“So, you don’t know how it works, but you’re here to tell us what to do?”
“No, I’m here to make your parents an offer.”
“But to do that, you’d need to know how things really work.”
“He said he was a colorist when we spoke earlier. I just assumed he does more than that.”
“Do you ever read comic books? Graphic novels?” Bridgette asked.
“No. Why?”
“Why am I not surprised? They have colorists, too.”
“So do hair salons,” Monica pointed out.
“You would go to a hair salon where there’s one person shampooing your hair, one cutting it, and one coloring it.”
“First, my hair is natural. Second, they specialize. You’ll get a higher quality if–” Monica stopped herself, realizing her mistake. “Dan specializes.”
“Dan went to RISD. Do you know that school?”
“Rhode Island School of Design; yes, I do. We have VPs in the marketing department who went there.”
“Well, it’s pretty much the number one school, and Dan went there and learned stuff like color matching, among other things.”
“I see,” Monica said.
“Do you?” Bridgette asked.
“Yes. I assume we have someone like Dan on our team at Good Day Greetings.”
“You probably have a few of them; we just have Dan. We have several card writers and artists like me who sketch things out, and Dan takes them and elevates them for us. He applies the Southern Hospitality approach to them, making sure they align with our brand so that when someone picks one of our cards up at the store, they know it’s from us without having to look at the back.”
“Thank you for sharing that with me,” Monica said.
Bridgette finally looked up from the card then and lifted a confused eyebrow at Monica.
“I thought you were changing.”
“Oh, I decided against it.”
“But how will we know you’re the business exec from the big city here to save the day?” Bridgette joked.
“How will I ever know that you’re actually not a pain in the ass when you keep making comments like that?” she replied.
Bridgette laughed and said, “Touché.”
“I’d like to talk to you more if you’ll let me. You can still make fun of me if you want, and I’ll even order you coffee from a local place.”
“Will you still get your fancy coffee?” Bridgette asked.
“I think I can skip it just this once, but I do have a gold card there, so I get great deals. Can you blame me?”
“You probably already own at least half of New York, and you’re searching for deals?”
“How do you think I keep my half of New York? Besides, if I didn’t search for deals, I’d never be able to buy all of it.”
Bridgette laughed again, and Monica wondered if maybe, just maybe, they were making progress here.
“Just let me finish this one, okay?” Bridgette said. “Can I meet you in the conference room?”
“Give me, like, thirty.”
“I finally agree to help, and you’re putting me off,” Bridgette replied, but playfully.
“I’m going to walk down the street to that damn local coffee place that doesn’t deliver and get us something. Well, get something for the whole office. Actually, I don’t think I could carry all that.”
“Too bad you left your fancy assistant in New York.”
“Finish that and come with me. I’ll take coffee orders,” Monica said with a laugh.
“Bossy already. You don’t even own the company yet,” Bridgette teased.
Thirty minutes later, they walked down the street, with Bridgette pointing out a few of the buildings as they walked past them and telling Monica about how they’d opened the office in New Orleans. They joined the line with the order for everyone in the office in Monica’s hand, and Bridgette did the actual ordering since it appeared she knew the woman behind the counter, probably because she was a regular.
“Uh… I can’t. But maybe another time,” Bridgette said, and Monica realized she hadn’t been paying much attention to their conversation.
“You say that every time,” the woman replied.
“I know,” Bridgette said as she handed over her credit card.
“No, this is on me, remember?” Monica interjected, already with a card in hand, passing it to the woman behind the counter.
The woman took it with a look of confusion and, dare Monica say it, territorial competition in her eyes.
“Thanks.” The barista swiped it. “Bridge, we’ll have that panini you like for the lunch special tomorrow. Stop back in?” She handed the card back to Monica.
“What’s the special?” Monica asked, slipping the card back into her wallet.
“It’s a panini,” the woman said as if Monica was an idiot.
“No, I meant, what’s in the panini?”
“Nothing fancy,” Bridgette said. “You’d hate it.” She winked at Monica.
Monica gave her a playful glare, and Bridgette seemed to realize something in that moment. Her face went serious, and she looked down at her shoes.
“What?” Monica asked.
“Nothing,” Bridgette said, but it was clearly something.
“Your drinks will be over on the bar,” the woman told them.
“Thanks,” Monica replied.
She went to take Bridgette by the elbow and walk her over there since she was still staring down at the floor, but Bridgette was on the move all on her own and over at the bar before Monica had tucked her wallet back into her bag. They each took a tray when the drinks arrived, and Bridgette held the door open for her as they walked back outside.
“So, what was that all about?” Monica asked when they stopped at the light.
“Oh. She asks me out every time I’m in there. I usually go to a different place when I can because of it, but that’s the closest to the office, so in a pinch, I go there, and she usually asks me out.”
“That’s not–” Monica stopped. “Every time?”
“Yes,” Bridgette said.
“Why do you say no? Not interested?”
“She’s twenty-two,” Bridgette said. “And I just got out of a relationship with someone who was twenty-three when we dated, and it didn’t end well. Not that everyone younger than me is the same as Toya, and we didn’t just get out of a relationship – it’s been about eight months, and we weren’t even together all that long – I’m just wary of someone that young now because of it.”
“I see.”
“You see a lot,” Bridgette said, laughing.
“What?”
“You say that a lot. You say, ‘I see,’ a lot.”
“Oh. I guess I do,” Monica replied. “But I wasn’t talking about the flirty barista. I meant, what happened? I thought we were having fun there for a minute, but then you got all serious and quiet.”
Bridgette pointed to the walk signal that had just appeared, and they began walking across the street.
“Nothing. Just forgot about her when I suggested that we should go there. I wasn’t thinking.”
Monica’s phone beeped, but her hands were full because of the tray, and her phone was in her bag.
“May I?” Bridgette asked.
“It’s in the side pocket.”
Bridgette pulled out Monica’s phone and held it up to her without looking at the screen herself.
“Oh,” she said.
“Not good news?”
“No, it is. My friend Sophie lives down here now. We’re going to have dinner tonight.”
“Please do not have that dinner in your hotel restaurant. I’ll recommend, like, five places to you that you should try, and you’d be able to find something for you and for this Sophie, no matter your dietary restrictions.”
“The Four Seasons has amazing food, Bridgette.”
“You did not just say that… No matter how amazing, it’s still hotel food.”
“Do you want to come with us?” Monica asked before she could stop herself.
Bridgette turned to look at her and deposited Monica’s phone back in her bag.
“Uh… I can’t. Busy.”
“Didn’t you ask your friend out to drinks tonight, and she said maybe? Maybe isn’t a yes,” Monica pointed out, wondering why she was pushing this so hard.
“Melinda texted me when you were at the hotel,” Bridgette replied. “We’re all hanging out. But you have fun with your friend.”
“Okay. Well, when we get back, do you want to meet in the conference room so that we can talk more freely?”
“Actually, not today. Can we postpone that? I really do have to finish the sketch I was working on earlier, and this little coffee trip cut into my time to get it to Dan.”
“Yeah, sure,” Monica said, disappointed, as Bridgette pulled the door to the office building open for her.



CHAPTER 11
Bridgette had felt it. She’d stopped herself from thinking about the fact that Monica was there to buy her company, and she’d been nice. Not only that, but she’d also enjoyed spending time with the woman. So much so that when the chatty barista had asked her out again and Bridgette had said no, she’d flirted with Monica. Monica, who was rich, straight, and not from around here. Monica, who had been at least mildly offended that a woman had offered to buy her a drink and had been interested in them going to a concert together. She was here to take something from her that Bridgette had been looking forward to her entire life. Bridgette had ideas. She always had. But she wanted to respect her parents and their own ideas until they finally left the company to her and she was able to implement them. Sure, she had made suggestions, and she’d tried to help when she could, but they’d generally turned her down, and she had to be okay with that because it was their company.
Bridgette sat on the grass, staring out at the Mississippi. There were benches along the Riverwalk, but she preferred to sit closer to the water whenever she could. She’d enjoy this while she could because Carnival season would pick up soon on Fat Tuesday, and the tourist season would be in full swing after that. These moments of peace wouldn’t be available to her until they all went home and she got this part of the city back mostly to herself.
“Bridgette?”
Bridgette turned her head and saw Monica, of all people, standing there on the sidewalk with another woman.
“Monica?”
“Hi,” Monica said. “Um… Sophie, this is Bridgette. She works at the company I’m here for.”
‘Here to buy,’ Bridgette wanted to say but held it in.
“Hi,” she said instead, offering a small wave.
“Nice to meet you,” Sophie replied with a wave as well.
“You too. Are you heading to dinner?” Bridgette asked.
“No, actually. We already ate because Sophie has work early tomorrow. I thought you would be with your friends,” Monica replied.
“It’s still early,” she noted.
“Right,” Monica said.
“Mon, I’m parked right over there. Is it okay if we say goodnight now?”
“Sure,” Monica replied to Sophie. “It was great catching up with you.”
“You too. Let’s hang out again before you go.” Sophie wrapped her arms around Monica, and Bridgette wondered what Monica smelled like, which was a weird thing to think about.
She shook her head and looked out over the water while the two women embraced and said their goodbyes.
“Nice to meet you again,” Sophie added to her then.
Bridgette turned back and said, “You too.”
She expected Monica to say goodnight and walk toward wherever her town car was parked, but she didn’t. She waved Sophie off and took a few steps into the grass.
“You’ll mess up those fancy shoes,” Bridgette noted.
“I’m rich. I’ll buy another pair,” Monica joked.
“Did you want to sit or something?”
“Yes, actually,” Monica said and sat down next to her, leaving a little space between them. “So, what are you doing out here?”
“This is my spot.”
“Your spot?”
“Yeah, I come here when I need to think. Well, sometimes. It gets crowded in a few weeks, so I’ll go to my other spot then, which is an empty square of grass on the way to The National WWII Museum that tourists don’t really know is there.”
“So, the grass is the common denominator?”
“I prefer the water,” Bridgette said.
“It’s nice,” Monica replied.
“Yeah.” Bridgette brought her knees to her chest and held on to them.
“Are you really getting drinks with your friends tonight?”
“No,” she admitted. “Melinda and Kyle are going out, and Jill is closing up NOLA Guides.”
“So, you just didn’t want to go to dinner?”
“Not really,” she said. “You two go back, right? You haven’t seen her in a while?”
“About four years.”
“Better for you to catch up if I’m not there, then.”
“Is everything okay?”
“What’s everything?” Bridgette asked as she turned her face to take in Monica’s.
Monica was beautiful. She was still wearing the same jeans and cardigan as before, but now, she held her clutch, which made Bridgette smile because she had mentioned it was for the nighttime.
“I thought we’d turned a corner earlier today, and then, there was a setback. You got quiet.”
“Just thinking,” Bridgette shared. “My entire life, I’ve planned to take over a business, and now, that’s about to go away.”
“But you know I’m not here to steal it away from you, right?”
“I know.” She sighed. “Logically, I understand this isn’t your fault. It’s just hard.”
“I’m not trying to make it that way for you. I actually think your parents are great people, and I’d like to see you have something after the sale to help you wherever you go next.”
“Here,” Bridgette said and pointed out to the river. “I love this city.”
“I didn’t mean physically.”
“Your company is in New York.”
“Yes, it is.”
“So, I’d have to move there, right?”
“You’re assuming I’d offer you a job,” Monica teased with a smile before she bumped Bridgette’s shoulder with her own.
Bridgette laughed and said, “I wouldn’t move; that’s what I’m saying.”
“It’s nice here.”
“Yeah? Even with the horse poop?”
Monica laughed and said, “I had to buy anti-frizz everything at the pharmacy to tame my hair in this humidity, and I have no idea how you deal with it in the summer, but it’s beautiful.” She looked out over the water. “I resisted it at first, but it’s beautiful.”
“Mel and I say it’s alive,” Bridgette replied.
“Alive?”
“Yeah, like the city is alive itself. Even if no one lived here, it would still go about its day.”
“And just what would the city of New Orleans do to go about its day?”
“Get coffee and beignets at Café Du Monde.”
“Good way to start the day. Then what?”
“Spend the morning walking around the Square.”
“It would walk around itself?” Monica asked with a smile.
“Just go with it,” Bridgette replied.
“Okay.” She laughed. “Go on.”
“After the walk, it would grab a Po-Boy from Henry’s. He owns this kick-ass sandwich shop. Probably something with shrimp, and maybe the city would get some shrimp and grits later, too. Have you had shrimp and grits?”
“No. I haven’t had a Po-Boy from Henry’s yet, either.”
“You’re missing out. All the best food in the city is in the dives.”
“I’ll have to check it out.” Monica looked at the water. “What would New Orleans do in the afternoon?”
“Riverboat cruise to see the city before, during, and after sunset.”
“And then? The French Quarter?”
“Probably to the art galleries first before they close. Then, the Quarter to celebrate itself.”
“Does it get a drink?”
“Yeah, one of everything,” Bridgette said.
“So, New Orleans is a drunk?”
“Obviously,” Bridgette teased. “The sewer system here is filled with three things.” She held up a finger. “Beads.” She held up another finger. “Poop.”
“Gross.” Monica laughed.
“What do you think a sewer is for, Monica?”
“What’s the third thing?” Monica asked while laughing.
“Oh, booze. Just all the stuff people spill, trip over, or otherwise dump in the streets.”
“You make it sound so nice.” Monica laughed again.
“It gets crazy, but it’s home, and I wouldn’t want to live anywhere else.”
“Have you lived here your whole life?” Monica asked, leaning back on her hands.
“No. I grew up in Baton Rouge, but we moved here when I was in high school, and I stayed after that. My parents moved back to Baton Rouge a while ago.”
“Why?”
“The main office is there. They started the company before we moved here. My mom opened the office here then, but there were problems with the manager they left in charge back in Baton Rouge, so my dad ended up going back and forth a lot. They decided to move back when I was out of college and leave this office for me to look after.”
“And you like it better here?”
“Nothing wrong with Baton Rouge; I just fell in love with this place,” Bridgette shared. “I’ve never been anywhere else like it.”
“I’m not sure I have, either,” Monica said.
“What about your semester abroad?” Bridgette teased.
“Close, but not the same.”
When Monica smiled at her, Bridgette looked away. She couldn’t keep talking to this woman. The more she talked to her, the more she liked her, and liking her was not an option.
“So, dinner was fun?” she asked, changing the subject.
“Yeah, it was great catching up with Soph.”
“How did you know her again?”
“She used to work with me. She left the company for a job down here.”
“She looks young.”
“She’s thirty-two.”
“And you’re?”
“Not thirty-two,” Monica replied. “Does everyone say, ‘Ma’am’ and ‘Sir’ down here, or is it just because I hit forty that I’m noticing it more?”
“It’s a cultural thing.” Bridgette shrugged, thinking that Monica didn’t really look forty in this evening light.
“So, I shouldn’t take offense?”
“No,” Bridgette replied. “I get ‘Ma’am’ a lot, and I’m twenty-seven. I’ve been called ‘Ma’am’ since about the time I graduated high school. It picks up a lot around twenty-five or so, depending on how young you look.”
“I wish I looked young,” Monica said on a sigh.
“You do look young.”
“Unfortunately, I think you’re lying to me, trying to be nice.”
“Why would I be nice to you?” Bridgette asked.
Monica laughed louder than she had before, so Bridgette turned back to the water because she liked Monica’s laugh and how her face crinkled just a little too much.
“I guess you have a point,” Monica finally said.
“You don’t have to hang out with me,” Bridgette told her. “I mean, I’m not trying to get rid of you or anything. I just don’t want you to think that you have to sit here with me out of pity or something.”
“Strangely enough, Bridgette, I actually want to hang out with you. Now that you’re not being a complete asshole every minute of the day, I don’t mind you at all.”
“Oh, you don’t mind me? What a compliment,” Bridgette said as she laughed.
“It’s the best I can do, given how we began.” Monica shrugged a shoulder.
“I guess I’ll have to take it, then.”
“It’s getting chilly.” Monica wrapped her arms around herself. “I should’ve brought a jacket.”
“Here.” Bridgette removed her own brown leather coat, which used to be her grandfather’s, and handed it to her. “It’s not cold to me yet.”
“No, I’m okay. You didn’t–”
“Just wear the damn thing.”
Monica laughed and replied, “Okay.” She took it from her and noted, “This looks old.”
“It’s not old. It’s vintage. It’s just not designer. Do you know what unfancy clothes are like?”
“Dad?” Monica asked as she held up the jacket before she slipped her arms into it.
“Grandpa,” Bridgette shared. “He left it to me when he died about five years ago.”
“Were you close?”
“Yeah,” she replied, leaving it at that.
“I love old leather,” Monica said. “It’s so soft and still smells like leather, you know?”
“Old leather is really the only leather I know. Is your couch at home made of new leather?”
“No.” Monica laughed a little. “It’s just regular fabric.”
“What color?”
“Gray. The whole place is gray, really.”
“Is gray your favorite color?”
“No, I hired a decorator and was pretty hands-off with the whole thing.”
“Your house? Why? You live there.”
“Not really. I spend more time at work than at home.”
“Gross,” Bridgette said.
“Don’t you love your job?”
“Yes, but it’s not my whole life. I’d never want that. I want to live in the city, not just work here.”
“I guess I don’t really feel that way about home.”
“About New York City?” Bridgette turned to her then. “Isn’t it the greatest city on earth?”
“I’m sure it is, but I’m usually at the office or working from home. I have events and things I attend, but those could happen anywhere, really. When you grow up there, you don’t really see the beauty in it how others do.”
“I still see the beauty here.” Bridgette meant the city but also meant the woman she was staring at.
“I think that’s pretty amazing,” Monica said. “And it’s getting late.”
“Late? You’re in New Orleans.”
“For me, this is late,” Monica replied. “Well, not really, but I have some work to do back at the hotel.”
“You worked all day.”
“No, I took a few hours off to go on a tour. Besides, I might be here as a favor to my dad, but I still have work that doesn’t involve Southern Hospitality Greetings.”
“What do you do there? It doesn’t seem like you travel around doing this all the time.”
“I’m in charge of a few departments, but acquisitions is one of them. Dad just wanted me to handle this one myself instead of sending someone on my team.”
“Like your assistant who gets you coffee?” She joked. “Wait. Are you like Miranda Priestly? I’m convinced you are. Do you have two assistants? Is one of them Emily Blunt? Did you convince her to give up acting to work for you?”
“I’d never convince Emily Blunt to give up acting.” Monica placed a hand on her heart as if that would be a travesty.
Bridgette laughed and offered, “I can walk you to your waiting car, if you want.”
“I’d have to order it first,” Monica replied.
“I parked over here. I can drive you to your hotel.”
“I interrupted your quiet time. I should leave you to it.” Monica stood and removed the jacket, handing it back to Bridgette. “I’ll see you tomorrow?”
“Okay. Yeah.”
“Good night, Bridgette.”
“Bridge.”
“What?”
“People call me Bridge.”
“Okay. Good night, Bridge.” Monica smiled softly and walked away toward the sidewalk that would lead her to the road.
“Good night,” Bridgette said mostly to herself.



CHAPTER 12
Monica had woken up early, and because she’d been so distracted by the thoughts of Bridgette sitting alone in the grass by the river, she’d forgotten to pre-order her breakfast from room service. They’d probably still make her food and send it up, but something about what Bridgette had said the night before kept entering her mind. This city was alive. The more time she spent in it, the more she realized the truth of that statement. After the car had dropped her off at her hotel, she’d not just gone inside; she’d walked around the Central Business District for about an hour, not getting too far from her hotel for safety. There were people still milling about, but not as many as had been in the Square or the Quarter, so the city felt quiet.
Oddly enough, though, despite there being cars on the road, there was no loud honking. No cabbies were yelling out their rolled-down windows for people to learn how to drive or walk faster. People here seemed to move at a slower pace, which made Monica walk slower as well. She’d left her phone on silent for her dinner with Sophie because she hadn’t seen her in years and hadn’t wanted to be rude, and she’d kept it on silent through her chat with Bridgette and on her walk. It wasn’t until she got back to her hotel room and took her long bath that she even realized she hadn’t heard her notifications going off every thirty seconds in a long time.
“This place just does something to you,” she’d said to herself.
Not wanting to go the whole day without at least eating something, Monica thought about having her regular coffee again but recalled Bridgette’s words about eating local and decided to go to the café where they’d grabbed coffee the previous day. She’d noticed they served breakfast and a light lunch, so she walked out of her hotel and headed that way. She wore the same pair of jeans as the night before, along with a green silk shirt, but this time, she also had her jacket with her in case it got chilly or rained. When Monica walked into the café, she quickly looked behind the counter for the flirty barista, wanting to avoid her.
“She’s not here. She works second shift.”
Monica looked down at a table to her right, where she saw the owner of the voice.
“Oh, hey.”
“Hi,” Bridgette said.
“What are you doing here?”
“Having breakfast. Or, I will be.” Bridgette held up a mug of coffee. “You?”
“I thought you didn’t come here often because of–”
“Not for lunch,” Bridgette clarified. “I’m here at least once a week for breakfast if I can swing it. Today, they have strawberry and coconut French toast. It’s my favorite.”
“That sounds bad for you.”
“It is, but I’ll walk it off,” Bridgette replied. “And I said strawberry and coconut. Fruit.” She held out her hands as if that should explain it.
“Right.” Monica laughed. “I just came in for some coffee.” She lied. “I liked it yesterday. Thought I’d get it again.”
Bridgette looked down at her table as if she were considering something.
“Do you want to join me? I just ordered. If you want something to eat, we could…”
“Eat together?” Monica finished.
“Yeah.”
Monica thought about it for a minute herself before she nodded and sat down in the chair across from Bridgette, placing her bag in the third chair at the table.
“You’ve got to stop bringing that thing everywhere,” Bridgette said with a chuckle.
“It has my laptop in it.”
“I guess for work, it makes sense.”
“I’m only here for work,” Monica replied.
“Right,” Bridgette said, repeating Monica’s word from earlier.
“What can I get you?” the waitress, wearing a burgundy half-apron, asked when she approached their table.
“Soy caramel latte,” Monica said. “And the French toast special that she’s having.” She pointed at Bridgette.
“I’ll be right back with your coffee,” the waitress replied.
“So, how was your night after I left you at the water?”
“I just went home and sketched,” Bridgette said. “You?”
“Walked around a little.”
“Really? Where?”
“Just around my hotel. It was dark, so I didn’t want to go too far, but I felt like I needed to be outdoors for some reason.”
“I would’ve walked with you,” Bridgette said before she lifted her mug to her lips as if to cover her reaction, which seemed surprised that she’d said that out loud.
“I didn’t plan it. I caught up on work after, but it was strange: I just didn’t want to go into my room yet. I knew it would feel claustrophobic.”
“Your presidential suite at the Four Seasons felt claustrophobic? How big is your apartment in New York?”
Monica smiled but didn’t answer the question.
“I never really want to be outdoors in New York. It was odd, so I just went with it.”
“Why? Not a lot of grass there, right?”
“You’ve never been?”
“No.” Bridgette shook her head.
“Oh, you have to go,” Monica said as she leaned forward.
“Because of all the nice things you say about it?” Bridgette replied sarcastically.
“It’s a beautiful city. I just don’t get to enjoy it.”
“Seems hectic. I like it down here better.”
“It is.” Monica sighed. “Busy and never stops.”
“You sound like you’re not really a fan of that,” Bridgette noted.
“It has its benefits, but it has drawbacks, too.”
“Like?”
“Well, for some people, there’s never enough.”
“Some people? I assume you have someone in mind?”
“Soy caramel latte,” the waitress said, placing Monica’s mug down in front of her.
“Thank you,” she replied, giving her a smile before she returned her gaze to Bridgette and added, “My ex. There’s never enough work, power, money, young women.”
“I sense a story there,” Bridgette said as she leaned in conspiratorially. “Did he… cheat?”
“She,” Monica corrected. “And yes, but I actually didn’t know that when I filed for divorce.”
“She?” Bridgette sat back abruptly.
“Yeah, she. My ex-wife, Lily. She essentially left me for a woman who’s younger than me, and Lily’s ten years older than me.”
“She?” Bridgette repeated.
Monica laughed and said, “Yes. I thought you knew.”
“How would I know?”
“I told you a woman bought me a drink and asked for my number.”
“Yeah, and you acted like that was the worst thing in the world. I had to get you out of there,” Bridgette reminded.
“Oh,” Monica said in realization. “You thought I had a problem with her being a woman?”
“Yes, Monica.”
“No, I just wasn’t interested,” she explained. “You’ve thought I was straight this whole time?”
“Obviously. Why would I think you weren’t?”
“I don’t know. Maybe your gaydar is broken,” Monica replied.
“My gaydar is fine. It’s just a little wonky on femmes.”
“What makes you think I’m a femme?”
“See designer bag, designer heels, designer–”
“Business suits?”
“Yes.”
“Ever see me wear a skirt instead of pants?”
“No, but–”
“I wear business suits to the office because I have to. I do like them, but I wouldn’t choose them, I don’t think, if I could.”
“You don’t think?”
“I’m still in my post-divorce self-discovery mode,” she admitted. “I like heels every now and then, but I wore flats out the other night. And yes, I have a designer bag, but that’s because I like nice things and I need to fit in at work. Call me pretentious, if you want, but I’m wearing ChapStick, not lipstick, and I don’t have mascara on or eyeliner, either.”
“As if those are the defining elements of a femme.” Bridgette laughed.
“True. I suppose I’m somewhere in the middle; probably a little like you,” Monica said.
Bridgette nodded but didn’t say anything, and suddenly, they both had French toast in front of them.
“This looks amazing,” Monica noted as she looked up at Bridgette, thinking the same applied to her.
“Tastes even better,” Bridgette replied.
Monica cleared her throat and looked down just as her phone rang in her bag.
“Sorry. Let me just see who it is.”
“No problem,” Bridgette replied as she dove into her breakfast.
Monica pulled out her phone and saw that it was Aaron calling.
“It’s my son. Let me just see what he wants,” she said.
“You have a son?”
Monica winked at her and put the phone to her ear.
“Aaron?”
“Hey, Mom. Lillian is hell-bent on this Columbia thing. Can you please talk to her for me?”
“Don’t call your mother by her name, Aaron.”
“Fine. Mom doesn’t want me to visit Tulane or LSU, but I want to go this weekend.”
“This weekend?”
“Yeah, they’re doing a whole thing for prospects this weekend, and I was going to go. I wanted to spend a day at Tulane and one at LSU.”
“I didn’t know that. I’m here right now.”
“Where?”
“In New Orleans.”
“You’re in New Orleans?”
“Yes, for work. It was a last-minute thing, and I haven’t talked to you in a couple of weeks.”
“Mom, that’s so cool. Maybe she’ll let me go if you’re there.”
‘Oh, I doubt that,’ Monica thought to herself.
“She doesn’t want me to go alone but can’t get away from work. I’m eighteen. I’ll be on my own in, like, six months.”
“I might regret this, but does she have any reason other than she wants you to go to Columbia?”
“No.”
“Okay. I’ll have my assistant book you a flight and a hotel room, but you’re staying in the Four Seasons with me, and we’ll do a day trip to LSU. Is that good?”
“That would be awesome,” he said, sounding excited. “I want Tulane more, anyway, like Grandpa.”
Monica loved that Aaron still called her Mom and her dad Grandpa. She was technically his stepmother, but she’d been with Lily for a decade and had watched him grow. She’d taken care of him, went to his soccer and baseball games, even when Lily couldn’t, and she’d wanted to help him with college, but Lily had been insistent that he was going to Columbia, so she’d stayed out of it.
“I’ll have something booked and sent to you, but you have to tell your mom about this. Tell her she can call me to talk it through if she needs to.”
“Thanks, Mom,” he replied.
They said their goodbyes, and Monica returned her attention to Bridgette, who was drinking her coffee and pretending she didn’t overhear the conversation.
“That’s Aaron.”
“Your son? How old is he?”
“He’s eighteen,” Monica replied before she picked up her knife and fork.
“College choices? I heard Tulane and LSU.”
“Yes. His other mother wants him to stay in New York. She went to Columbia, so she wants him to go to Columbia. His other mother doesn’t really care where he goes, but she hasn’t been a big part of his life since their divorce. Lily had primary custody when we got married.”
“Sorry; how many mothers does he have, exactly?”
“Oh.” Monica laughed. “He’s technically my stepson. Lily was married before me. They had Aaron together.”
“Ah,” Bridgette said. “So, you two never had kids? Not that Aaron isn’t your kid; just that–”
“I honestly never saw myself as a mother. If Lily didn’t have Aaron already, we wouldn’t have had kids together. So, no. I love Aaron like he’s my own, though.”
“You sound close.”
“We are. Sometimes, I think Lily had Aaron with her ex because she wanted something else to brag about, not because she really wanted a kid. Aaron had nannies until he was ten. I finally had to convince her to let them go, and I stepped in when I could so that he felt like he had a parent. She wants him to go to Columbia and then Harvard Law, like she did, but at least right now, Aaron doesn’t want to be a lawyer.”
“You sound like you might be his only hope,” Bridgette noted.
Monica chuckled and said, “I just want him to be happy. If it was Columbia that he wanted, I’d want him to have that, but he’s been insistent that he wants Tulane or LSU. My dad met your grandfather at Tulane, and Aaron is close with my father.”
“Why LSU?”
“My mom went to LSU.”
“So, they were rivals?” Bridgette smiled.
Monica laughed and replied, “I guess so.”
“I went to Tulane, you know?”
“I remember,” Monica said before she took her first bite. “This is heaven.”
“I told you,” Bridgette said, pointing her fork at Monica’s plate. “Amazing, right?”
“Can we come here tomorrow, too?”
Bridgette laughed and said, “It won’t be the special tomorrow.”
“I can ask them to make it, though, right? I’ll pay them more. Hell, I’ll bring my own strawberries.” She took another bite while Bridgette continued laughing.
“I can help if you want.”
“Help with the strawberries?”
“No, I can help with Tulane. If you need a tour guide.”
“Oh,” she let out. “I assume they’d have those there. He said it’s a prospective student weekend.”
“Never mind, then,” Bridgette said.
Monica watched the woman’s facial expression change from happy to disappointed, which made her smile.
“But I’m sure he’d love to have an insider’s look at the place.”
“Tour guides are insiders.”
“Yes, but they’re paid to say all the good things about the school. You wouldn’t be.”
“Paid? We hadn’t negotiated my fee yet.” Bridgette gave her a wink.
“You’d tell him the truth, right?”
“Of course,” Bridgette said.
“I want him to make the right decision for himself.”
“Even if it means he’d be down here, and you’d be in New York?” Bridgette asked.
“Even if it means that. If he ends up at Tulane, we’d be down here all the time, visiting.”
“You and your ex-wife?”
“No, me and my dad. He loves Tulane. He gives them a lot of money, and Aaron applying is one of those forgone conclusions. He has the grades and the extracurriculars and test scores. He’d get in.”
“Ah, rich people connections,” Bridgette said.
“He would have earned it on his own,” Monica replied. “My dad would just make a call to make sure his application got an extra look.”
“I wish my grandpa would’ve donated to Tulane so that I didn’t have to worry like crazy when I applied.”
“No, you don’t,” Monica said. “You like that you got in all on your own.”
“How do you know that?”
“Call it a hunch,” she replied with a shrug.
“Don’t tell me what to do,” Bridgette teased and gave her a smile. “Just tell me when and where, and I’ll show him around campus.”
“Thank you,” Monica said. “This really means a lot.”
“In return…”
“Oh, here it comes.” Monica laughed.
“Can you just… take care of them?”
“Them?”
“My parents. I don’t care about me. I’ll find something else. I have some savings, and if I have to, I can give tours with Mel and Jill until I find something more permanent. They make decent money, and if tourists like you show up once a month, they make really good tips, too. I’ll be fine. I’m young. I can always go back to school if I want. I have options. They really don’t. I just want to make sure they can retire young if they want or that they can at least pay the mortgage while they figure out their next step.”
Monica stared at the sincerity in Bridgette’s eyes and nodded. It was all she could do because if she said something out loud, she might tell Bridgette how funny and amazing and caring she was, and she didn’t think that would be appropriate.
“So, another coffee?” Bridgette asked, changing the subject.
“We have to get to the office.”
“Things move slower down here, and nine really means nine-fifteen or nine-thirty, depending on who you talk to.”
“If it depends, how will I ever know when to show up?”
“Just show up whenever you show up. That’s kind of the point.”
“That’s going to take some adjusting to,” Monica said.
“Then, let’s practice right now. Another coffee.”
Monica just smiled at her and took another bite of her French toast.



CHAPTER 13
Bridgette watched Monica through the small window in the break room, which gave her a view of the conference room without Monica being able to see her staring. She’d been doing that a lot lately, including that morning at breakfast when Monica had surprised her by showing up at the café. Of course, she’d surprised her again when she told Bridgette that her ex was a woman and that she was gay. Bridgette took a sip of the coffee she’d gotten in the kitchen and thought about how beautiful Monica looked. It had always been obvious that she was attractive, but the past couple of days, Monica had been wearing more casual clothes, and they made her look more at ease, more comfortable somehow, and more like someone who was here to help, not to take something away from Bridgette.
“Hi, honey,” her mom greeted.
“Oh. Hey, Mom,” she replied as she turned around to see her mother there.
“Just getting coffee?”
“Yup. Just coffee.” Bridgette held up her cup. “Getting back to work now.”
“So, you weren’t just staring at Monica in the conference room?”
“What? No,” she lied.
“Honey, she’s here to help. Don’t give her those dagger eyes of yours.”
“I don’t have dagger eyes,” she replied.
“You do, actually.”
Bridgette turned around at that, seeing Monica standing there in the open doorway.
“How long have you been standing there?”
“Just long enough to hear your mother speak the truth about those dagger eyes of yours,” Monica said.
“See?” Her mother laughed and poured herself a cup of coffee.
Bridgette hoped that that was all Monica had heard.
“I don’t have dagger eyes.”
“You do. And when they’re aimed at me, it’s scary,” Monica said.
“Well, I’m trying not to aim them at you anymore.”
“I know. I appreciate it,” Monica replied with a smile.
“Keep it that way,” her mother told her as she patted Bridgette on the shoulder and left the break room.
“Sorry. I just thought it would be fun to tease you,” Monica said.
“It’s fine. I’m used to being teased – I work for my parents. Did you come in here for coffee?”
“No, just hoping to talk to you about the Valentine’s Day line. Do you have a minute?”
“Sure,” she replied.
An hour later, Bridgette had finished talking about the major holidays that get new card lines each year and what was involved in that process. Monica had taken a few notes and had mainly just listened to her, but having her staring at Bridgette while she talked had been difficult. Bridgette had found herself often unable to meet Monica’s eye, but she’d made it through it just as the other employees in the bullpen started to leave for the day.
“Honey, your father and I are leaving and heading back to Baton Rouge tonight to check on the house and the office. We’ll be back tomorrow, though,” her mom informed her as she leaned into the conference room.
“Okay. Drive safe,” she said. “Love you.”
“Love you, too. Monica, we’ll see you tomorrow. Have a great night.”
“Thank you. I will.”
Bridgette sat at the table, waiting for Monica to ask another question, but Monica sat there quietly, too, as if waiting for everyone to leave.
“So, what’s on your agenda for the night? More work?” Bridgette asked to fill the silence.
“Probably, yeah,” Monica replied.
“No Sophie?”
“No.” Monica shook her head and closed her laptop. “You?”
“Drinks with my friends. Kyle is finally able to move into her house. Well, sort of. There’s still work to be done, but some of the major stuff is finished.”
“Oh, that’s great.”
“Yeah. We’re going to celebrate. Mel and her girlfriend will be there, as well as my friend, Jill.”
“Our tour guide,” Monica remembered.
“Yeah.” Bridgette cleared her throat. “Um… You can come.”
“You don’t have to invite me, Bridgette. I’m okay on my own.”
“We’re going to the Quarter. Barhopping for a bit.”
“Barhopping? I haven’t done that in decades, I think.” Monica chuckled.
“Then, you’re due,” Bridgette replied. “And you’re supposed to call me Bridge now.”
“Sorry, I guess those dagger eyes kind of burned your full name into my brain.”
Bridgette laughed lightly and said, “Come out with us. It’ll be fun. There will always be more work to do, right? How often will you be in the French Quarter?”
“I have to eat first. I can’t barhop and drink if I’ve had nothing to eat.”
“We’ll grab Po-Boys on the way there.”
“Still haven’t had one of those.”
“Then, let’s get you one.”
“Fine. But I have to drop off my giant bag, as you call it, in my room first.”
“I’ll walk you to the hotel, and we can head out from there.”
“Walking?”
“It only takes about twenty minutes from here.”
“Will you hate me if I order us a car to get us there since we’ll be walking around all night?”
“Hate you? No.” Bridgette shook her head. “Make fun of you? Yes.” She nodded.
“I’ll let you ride with me.”
“In the limo? Does it come with sparkling water and warm towels?”
“It’s a town car,” Monica said, laughing.
◆◆◆
About half an hour later, Bridgette was sitting at a table at Henry’s with her friends and Monica Arnette, the woman who was here to buy her company. She had introduced her around again, and everyone had gone straight into small talk and had a few questions for Monica, who had ordered her very first Po-Boy, which she later told Bridgette she liked. When they left Henry’s, they decided to walk up and down Bourbon Street first just to give Monica a lay of the land and let their food digest a bit.
Finally, they ended up at a good bar initiation to start the night where they could sit down at a high-top table, have a drink, and not have the music blare too loudly in their ears. Monica had a gin and tonic and finished it by the time they were ready to move on. They walked a little farther, and Bridgette noticed things were picking up. The crowd was starting to build, and the group got split up from time to time, so she found herself placing a hand on Monica’s lower back to help keep them connected. It made her feel like she wasn’t alone somehow. Even though her friends were only steps away, a gentle hand on Monica’s back had her feeling like someone needed her in that moment and she needed them.
“Are you having fun?” Bridgette asked once they got to the second bar, which had an upstairs and a balcony they could go out on to look over the street below.
“This city really is something else,” Monica replied before she took a sip of her drink.
“It really is,” Bridgette agreed. “So, that bar has a great drink, but it’s really sweet, and you forget there’s alcohol in it, so you have to be careful.”
“Where do I get a Hurricane?” Monica asked.
“A Hurricane?” Bridgette laughed. “Literally anywhere.”
“I want one of those.”
“Okay. Well, personally, I think the best Hurricanes are at Pat O’Brien’s.” She pointed down the street. “We can go there next. They have tables in a courtyard if you want to sit down.”
“Yeah, that would be great.” Monica smiled over at her, and Bridgette just about fell into those damn blue eyes of hers.
“Let me see if they’re ready to go. If not, they can just meet us there.”
Monica nodded, and Bridgette left her on the balcony to check on her friends, who had remained inside.
“Hey, are you guys ready? Monica wants to go get a Hurricane from Pat O’s.”
“Monica wants, huh?” Melinda teased.
“Yes. She’s never had one.”
“And this has nothing to do with the fact that she told you she was gay this morning, so now, you’re showing her around town instead of having us do it?” Jill checked.
“Monica is gay?” Kyle asked.
“I really need to add you to our group text, babe,” Melinda said as Kyle wrapped her arms around Melinda’s waist from behind.
“It’s not about that, no,” Bridgette replied. “I just want her to like it here.”
“Why?” Melinda asked.
“Because I want everyone to like it here. No further questions, Your Honor.”
“I don’t think that’s how that works,” Jill noted.
“Well, we’re going. Are you staying?”
“No, we’ll come with you,” Melinda replied, and Bridgette tried not to show her disappointment because she’d wanted to go to Pat O’Brien’s with Monica on her own.
Once they arrived and walked to the courtyard, Bridgette scoured the space for seating. It wasn’t as crowded as it would be later, and she was able to find a table for four and a spare metal chair that she dragged over to sit next to Monica.
“I don’t know. She’s cute,” Jill said a few minutes later. “But she’s with people.”
“Back to the fact that we all travel in packs?” Melinda asked.
“She’s with two women who are totally into each other,” Bridgette added. “They’ve kissed already. So, she could be third-wheeling it.”
“I’m good where I am tonight. We’re celebrating Kyle moving into her beautiful and massive house in the Garden District tonight. I’m not looking to get laid.” Jill held up the Hurricane she’d nearly finished already.
“After this, we should go to Cat’s,” Melinda suggested. “Or, we can hit up gay town.”
“Gay town?” Monica asked Bridgette.
“Lavender Line,” Melinda explained. “The part of the street with rainbow flags all over it. We can go there next.”
Bridgette checked Monica’s expression, but the woman looked down at her watch and then had her half-finished drink while Melinda and Kyle started talking.
“Do you not like your drink?”
“No, I do,” Monica said as she turned to Bridgette. “I just had two already, and I don’t hold my alcohol like I used to.”
“You don’t have to finish it if you don’t want to. Jill will take it, I bet.”
“I don’t think I’m up for another bar, Bridge. It’s getting kind of late, and I should get back to the hotel.”
“Do you really feel that way, or is there something else going on?” she whispered into Monica’s ear.
Monica turned her head to speak into Bridgette’s then, bringing them closer together.
“I’m so much older than all of you. I’m exhausted and a little drunk, and I don’t think I can stay out any later without passing out in the street.”
Bridgette laughed silently and said, “You wouldn’t be the first person to do that.”
Monica smiled at her and said, “Even so, you and your friends are great, but… I don’t exactly fit in.”
“Why not?” Bridgette asked.
“Obvious reasons.”
“But are you having fun?”
“Yes,” Monica replied.
“It’s all in your head, Monica. No one here knows or cares about your age. If you’re tired, though, we’ll go.”
“We?”
“I’ll make sure you get back to your hotel. My car is over there, anyway.”
“You should stay with your friends.”
“So should you,” Bridgette said as she leaned in a little closer. “They’re nice people, and they like you. If you still want to go, let’s go. If you’re worried about you being a little older, though, don’t.”
Monica appeared to be thinking and said, “I’ll finish my drink and then go to the hotel.”
“Okay,” Bridgette replied with a satisfied nod.
“What are you two talking about?” Jill asked.
“You being drunk,” Bridgette offered in response.
“I’m tipsy; there’s a difference.”
“Do you all do this every night?” Monica asked.
“Every night? No way.” Melinda laughed. “We might have a drink once a week or something, but Kyle just moved here and we have new things to celebrate. We haven’t done a crawl like this in a while.”
“Years,” Bridgette added.
“Yeah, probably,” Melinda said.
“Didn’t you two do one of these when Toya broke up with Bridge?” Jill asked.
Bridgette shook her head and replied, “We went for drinks and got drunk, but not a crawl.”
“Toya?” Monica asked.
“Ex-girlfriend. You might have seen her at the piano bar.”
Monica nodded slowly and stared into Bridgette’s eyes.
“How long ago did you two break up again?”
“Eight months. Together for six.”
“And she was at the bar with you?”
“No, she stopped by. Not for me, though.”
“Any new prospects?” Kyle asked as she took a drink.
“Prospects?” Bridgette asked her.
“For lady loves.”
“Uh…” Bridgette picked up her glass and said, “No, not really.”
“No?” Melinda lifted an eyebrow.
“Mel…”
“What?” Monica asked, looking back and forth between them.
“Nothing,” Bridgette said. “How’s your drink coming along?”
“I’m almost done,” Monica replied.
“Want to get out of here?”
“You just told me you–”
“I’m getting tired, too.”
“Oh. Okay. Yeah, we can go.”
“We’ll see you later,” Bridgette said as she stood.
“Nice to meet you again, Monica,” Kyle spoke.
“You too,” Monica replied before she stood up next to Bridgette, and they pushed their way through the crowd and back onto the street.
“What was that about?” Monica asked her.
“Nothing. I just got really tired.”
“You had one drink, like, an hour ago.”
“Lightweight, I guess. Let’s get out of the Quarter so you can order your car.”
“We can walk, if you want.”
“No, I’m okay with giving into the town car.”
“You called it a town car,” Monica noted, seemingly excited as she looped her arm through Bridgette’s.
“Awe… You just got drunk, didn’t you?”
“A little.”
They started walking, and Monica ordered a car for them to take back to the Four Seasons. When they arrived, they both got out, and Bridgette stood there for a minute while Monica fished her room key out of her back pocket.
“I’m ready.”
“I see that. Let this nice gentleman get you up to your room now,” Bridgette said, motioning for the doorman.
“Where’s your car?”
“The garage right over there.” Bridgette pointed across the street.
“I should walk you.”
“No, you should take a shower, drink water, and get to sleep. I’ll be fine.”
“Can I help you, Miss?” the doorman asked.
“Can you make sure she gets up to her room safely?” Bridgette asked.
“Of course, Ma’am.”
“Bridgette, be safe.” Monica leaned in and kissed her quickly on the cheek. “Okay?”
Bridgette stood there speechless but managed a nod.



CHAPTER 14
Monica heard her phone ringing, but she could have sworn she’d had it on do-not-disturb until eight. She opened her eyes reluctantly and reached for it on the table next to her bed. That was when she saw Lily’s name on her screen.
“Fuck,” she muttered groggily.
Lily was one of the people on her phone for whom do-not-disturb didn’t apply to in case something happened to Aaron. She didn’t want to take the call because she knew what it was about, but she’d only be delaying the inevitable, and it was better to have this out while she was alone in her hotel room and not in the office later.
“It’s six in the morning, Lil,” she said as her greeting.
“I have meetings all day. I assumed you’d be up. You’re always up by six.”
“Not anymore. What’s up?” she asked and rolled over onto her back.
“What’s up? Since when do you say, ‘What’s up?’” Lily asked.
Monica wasn’t sure when she’d last asked someone that question, but she had been hanging out with a younger crowd the previous night. Maybe she’d picked it up along with the headache she had forming now that she was awake.
“Lil, I still have an hour to sleep before I have to get ready for work, so…”
“Aaron’s visit. He said you’re in New Orleans.”
“I am.”
“Why?”
“Work,” she said.
“Since when do you travel anymore? You stopped that a while ago.”
“Since now,” she replied. “I’m here for a few weeks. I’ll make sure he’s taken care of, okay?”
“I don’t want him to go to school down there,” Lily stated.
“Well, it’s not really your choice, Lily. It’s his college experience. He should get to choose it.”
“Columbia is by far the better school, and it’s here.”
“But your son doesn’t want to go there.”
“I’m glad you brought that up. He is my son.”
“Don’t go there, Lily. We’ve had this argument before. I’ve been there for him since the moment you and I started dating.”
“I know. But he’s not yours, Mon. He’s mine and my ex’s.”
“I’m your ex.”
“You know what I mean. It’s not up to you where he goes.”
“I’m not making it up to me. He wants to go to Tulane or LSU.”
“Because of your connections.”
“I haven’t promised him anything. He called and asked me to talk to you about school and mentioned that he wanted to go to this weekend thing. It happens to coincide with me being down here. Don’t you want him to go where he wants to go?”
“I want him to stay close to home.”
“Why? You’re never there.”
“That’s not fair. I work.”
“All the time. And I do, too, but you’re asking Aaron to make an important decision about his school based on what you want. You want him to stay close, but you’re never home. If you are, you’re with your girlfriend, and your time is focused on her.”
“No, it isn’t. How would you know that, anyway?”
“Aaron stays at my place a lot, Lil. We talk. Why would he want to stay close when you’re not there or focused on him? You hardly ever showed any interest in his activities and school when he was growing up. But now you are? Right when he’s about to leave and make a pretty important decision? He wants what he wants.”
“Well, I told him I’m only paying for Columbia.”
“That was stupid,” she said.
“What’s gotten into you? You’re acting weird.”
“That’s not really any of your business anymore. If Aaron chooses another school, I’ll pay for it. It’s not like his other mother is going to help.”
“You can’t go against me like that, Monica.”
“Lil, he’s eighteen years old – this is his call. I’m not trying to go against you. I’m trying to make sure our son goes to the school he wants so that he’s not miserable somewhere else. And yes, he is my son, too. His other mother may have been there for the first three years, but she left and didn’t even fight for him. You and I met, and I fell in love with Aaron. I helped raise him. You know that. For you to keep pulling this ‘your son’ bullshit is tired and old. I’m done with it. I hope you can find a way to let him go where he wants to go because if you don’t, you’re risking your relationship even more than you already have.”
“It’s my relationship with him,” Lily replied.
“Right now, our son is acting with more maturity than his mother, so I’ll show him around Tulane and LSU, and if he decides to go to one of those schools, I really hope you can find a way to be okay with it.”
“Monica, I don’t want you involved in this. You’ll persuade him.”
“Why would I do that? I didn’t go to school down here. My dad did. I’ve never even been here before. I don’t live down here. I have no vested interest in him going to any school in particular. I want him to go where he wants to go.”
“He’s close to your dad.”
“Because to Aaron, that’s his grandpa, and he loves him. He trusts him and takes his advice, so he wants to explore all his options. Look at it this way, Lil: he might hate both schools. Wouldn’t you rather have him come down here to find that out and change his mind than force him to go somewhere else and leave him always wondering if he would have liked someplace else better?” When Lily didn’t say anything, Monica added, “I already bought him the flight, and I’ve got him a room down the hall from mine in the Four Seasons. He’s going to be the only eighteen-year-old not staying in some cheap hotel in the Quarter. We’ll do a couple of campus tours. If he hates it here, he’ll at least know that. And if he loves it, you need to figure out how you want to handle it.”
“I want him to be happy,” Lily said. “But Columbia is the better school.”
“For you, maybe. It doesn’t have to be for Aaron. At least, not right now.” Monica sighed. “Look, now that I’m up anyway, I’m going to get dressed and grab breakfast before I have to get to work.”
“What are you even doing down there?”
“Doesn’t matter. I need to take a shower. I’ll pick Aaron up at the airport, okay? You don’t have to worry about him. And I’ll make sure he gets back home safely armed with the info he needs to make the right decision for himself.”
“Whatever. Just do whatever you want. You always do, anyway.”
“Lil, don’t call me trying to start a fight. We’re not married anymore. I don’t have to argue with you or even talk to you, honestly. I’m answering your calls only because of Aaron. Just go enjoy your life and don’t worry about what I’m doing or not doing, okay?”
Lily hung up the phone.
“Yet another thing you’ve done to validate my decision to leave,” Monica said into the phone after the call had already disconnected. “Fuck,” she added, feeling the headache hit her even more now because she went to sit up in bed.
She found some pills to help with that and downed a bottle of water before hopping into the shower, letting the water remain cool on purpose. Then, she readied herself by wearing the other pair of jeans she’d brought with her, determined to go shopping that night for some more casual clothes to get her through her remaining time here. She threw on another of her white button-downs and wished she had a sweater to wear over it that she hadn’t worn before. She had a jacket with her that she put on to combat the cool morning air, but she wished she had Bridgette’s leather jacket to wear. It had been so soft and warm that she’d almost asked if she could wear it that night and return it later.
At the café, Monica sat down at a table and looked at the short menu for the first time. The specials were written on a blackboard, but there was no mention of the French toast she’d had yesterday, so she decided to try the grits that Bridgette had mentioned. She’d never had grits before and wasn’t sure if she’d like them, so she got them with cheese and bacon and also ordered a side of eggs and a fruit bowl, just in case. She ordered her coffee as well as a tomato juice, and when her food arrived, her stomach growled.
“Well, someone’s hungry,” Bridgette said.
Monica turned to look up, surprised to see her there.
“Oh. Yeah. I didn’t think you’d be here this early.”
“I got here before you yesterday, remember? Can I sit?”
“Of course,” she replied as she motioned to the empty chair.
“I was just going to grab coffee and a muffin to-go, but I saw you with grits and had to see you try them.”
“They didn’t have the French toast,” Monica replied.
“Well, go on; give them a try. You also got bacon and cheese?”
“Yes. It sounded the most breakfast-like.”
Bridgette smiled at her and asked, “Can I steal a strawberry?”
“Sure,” Monica said.
Bridgette picked up Monica’s fork, stabbed a berry, and brought it to her mouth while Monica watched for probably a little too long before she cleared her throat and dug her spoon into her grits.
“Here I go. Wish me luck,” she said.
Bridgette chuckled, and Monica took her first bite, deciding she’d be having grits for breakfast again.
“They’re good,” she noted, sounding surprised.
“I told you.”
“Like, really good.” Monica took another bite.
“I’m glad you agree.” Bridgette laughed. “Now, I won’t bother you anymore. I just wanted to see if you liked them. I’ll–”
“You’re not bothering me,” she interrupted. “Seriously, stay. You can help me eat this since I like the grits. I got the other stuff in case I didn’t.”
“I guess I can steal another strawberry, at least,” Bridgette said before she stabbed another berry and ate it. “So, how are you feeling after last night?”
“I have a little headache, but it’s going away. I think I just need to eat.”
“That’s good,” Bridgette said.
“How do you feel?”
“Well, I didn’t really drink, so I’m good. You, on the other hand, had a few, and at least two of them were extra sweet, so you might not have realized how much alcohol was in them.”
“I was with you, so I wasn’t worried,” Monica said.
She knew that to be true. The feel of Bridgette’s hand on her back as they’d walked through the crowd had made Monica feel not alone for the first time in a very long time. She knew Bridgette wouldn’t let anything happen to her and wouldn’t let her drink anything that would cause her to fall over, drunk.
Bridgette stared at her for a long moment before the waiter arrived.
“Can I get my usual and a blueberry muffin to-go?”
“To-stay,” Monica suggested.
“Are you sure?”
Monica nodded.
“Okay. Never mind. I’ll have it here.”
The waiter nodded and walked off.
“So, you’ve been dressing casually lately.”
“Is it bad? Have your parents said something?” Monica asked before she took another bite.
“What? No, they haven’t said anything. They probably haven’t even noticed. I’m just saying that I like it.”
“You do?”
“The casual look works for you.” Bridgette shrugged a shoulder.
Monica swallowed and told herself not to take that at the flirtatious comment it had sounded like. Then, her phone beeped. She glanced down and rolled her eyes.
“Everything okay?” Bridgette asked.
“It’s my ex. She called this morning, upset about Aaron coming to visit schools. We fought, and now she’s texting me saying she doesn’t want me to pay for his school because it’s not my place.”
“You’re his mom.”
“Not to her. As much time as I spent as Aaron’s parent during my marriage to Lily, she never really treated me like a co-parent. It’s worse because his other mother hasn’t been involved in his life, so it’s not as though I would have been stepping on her toes. I just want Aaron to go wherever he wants, and Lily is hell-bent on him going to Columbia.”
“You offered to pay for him to go down here?”
“If she won’t, yes. I’d already planned on paying for half of it, or at least, his room and board or rent or something, but if she doesn’t take care of it if he chooses another school, I’ll do it myself.”
Bridgette smiled a little.
“What?” Monica asked.
“You sound like a good mom.”
“Thank you,” Monica replied, feeling the blush creep on her cheeks.
“Bridge?”
She and Bridgette looked up at the same time. Monica didn’t recognize the woman, but Bridgette seemingly did.
“Toya, hey.”
Toya… This woman was Bridgette’s ex-girlfriend, unless Bridgette knew two women named Toya and completely froze around both of them.
“It’s not French toast day,” Toya noted.
“I know. I was going to grab something to-go, but…” She looked at Monica. “This is Monica. She’s in town to work with my parents, and I sort of interrupted her breakfast.”
“Nice to meet you,” Toya said.
“You too,” Monica replied before she looked down at her food, feeling no longer hungry, and took one more bite of her grits and a sip of her coffee.
“I just came in for coffee,” Toya said as she pointed to the counter.
“Okay,” Bridgette replied.
“I think I’m finished,” Monica said. “You can have my seat, if you need it.”
“You just started eating,” Bridgette noted.
“I wasn’t really all that hungry,” she lied. “I’ll pay at the counter. You two can have the table. Bridge, feel free to finish it for me.”
“Monica, you–”
“I have to call Lily back now, anyway. I’ll see you at the office.”
She didn’t have to call Lily back and wouldn’t call her at all, if she could avoid it, but seeing Bridgette with her ex made her heart beat loud and wild in her chest. Toya was young and beautiful, just like Lily’s new girlfriend, and Monica had been stupid to think that Bridgette had been flirting with her.
“Monica, just wait. I’ll walk with you.”
“You haven’t even gotten your food yet,” she replied and picked up her bag. “I’ll see you there.”
She walked to the counter without waiting for a reply and asked for her check and another coffee to-go. Then, she watched as Toya sat down across from Bridgette in her old seat and wished she’d had the courage to stay.



CHAPTER 15
“Hey, why did you run off like that?” Bridgette asked.
“I didn’t run off,” Monica said as she lifted her head to look at Bridgette, who was standing in the open doorway of the conference room, holding a cup of coffee.
“Uh… Yeah, you did. You left a half-eaten bowl of grits, untouched eggs, and a bowl of fruit that only I had touched. I couldn’t finish your coffee because I can’t stand soy milk, but I tried to at least make it so the chef in the back wouldn’t think you hated their cooking for you.”
“How did you–” Monica stopped.
“How did I what?”
“Know it was soy milk.”
“I’ve been with you when you ordered coffee before. I pay attention. Don’t change the subject.” Bridgette closed the door behind her. “What happened, Monica?”
“Nothing. I just had to call Lily.”
“You couldn’t wait, like, five minutes? You had to run out of there like a weirdo, leaving me to deal with Toya, who was wondering what happened?”
“She’s your ex-girlfriend,” Monica replied. “Was I supposed to deal with her?”
Bridgette sat down across from her and said, “Toya and I… It’s complicated.”
“It always is with us lesbians, isn’t it?” Monica started typing on her laptop.
“Are you busy right now? Should I leave you to buy someone else’s company?”
“What? No, I’m replying to an email.”
“And you can’t look me in the eye and reply to that email later?”
Monica stopped typing and closed her laptop.
“Thank you,” Bridgette said.
“I don’t need your relationship backstory, Bridgette. I’m sorry I had to leave abruptly like that, but I didn’t want to intrude on whatever was happening between you two.”
“Nothing,” she replied quickly. “Nothing is happening between me and her. She goes there for coffee sometimes. New Orleans is like that: you can go a year without seeing someone and then bump into them ten times in a month. I refused to change some of my regular places when we broke up, so there’s always going to be a chance we bump into each other, but that’s all that happened this morning.”
“That’s between the two of you. You don’t need to explain yourself to me,” Monica told her.
Bridgette nodded and said, “This is for you. I’ll leave you alone to send that email now. I hope the call with your ex went okay.” She placed the cup of coffee a little closer to Monica on the table.
“You brought me coffee?”
“You left yours there. It looked like you’d taken one sip, so I thought you might need the caffeine. Caramel, right?”
“Yeah,” Monica said with a soft smile. “And I’m sorry, Bridgette. I think the headache from going out last night is really starting to get to me.”
“Drink the coffee. I’ll bring you some water from the break room,” Bridgette said.
“I have a bottle in my bag.”
“The bag that could fit this entire building inside it?”
Monica laughed, so Bridgette thought they were maybe back to whatever their version of normal was.
“Yes, that very bag,” Monica replied. “I was thinking about stealing the copier later, and it’ll fit quite nicely.”
“Well, we probably don’t need it for long, anyway, so I say go for it.”
Monica sobered and asked, “Why is it complicated between you two if it’s over?”
Bridgette hadn’t been expecting that question, so she sighed and leaned back in her chair.
“Honestly, I’ve been kind of lost since the breakup. I started going after things I didn’t really want or need, hoping they would help me get over her.”
“Things you didn’t want?”
“Casual sex, one-night stands, or at least, hot make-out sessions in bars.”
“I see.”
Bridgette laughed and said, “You do, do you?”
“Ha-ha,” Monica deadpanned.
“I didn’t, by the way.”
“Didn’t what?”
“Have any of those things. I kept chickening out, which was probably a good thing. One day recently, though, I was pissed about the business being sold off, and I realized I wanted closure, so I called her.”
“Oh, big mistake.” Monica leaned in.
“You know, I thought so at first, but I actually think it was what I needed.”
“How so?”
“Toya didn’t want a relationship. It wasn’t about me. I guess part of it was because I did – I do want a relationship. I was getting more serious than she was ready for, so it ended, but on the call, she said that if I could be not as serious and it could just be fun, she missed me.”
“What a bitch,” Monica replied.
Bridgette laughed a little and shared, “We hooked up.”
Monica’s face fell, and she said, “Oh?”
“It happened twice, but the whole time, I wasn’t thinking that I wanted more from her again.”
“That’s good, right? She didn’t want a relationship, anyway.”
“And I didn’t want sex from her, either.”
“That bad?”
“No, it was good with us. I mean, I thought it was, but in our time apart, I thought about that and how it worked for me, but it wasn’t really what I wanted. I know that now, though, so I ended that part of our relationship, too.”
“So, that’s it? You’re over her?”
“I think I have been for a while. I just didn’t realize it. Toya is not a bad person. She’s just young and doesn’t want to settle down, but I do. I want real love, you know? Someone to come home to at the end of the day, wake up next to, and yes, have amazing sex with.”
Monica smiled but didn’t say anything.
“I just watched my best friend meet her girlfriend, and I don’t know what’s in store for them, but it seems so real. Kyle moved to New Orleans because she likes it here, but it didn’t hurt that Melinda lives here, too. They spend practically every night together, and even when I’ve been in a relationship, I haven’t wanted to spend all of my time with my girlfriend. I’m jealous. I want that.”
“That sounds nice, Bridge.”
“Toya said hello. We talked for two minutes before she left, and I sat at the table alone, finishing your breakfast.”
“Were the grits just as good after a few minutes?”
“Yes, they were amazing. You should go back and order them again so you can see for yourself.”
“Maybe I will,” Monica replied.
“Well, okay. That’s good, then. I should leave you to that email.”
“I didn’t have to call my ex, Bridgette.”
Bridgette looked at her, confused.
“I felt awkward, being there. When you said her name, I remembered that she was your ex, and I had no idea if it was going to get awkward, so I fled.”
Bridgette chuckled and asked, “So, you didn’t call your ex back?”
“God, no,” Monica said. “She’s just angry. She’ll calm down. Aaron is going to be here tomorrow. He’s eighteen, so she can’t really stop him. He still lives with her, but even if she got so angry with him as to kick him out, he knows he always has a room at my place.”
“I say let her stew, then,” Bridgette offered.
“I think that’s good advice.”
Bridgette then heard the main door to the office open. It was probably just Dan or one of the other employees, but it had her thinking about another thing she wanted to talk to Monica about.
“Can I ask you a question?”
“Sure.”
“Are you going to recommend buying this place to your dad? If so, is this purchase going to take care of them? Will they be okay?”
Monica softened and said, “You know, I’ve been thinking a lot about it, and I don’t know yet. That’s my honest answer.”
“Oh,” Bridgette let out when she didn’t get the reassurance she’d been hoping for. “That’s okay.”
“After looking over everything, I do have some questions for you, though, if you’re finally ready to answer them.”
“What about all those emails you need to reply to?”
“They’ll keep,” Monica said with a smile.
“Okay. Ask away, then.”
“Southern Hospitality only sells local. Why is that?”
“You didn’t ask my parents that question?”
“I did, but I wanted your answer, too.”
“Uh… Well, my parents are a little old-school, and they like the idea of having their cards sold locally to make them special. You have to come down here to buy them.”
“But there are a ton of local-only items in New Orleans that distribute. I was reading an article about Hubig’s Pies the other day. You used to only be able to get them down here, but they ship now.”
“They were gone for a while. Fire in their facility put them out of business, but they rebounded, and yeah, they ship.”
“And there are these chips and an ice cream, I think.”
“Are you hungry? You’re only mentioning food items.”
“You ate my breakfast.”
“Do you like blueberries?”
“Huh?” Monica asked.
Instead of answering, Bridgette stood up, opened the door to be able to walk to her desk, grabbed the brown bag, and brought it back into the room. She dropped it onto the table.
“You can have my muffin.”
Monica’s eyebrows lifted, and only then did Bridgette really understand what she’d just said.
“The blueberry muffin I got from the café.”
“Thanks.” Monica laughed and opened the bag. “I am starving. Anyway, it’s not just food items. There are a ton of local shops here that ship. I imagine a lot of that happened when Katrina hit and things had to close down.”
“Some, yes,” Bridgette replied. “And more and more do it after each bad storm season. Some no longer have storefronts at all because it wasn’t worth the bother.”
“And your parents aren’t interested?”
“No,” she said with a head shake.
“What about you?”
“Me? Yeah, I’ve told them a million times that I wanted to open an Etsy store and get on Amazon. I wanted to make a breakup card line, a too-drunk-to-go-to-work card line, and other New Orleans-appropriate cards. We don’t have to be reverent down here. The shirts alone, you know?”
“I’ve seen a few of them, yes. Classy,” Monica joked before she took a piece of the muffin and brought it to her lips.
Bridgette laughed and said, “I figured we could stamp them somehow as being from here and by local artists, and sales would pick up.”
Monica nodded and took another bite. Bridgette had to look away, though, because watching Monica’s long fingers with perfectly trimmed nails go to her mouth only made her think about those fingers and that mouth being elsewhere.
“Do you have ideas for those cards already?”
“I have a sketchbook, and I’ve jotted down some notes, yes.”
“So, I have an idea, but it’s not what your parents are going to want to hear.”
“Okay,” Bridgette said, curious, as she leaned forward in her chair.
“Things are this bad because they’ve chosen to remain local. You mentioned storefronts closing, and some of them used to carry your cards. You’ve lost a lot of clients that way, and it’s hard to get new customers with no dedicated sales team. Your parents are doing most of that themselves. On top of that, you’re losing rack space. From what I’ve seen, you’re losing it to the big guys, nothing local, which means that soon, the stores won’t have space for you at all because the big guys give them lower rates, and you’ve been raising yours to combat your losses. That’s why the company is going under.”
Bridgette had asked her parents to tell her what was happening a million times, and they’d always told her that things were fine or slow but would be fine. Sure, they’d been teaching her things about the business, but they hadn’t given her the full picture of where it stood.
“So, what do we do?” she asked.
“There are options, I think. One of them does involve us buying the company and taking the card lines and assets. We can probably find jobs for most of the employees, but I’d want to meet with the ones in the other office before I make any promises. Of course, they’d have to move since they’d be the only remote employees we have at Good Day. We could buy and consider keeping this office as a satellite or the one in Baton Rouge. That would allow the ones we hire to stay on without moving, but I’d need to discuss that with my father. There are a couple of other options, though.”
“Tell me.”
“Well, quite frankly, your parents are making bad business decisions. You’re already overstaffed for what you’re putting out, and they’ve got you doing replenishment runs instead of the office manager they have in Baton Rouge, which means you create fewer cards. They’re also not taking you nationwide or even global. Keeping you offline is a major mistake.”
“I’ve told them that before.”
“I know. They told me.” Monica paused. “Would you consider taking over for them?”
“Yeah, when they retire.”
“No, I mean now.”
“Now?”
“Bridgette, at this rate, the company won’t exist when they’re old enough to retire. If you convince them to let you take it over, you can keep them on staff, if you want, and pay them a salary, but you’d be making the business decisions. Opening an Etsy shop isn’t hard. Neither is selling on Amazon. You’ve only got about six months of runway here before you’re done for good. If you work fast and get cards up online, you’d be able to get back in the black one day, and you’d know if that’s enough before you’re at the end of the runway.”
“This is their business.”
“They were going to leave it to you anyway. I’m only suggesting they do it sooner rather than later. There’s only one other option, and I’m not sure it’s what you’d want.”
“What?”
“Arnette Assets can become an investor.”
“An investor?”
“We’d write up terms that stipulated if you didn’t return the investment by a certain date, we take over from there, or if you’re not in a good enough financial position. Something like that, anyway. Normally, I wouldn’t suggest it since we own a competitor, but my dad has a personal connection to Southern, and now… so do I.”
Bridgette stared at Monica for a moment, trying to understand her meaning, but her mind was too focused on all of the options Monica had just given her.
“Can I think about it?”
“Your parents will make the final call, so it’s really up to them, but yes.”
“I just don’t know how to ask them to give me their company when they’re not done running it yet.”
“They are, though, Bridge. Six months. That’s all this place has left if they remain in charge. Besides, your dad loves the sale, and your mom told me she missed designing cards. You taking over could be a win-win.”
“I’m not sure they’ll see it that way,” Bridgette replied.
Monica’s phone beeped.
“The ex?”
“No. Aaron. He’s checked in for his flight. He’s excited.” Monica smiled down at her phone. “Are you sure you’re okay taking tomorrow to show him around?”
“Yeah, of course. I’m excited about it, really. I haven’t been back to campus in a while. Should be fun.”
“I really appreciate this, Bridge. It means a lot.”
“He’s your kid. I want him to love this place, too.”
“You’re assuming I already do,” Monica noted with a lifted eyebrow.
“Oh, admit it: the grits won you over.”
Monica laughed and said, “I was won over way before breakfast this morning.”



CHAPTER 16
“Mom!” Aaron yelled.
Monica still smiled just about every time he called her ‘Mom.’ It amazed her how that worked. She’d never planned on having children, and being called that hadn’t mattered to her. In fact, when she’d first met Lily and found out she had a young son, Monica had almost walked away. Then, she’d met Aaron, who had been precocious and interested in learning just about everything. She had spent one afternoon with him, and that had been it. As much as she couldn’t stand Lily now and wondered how she’d even loved her to begin with, she would never regret their marriage because she’d gotten Aaron out of it.
When they’d told him about the separation and subsequent divorce, Aaron hadn’t been surprised. He’d been old enough to understand, but he’d still been hurt. As much as Monica had wanted to save him that pain, she couldn’t keep going on with Lily how she had been. She would only have gotten more miserable in time, and that wouldn’t have been good for Aaron, either. The fact that he still relied on her, still trusted her, and still loved her made her happy beyond measure. She used to wish that she would’ve been there when he was born, when he was a baby and a toddler, and she still did, in part, but truthfully, she was so happy that she’d gotten him when she had and that they’d bonded over their love of math and cooking that she no longer worried about those years she missed.
She could still remember the first time he’d called her ‘Mom.’ Lily had just gotten home late from work, and it was already Aaron’s bedtime, so she’d walked into his room right when Monica had been tucking him in. She’d stayed long enough to tell him goodnight and had given him a kiss on his forehead, but then, Aaron had asked his mom to read a story with him. Lily had explained that it was already past his bedtime, but he’d meant Monica, so he’d said it again.
“Mom, will you read with me?” he had asked, looking right into Monica’s eyes, and Monica had been certain then that she’d never loved someone more.
“Hey,” she greeted as she waved him over.
Aaron dragged his roller bag past the TSA agent guarding the exit and walked right up into her arms, hugging her quickly before pulling back. He was eighteen now. Monica knew she should be glad she got a hug at all.
“How was your flight?” she asked.
“Good.”
Yeah, he was eighteen. She’d been used to getting short responses from him since he’d been a pre-teen, so the one-word answer here wasn’t a big shock.
“Did you check anything?”
“No, it’s just two nights.” Aaron nodded down at his roller.
“I’ve got a car waiting,” Monica said. “Are you excited about the tour?”
They started walking toward the sliding glass doors of the airport.
“Yeah. I talked to Grandpa yesterday, and he was telling me about his time at school. He said if I wanted to go there, he could get me in.”
“He did, did he?” Monica rolled her eyes at her father. “Well, let’s focus on you getting in on your own, okay? And you know it’s okay if you don’t go to a school that Grandma or Grandpa did, right? If you don’t like Tulane or LSU, you can go anywhere you want.”
“I know.” He shrugged a shoulder when they got outside, where the chauffeur stood, waiting to take his bag.
“And you need to keep in mind that it’s not just about the campus. You’ll be living in the city for at least four years. You need to like the city and feel like you can live here, too.”
“Mom, I know,” he said as he brushed his dirty blonde hair back from his eyes.
It had gotten too long, and he needed to get it cut. Had Lily cared at all about him visiting these schools and looking presentable, she would’ve had him cut it before he left.
“Aaron, do you maybe want to stop somewhere and get your hair cut? It’s looking pretty ragged there, buddy.”
“I’m growing it out,” he replied and opened the door of the car, not waiting for the driver to do it for him. When he moved to the side to let her get in first, Monica was grateful that he’d turned into a respectful young man. “I just didn’t put the stuff in it that keeps it down this morning because I had the early flight. You’re lucky I’m not in sweatpants and a T-shirt.”
Monica chuckled as she climbed into the car and said, “Well, let’s stop off at the store, then. You somehow managed to get my hair, which makes no sense. We need the anti-frizz stuff for the humidity.”
“You don’t have any?” Aaron asked as he climbed in next to her, closing the door behind him.
“I think it’s almost gone,” she replied.
Their drive was mostly in silence. Monica had gotten a text from her assistant, referring her to an important contract, and Aaron had been content to look out the window and take in the city. There wasn’t much traffic, so they got to the hotel quickly enough, and she checked him in. His room wasn’t a deluxe suite, but it was the Four Seasons, so it was still a very nice room. She walked him to it, and he let her in with his key.
“Cool. Thanks, Mom,” he said as he looked around. “Minibar?”
“Don’t even think about it. I get the bill.”
Aaron laughed and said, “I meant for, like, snacks and stuff.”
“It’s the and stuff you better not take.”
He laughed again and replied, “It’s cool. Can we stop somewhere and get snacks, then? I’m hungry.”
“We can snack, or we can get breakfast.”
“Room service?” he asked as he rolled his bag over to the rack and practically dropped it on top of it.
“I was thinking of a restaurant across the street. I’ve been there a couple of times, and it’s really good.”
“Yeah, that’s fine. After that, though, can I take a nap for a couple of hours? I had to wake up early because of the flight.”
“Of course. I’ll work while you do. Then, we can meet my friend and head to campus.”
“You have a friend?” he asked.
Monica glared at him.
“I didn’t mean it like that.” He laughed. “I meant that I didn’t know you had a friend here.”
“She’s a new friend.”
Aaron lifted a curious eyebrow at her.
“Not like that.” Monica laughed then. “She works with the company I’m here for. She went to Tulane and offered to show you around.”
“I bet it’s changed a lot since she’s been there. Does she even know the place anymore?”
“I think you just called me very old.” Monica sat on the end of his bed. “And she’s not my age.”
“She’s younger?” Aaron checked as he sat down next to her.
“Yes. And she’s lived in New Orleans for a long time, so she knows the city very well. She offered, and I accepted on your behalf.”
“What about the tour I’m supposed to go on with the Tulane people?”
“You’ll do that. We’ll stay out of your hair, I promise.”
“It’s not that I don’t want you there. It’s just that I don’t want to miss out on the activities.”
“I know, honey,” Monica said as she rubbed his back. “Let’s go grab some breakfast, and you can take your nap.”
She was hoping she would see Bridgette at the restaurant, which was one of the reasons she’d suggested it over room service. The other reason was that Monica was starting to really love New Orleans. She’d gone shopping the previous night and had tried to buy local when she found something she liked. She had bought another pair of tennis shoes, three pairs of jeans, and a few shirts and sweaters. She’d also gotten a purse that was neither a large bag nor a clutch and would be perfect for their days wandering college campuses.
When Aaron yawned as she was getting the check, she told him to go back to the room to sleep for a couple of hours and that she’d come to get him around lunch. She’d initially planned to go back to her own room to get some work done, but since she didn’t see Bridgette at breakfast like she’d been hoping, her feet continued on toward the office instead of the hotel after leaving Aaron to nap. She missed her. Monica couldn’t believe she was thinking that, but she did, and she’d just seen the woman yesterday afternoon when they’d said goodbye at the office. She’d been hoping Bridgette would ask what she was up to that night. Monica had thought that she might invite Bridgette to go shopping with her, if she had, and that maybe they’d grab dinner, too, but Bridgette hadn’t brought it up, and Monica didn’t want to intrude on whatever Bridgette had planned for that evening.
“Hey. I didn’t think you were coming in,” Bridgette said. “I thought I was meeting you at the hotel later.”
“Aaron wanted to nap, so I thought I’d come in and work.”
“Because you just couldn’t possibly take, like, two hours off?” Bridgette teased.
Monica leaned back against Bridgette’s desk and asked, “What are you up to?”
“Sketching.”
“Yeah? Can I see?”
“No.” Bridgett laughed, covering up her work.
“What? Why not?” Monica chuckled.
“Because it’s not done yet.”
“I saw what you were working on the other day, and that wasn’t done.”
“This is different.”
Monica could swear she could see the hint of a blush on Bridgette’s cheek.
“How so?” she asked.
Bridgette looked around her and into the office, where her parents were currently working.
“It’s the breakup card thing I mentioned to you. Funny one-liner on the front to grab your future ex’s attention and a cute picture. Then, something inside to reveal that you’re done. I’m still working out a few things, but I think it’s pretty funny.”
“Do you really see people using these to break up with someone?”
“No, I can see people buying them after the fact and sending them in revenge or, really, just checking them out in the store, laughing, and putting them back on the rack. I don’t know. Maybe friends would buy them for friends who just broke up with someone.” Bridgette leaned back in her chair. “Is this stupid? Will people actually buy them?”
“It’s not stupid. It’s New Orleans, right? It’s irreverent at times and funny, yes. I’m not sure how they’d sell, honestly. Maybe we should consider a marketing strategy before you get too far.”
“A marketing strategy?”
“Yeah. I’ve got some time now if you want to walk through it.”
“We don’t really have marketing strategies here.”
“Maybe you should,” Monica replied as she leaned in. “Come on. Let’s see what we can come up with. I’m thinking, we can create a few fake social posts from some burner accounts I have, and we can joke about breakup cards. Something like, ‘Wouldn’t it be nice if you could buy a breakup card just like you can by an anniversary one?’ or, ‘Wish I had a card that told my girlfriend I don’t want to be with her anymore.’” She paused as she opened the conference room door. “Stuff like that. We can see if we get a response.”
“Hold on there.” Bridgette stood and walked over. “You have fake social accounts?”
“Several of them,” she said. “And if we see a few good comments, it could be an indicator.”
After two hours of going over the marketing and sales possibilities, Monica was surprised to have not even opened her laptop because she hadn’t needed it. Then, they left together to walk down the street to the hotel to pick up Aaron. He’d texted her that he’d woken up and would meet them outside, so when they arrived, he was already there. Monica smiled proudly at her son. He had changed his clothes from the ratty jeans and hoodie he’d worn for the flight to a pair of much nicer jeans, a belt, brown shoes that she’d bought him last year, an actual button-down shirt that he’d tucked in, and a sweater over that. He would likely burn up later in the day, but he looked like a young professional about to go to his first day of work.
“He’s more dressed up than me,” Bridgette noted.
“Well, he’s trying to get into school. You already graduated.”
“Do I look like a slob?” Bridgette looked down at herself as they walked.
“Uh, no,” Monica said, leaving it at that.
Bridgette always looked good to her. Today, her hair was pulled back into a ponytail. She never seemed to wear much makeup or any at all, and it worked for her. She was wearing jeans and a green sweater that was just tight enough to show off her ample breasts, which Monica forced herself to look away from when they arrived to meet Aaron.
“Hey, honey. This is my friend, Bridgette. Bridgette, this is my son, Aaron.”
“Nice to meet you,” Bridgette spoke, holding out her hand for Aaron to shake.
“Yeah, you too,” Aaron said, shaking it. “Thank you for doing this. It’s cool of you to take the time.”
“No problem. I love my alma mater.”
“Yeah? When did you graduate?”
“About five years ago.”
“Five years?” he asked, looking at his mom.
“Yes. I know you have a real tour to get to, but I thought I could point out the stuff they’ll leave off the official tour.”
“That would be cool,” he replied. “So, you’re like, what, twenty-seven?”
“Yes. Almost twenty-eight, but yeah. Why?”
“Just curious,” he said.
Monica then lifted an eyebrow at her son, who looked between Bridgette and her.
When Bridgette’s phone rang, she pulled it out of her pocket and said, “Sorry. Can you give me one second? It’s my mom.”
“Sure. The car’s not here yet, anyway.”
“You ordered a car?” Bridgette asked.
“Well, we’re not walking there.”
“I was going to make us take the bus. He’ll use it a lot if he’s down here.”
“I will?” Aaron asked. “I was going to get a car.”
“You don’t need one,” Bridgette replied. “Just one sec,” she added, answering her phone and turning away from them.
“Mom, do I have to take the bus?”
Monica laughed and said, “Not right now, but probably in the future, yes. Bridgette was just making fun of me.”
“She’s hot,” Aaron noted.
“Aaron!” Monica turned to check that Bridgette was still turned away. “She’s twenty-seven. You’re eighteen.”
“I didn’t mean for me. I meant for you. You’re into her, right?”
“What? No, I told you–”
“I watched you two walk over here, Mom. You like her. Does she like you? I think so, but–”
“Aaron, she’s a nice person who offered to show you around campus. That’s all.”
“Sure, Mom. Whatever you say.” He mock-winked at her and turned serious. “But you should, you know?”
“Should what?”
“Go for it, if you want.”
“Aaron, it’s not–”
“You should be happy. After what Lillian has put you through, you deserve it.”
“She’s your mother. Stop calling her by her name,” she replied with a headshake at him.
“Just… If you want to… you know.” He glanced over at Bridgette, who was now walking back over to them. “Go for it. That’s all I’m saying.”
“So… The bus, right?” Bridgette asked.
“No, the car,” Monica said. “He can take the bus for the next four years.”
“Fine. At least you brought a regular-size purse today.”
When Monica laughed, Aaron watched the exchange and shook his head with a smile on his face.



CHAPTER 17
The whole day had been fun. Bridgette hadn’t been expecting that. She had not expected Monica to show up in the office and for her to spend a couple of hours trying to help Bridgette save the company instead of focusing on buying it. Monica hadn’t mentioned Arnette Assets as an investor, either. Instead, she had helped Bridgette see that there was validity in the ideas she had long held but hadn’t been able to convince her parents to do. In addition, Monica hadn’t just let her off the hook and told her how amazing those ideas were. She’d made sure to challenge Bridgette, in a good way, because Bridgette had always taken no as the answer from her parents and had never put together any kind of strategy or proof that her ideas would make them money or could save the business. While Monica had made her see that she’d failed in that regard, she’d done it in such a way that made Bridgette feel like that wasn’t the end of the world and that she could still convince them if she only saw it through.
After that, she had met Aaron, Monica’s son, who was, as it turned out, not an annoying eighteen-year-old boy. He had some of Monica’s maturity, even at his age, and he was taking his college search seriously. He had already done his own research and knew the campus well enough for someone visiting there for the first time. Bridgette had been pleasantly surprised at how good it felt to be back at school, knowing she’d already graduated, and therefore, the place had a totally different vibe now. She also liked that she could help Aaron, but mainly, Monica, who remained mostly silent throughout the tour because Aaron had a lot of questions and Bridgette had most of the answers.
During the structured events offered to prospects, Bridgette and Monica stood off to the side or went to grab a cup of coffee. The school also offered a parents’ event where they gave an overview of the important things for freshmen parents to know, so Bridgette had planned on remaining outside and walking the campus on her own while Monica attended, but Monica hadn’t even asked her to join; she’d just looped her arm through Bridgette’s, and they’d walked into the room. Bridgette had tried to play it off. She’d pulled out her phone for a minute and scrolled because this wasn’t anything she needed to know, but quickly, she’d put it away because she found she did want to know. She liked Aaron. She wanted to make sure he would be okay here, and she really liked Monica and wanted to be there for her since Aaron’s other mother and Monica’s ex-wife couldn’t be bothered to show up for their own son.
When the tour was over, Bridgette was prepared to hop on the bus and head home, but Aaron asked if she’d go to dinner with them. Bridgette had recommended a place, and Aaron had been excitedly talking about his experience that day for nearly the entire dinner. Then, when the check came, Monica reached for it and paid without a word, and her arm had ended up over the back of the booth in that way that said she and Bridgette were close enough for her to do that. A few times during dinner, Monica had also leaned over to explain one of her son’s stories further. Aaron seemed to love both Tulane and telling stories of his mother that were at least slightly embarrassing, making Bridgette lean in with interest and Monica occasionally place her hand on Bridgette’s forearm or briefly, her thigh.
Dinner over, Monica and Aaron had headed back to the hotel, but not before they’d dropped Bridgette off at home. Having left Aaron in the car, Monica had gotten out with her, and she’d walked Bridgette to her door. There, Monica had opened her arms for her, and Bridgette had just moved into them without thinking. It was their first hug, and it had been a really good one, too. She’d probably held on to Monica a little longer than she should’ve had, but she hadn’t wanted to let her go. She’d wished Aaron hadn’t been sitting in the car, waiting for his mother, and that they had a moment of privacy because she would have asked Monica inside to talk. She would’ve poured them a drink, and maybe they could’ve finally talked about this possible chemistry between them, but that hadn’t been the case.
Two hours later, though, Bridgette was surprised that there was a knock at her door, and when she checked the peephole, she could see Monica standing there.
“Hey,” she said when she opened the door.
“Hi,” Monica replied. “I’m sorry to just show up like this.”
“No, it’s fine. Are you okay?” Bridgette asked her.
“I’m good. I just…” Monica paused. “Aaron is back in his room, preparing for LSU tomorrow, and… I don’t know. It was early still, and I didn’t have anything to do. I was going to work, but I couldn’t focus, so I…”
“Came here?” Bridgette asked.
“Yeah, I guess.” Monica chuckled. “Don’t mind me. I’ll just see myself out.”
“You can come in,” Bridgette offered as she pushed her door open more. “You didn’t call, though, so I don’t have the plush red carpet ready for you to walk on. I hope that’s okay.”
Monica laughed and said, “I’m sure I can handle it.”
Bridgette motioned for Monica to come inside and then closed the door behind them. She locked it, too, giving her an extra second to stall because she didn’t know what to say or do right now.
“Nice place,” Monica noted, looking around Bridgette’s modest living room.
“Well, it’s no million-dollar home in Manhattan.”
“Actually, this might just be worth a million dollars in Manhattan.” Monica turned around to face her. “I wanted to thank you again for today. What you did really meant a lot to Aaron and to me.”
“I just walked you around campus. No big deal.”
“It is a big deal, though. He’s my son. This is important to him, which makes it important to me, and you took the time to show him around, to get him excited about the possibilities of college, and you told him which dorms to avoid, which I appreciate.”
Bridgette smiled and replied, “Well, you’re welcome, I guess. Can I get you a drink?”
“Oh. I don’t know. I didn’t mean to interrupt your night. I just didn’t want to stay in the hotel and wasn’t comfortable going out on my own.”
“You didn’t want to stay in your fancy hotel?”
“No, I’m getting used to the humidity, I suppose.”
“You want to be outside?”
“Yes, but without the walking. Don’t make fun of me, either. I took a car here because we walked all day.”
“Red or white?”
“Huh?”
“I’ve got red and white wine. Which would you like? Keep in mind, I bought them at the grocery store, so they’re probably not what you’re used to, but we can have a glass and sit on the balcony.”
“There’s a balcony?”
“Yeah. Not the best view, but you can see some of the city if you squint really hard.” She squinted to demonstrate, earning her a laugh from Monica.
“Red, then,” Monica said.
“Okay. Give me a minute. Make yourself at home.”
Bridgette disappeared into her small kitchen, where she had a momentarily freak-out because she couldn’t remember where the wineglasses were. She had wineglasses, didn’t she? She had wine. She had to have glasses for it, no? She had a corkscrew, too. It was somewhere.
“Junk drawer,” she whispered to herself.
She pulled the drawer open and promptly rifled through all the ketchup packets, the rogue batteries, and pens until she found the corkscrew. Then, she reached for the one bottle of red wine she had and took a few more minutes than was probably necessary to get the bottle open before she went in search of those glasses. She’d bought a set of six when she’d graduated college, expecting that she and her friends would suddenly begin drinking wine at her small apartment. She’d broken one – no, she’d broken two over the years – but there should still be four more in a cabinet. She pulled one cabinet door open after the other, looked, and finding no evidence that she’d ever even had wineglasses, she gave up and pulled two regular glasses down off the shelf in embarrassment.
“Sorry, I can’t find my wineglasses,” she said when she reentered the living room.
“Oh, it’s okay,” Monica replied as she turned around to see Bridgette holding red wine in two glasses.
“I swear, I do have them. I–”
“Bridge, I do not care about wineglasses.”
“But you probably have all the glasses,” she noted as she handed a glass to Monica. “Like, all the specialty alcohol glasses that make it taste how it’s supposed to taste.”
Monica laughed and said, “I have some, yes, but they’re usually given to me as gifts, honestly. I don’t go out and buy them myself.”
Bridgette nodded and walked over to the sliding glass door, which she opened and motioned for Monica to walk through. Then, she followed behind Monica and closed the door to make sure no bugs would get in.
“It’s a nice night,” Monica said as she leaned over the railing.
“You can sit.” Bridgette nodded toward the two chairs and the small table between them.
Monica sat down, and Bridgette followed. They didn’t talk for several minutes, and Bridgette kept finding herself looking over at Monica to try to guess what the woman was thinking. Monica looked at ease. She seemed calm and had a small, almost hidden smile on her face.
“How is it?” Bridgette asked after Monica took a drink of her wine. “You can be honest.”
“On a scale of vinegar to the best wine I’ve ever had, I’d say this is about a three.”
Bridgette laughed and said, “Out of ten? I’ll take it.”
“You buy your wine at the grocery store?”
“I’m there a lot.”
“Why?”
“I’m doing the replenishments now, remember?”
“Right,” Monica said as she took another drink.
“Are you really okay?” When Monica turned to her and looked confused, Bridgette added, “You’re just really quiet.”
“Oh,” Monica let out. “I get quiet when I’m content.”
“Content?”
“Those moments when you can sit back and think that everything is okay right now and just enjoy them.”
“And you’re having one of those right now?” Bridgette asked before she took a sip of her own wine.
“I am.” Monica smiled.
“I see,” she teased.
Monica laughed quietly and shook her head at her.
“You have taken me by surprise, Bridgette.”
“Me?”
“Yes, you.”
“How?”
Monica sighed and said, “I was supposed to come here and buy a company. That was it. My dad told me to plan for a few weeks, but that was just because he also wanted me to take some time off. I thought it would take a few days, we’d get the lawyers working, and I’d go home.”
“Oh,” Bridgette said with disappointment in her tone.
“Then, I got down here, and I was fine in my fancy hotel room and ordering room service, but this annoying local kept mocking me and insisting I take time to enjoy the city.”
“Annoying? That local sounds brilliant,” Bridgette said.
Monica laughed quietly again and replied, “She has her moments. Now, I’m also taking my son on college tours down here, and I’m glad I’m not going home tomorrow.”
“You are?”
Monica nodded slowly and said, “There’s something about this place, isn’t there?”
“Yes, there is,” Bridgette replied.
She heard her cell ringing from the coffee table, where she’d left it before answering the door, and thought about letting it go to voicemail.
“You can get that,” Monica said.
“It’s fine. I’ll check the message later.”
The phone stopped ringing, but then there was a ping, indicating a text message.
“I’ll just…” Bridgette stood and placed her wine on the small table between their two chairs. “Be right back.”
She walked inside and picked up her phone, thinking to herself that this better be good. It wasn’t. Bridgette groaned internally when she saw that Jill had been the caller and Melinda had been the texter. They wanted to know if she wanted to grab brunch tomorrow, and it seemed that their timing was coincidental more than anything. She didn’t reply, though, figuring she’d do that later, and when she turned around, she saw Monica standing there now.
“Sorry,” Bridgette spoke. “Friends.” She held up the phone before she placed it back on the table.
“Everything okay?”
“Oh, yeah. They just want brunch tomorrow.”
Monica nodded contemplatively and said, “I should go.”
“You just got here,” Bridgette noted.
“We have a long day tomorrow at LSU. I should get some sleep and maybe take a nice bath or something.”
“Okay,” Bridgette said.
“Thank you for the drink and for everything, really.”
“You don’t have to thank me. I liked it.”
“The wine?” Monica teased.
“That too,” she said, chuckling. “But I meant today. I liked today. Aaron is great. And you…”
“Me?”
“I liked spending time with you.”
“You did?”
“I usually do, yeah, now that you’ve pulled that giant stick out of your ass.”
Monica laughed, and Bridgette thought she was crazy because she thought she’d seen Monica taking a step toward her. She was probably just going to hug her again.
“It wasn’t all that giant.”
“It was a fence post.”
Monica laughed again, and Bridgette’s feet moved on their own accord until they were standing only about a foot apart.
“I liked dinner tonight. The three of us,” Monica said.
“It was fun,” Bridgette agreed. “Aaron has all the good stories about you.”
“You want to hear stories about me?”
Bridgette nodded and said, “I liked that it felt like… it was you and me there.”
“It was you and me,” Monica replied with a confused expression.
“No, I meant that it was you and me. Together,” Bridgette explained.
“Oh,” Monica said softly.
“Yeah, oh,” Bridgette added.
She looked down when she felt something. Monica’s hand had reached for and taken her own, joining their hands between them.
“I liked that, too,” Monica shared then.
Bridgette leaned in about halfway, giving Monica every chance to pull back and tell her that this wasn’t happening. When Monica didn’t, though, Bridgette remained there, leaning in, hoping, and waiting until Monica leaned in, too, and connected their foreheads. Not exactly what Bridgette had been going for, but it felt good all the same.
“Aaron likes you,” Monica told her.
“Do you like me?” Bridgette asked.
When Monica’s nod forced her head to move a bit as well, Bridgette couldn’t wait anymore. She cupped Monica’s cheek with her free hand and gently pressed their lips together. Monica let out a gentle puff of air, and a second later, she reconnected their lips. Her kiss was soft and slow, just how Bridgette dreamed it would be. It wasn’t a kiss that asked for more, that demanded anything. It was a kiss that told Bridgette that Monica was exploring this, exploring how it felt to kiss her before really letting go, intensifying the kiss. When Bridgette heard her let out a very soft moan, she let go of Monica’s hand and placed her own on Monica’s hip, pulling her flush against herself as they continued to kiss, standing in her living room.
Monica’s other hand moved around Bridgette’s neck as her tongue slipped inside Bridgette’s mouth, and she explored a bit while Bridgette kept her tongue out of the way. When Monica’s tongue left her mouth, though, and Monica slowed down and then stilled the kiss altogether, Bridgette regretted that. She should’ve let her tongue play with Monica’s. Why hadn’t she done that?
“That…” Monica started.
“Yeah,” Bridgette said.
“I’m going to go now.”
“What? Why?”
“Because that was a perfect first kiss and the best way for me to end a perfect day.”
“The best way? I can think of better ways.”
“Can you?” Monica asked with a lifted eyebrow.
Bridgette almost said yes because sex would be a better way, but she shook her head instead because she realized that Monica was right: a perfect first kiss after the amazing day they’d had was the best way to end this day. Sex was something to build to. It was something she wanted as part of a relationship with a woman she could see herself falling in love with. Sex with Monica could wait.
“Good night, Bridge.” Monica pecked her lips sweetly.



CHAPTER 18
Monica had kissed her. Bridgette had kissed her back. They’d kissed each other, and she’d been right to tell Bridgette that it had been a perfect first kiss. Still, had Aaron not been staying at the hotel, Monica wasn’t sure she would have stopped it at that. She hadn’t wanted to. They hadn’t been that close to one another before, really, and the hug they’d shared when Monica had dropped her off earlier that night had been a wake-up call: Monica liked Bridgette. She really, really liked her, even though she shouldn’t, so when she returned to the hotel, Monica had tried to do everything she could think of to stop replaying that hug. Nothing had worked, though, and she’d ended up back at Bridgette’s apartment, where they’d shared a goodnight kiss.
Now, she was walking with Aaron around LSU, only half-paying attention to the tour guide, who was definitely not as good as Bridgette had been. Aaron was paying attention, but he didn’t seem as excited as he’d been the previous day. For whatever reason, her son was obsessed with his grandfather’s former school, and it didn’t appear that excitement had dimmed after seeing the place.
“After this, we can be done,” he said softly to her as they walked.
“Done? I thought there was a thing after this.”
“It’s like a party or something, where there’s food and some faculty are supposed to be there, but I don’t really want to go.”
“Why not?”
“I like it here; it’s nice, but I don’t think I want to go here.”
“Okay. Do you know why?”
“It’s nothing about LSU. It’s more that I like Tulane more.”
“Well, it’s up to you, but we can stay, if you want.”
“No, it’s a long car ride back, and we have dinner to get to.”
“It’s just a reservation. I can ask them to change it for later.”
“No, you can’t. Well, you can, but you shouldn’t.”
“Why not?” Monica turned her face to her son, whose cheeks were now flushed. “What did you do, Aaron?”
“Nothing.” He held up his hands in defense. “I just told Bridgette that she should join us because it’s my last night here, and she’s cool.”
“You invited Bridgette to our dinner?”
“Yeah. And I changed the reservation to three people in case you were worried about that.”
“I wasn’t. Aaron, you shouldn’t have invited her. She probably had plans but felt guilty about turning you down.”
“She said she was free.” He shrugged. “Besides, Mom, she’s really nice, and she seems smart, too. Plus, she’s pretty.”
“Aaron…”
“What? I’m only saying that you haven’t dated anyone since Mom. You and Bridgette looked good together, though. She even laughed at your jokes, and, like, no one laughs at your jokes.”
“People laugh at my jokes,” she said in mock-offense.
“Not really,” he argued.
“Pay attention to the tour,” she said with a playful slap to his shoulder.
When Aaron returned his attention to the guide, Monica looked down at what she was wearing. Was it okay for dinner with Bridgette? They weren’t going anywhere fancy. She’d only made a reservation because she knew they would be starving, and she didn’t want them to have to wait. She supposed that if they skipped the whole meet and greet, they could get back to the hotel in time to change before dinner, but she didn’t know what to wear. It wasn’t a date. Aaron would be there. She shouldn’t dress up. She should be casual and stop worrying because this was just a dinner for Aaron to say goodbye to Bridgette.
“Mom?”
“Yes?” She looked over, expecting Aaron to be there.
“The tour is over.”
Monica turned around, finding her son about ten feet behind her, pointing to the open door of a building where the rest of the tour group was headed.
“Okay,” she said.
“You’re still walking.” He laughed.
◆◆◆
“I’m sorry. He told me you wanted me here,” Bridgette said when Aaron excused himself to go to the restroom after their entrées had already arrived. “He got my number from your phone, I guess, and texted me this morning.”
“It’s not your fault. He just wanted to thank you again,” Monica said as she sipped her wine.
“Then, why would he tell me that you wanted me here?” Bridgette asked.
Monica stared at her from across the table, wishing they were in the booth from last night so that she could be closer to Bridgette.
“He’s got something in his head about us.”
Bridgette’s eyebrow lifted at that.
“I keep telling him to knock it off.”
“He knows about us?”
“What is there to know, exactly?” Monica asked.
“Well, you did kiss me last night, and pretty thoroughly at that.”
“I remember.” She smiled.
“And you called it a perfect ending to the day, so…”
Monica took a deep breath and said, “He thinks you’re pretty, smart, nice, and that you laugh at my apparently awful jokes.”
“Your jokes aren’t awful.”
“That’s what I said,” Monica replied.
“They’re more, like, bad or maybe mildly terrible.” Bridgette appeared to actually be considering how to categorize Monica’s jokes.
“You’re being cute. Don’t be cute right now.”
“I’m cute?” Bridgette asked with a smile.
“Yes.” Monica laughed. “So, stop it.”
“Why?”
“Because Aaron will be back in a minute.”
“Are we going to talk about what happened?” Bridgette asked.
“Not right now,” Monica said. “He leaves tomorrow. Can we just…” She looked at the bathroom door. “Wait?”
“Fine. But I was kind of looking forward to another kiss goodnight,” Bridgette told her.
“We shouldn’t,” she replied.
“Why not? Aaron? I didn’t mean that he’d see it.”
She turned back to Bridgette and replied, “Because I’m leaving.”
“You are? When? The deal’s not done yet. I thought–”
“No, I don’t mean that I’m leaving right away. Just that I will be.”
“Oh,” Bridgette let out as she leaned back in her chair. “I know that.”
“So, maybe we should just leave it at that one perfect kiss?” Monica suggested.
“One perfect kiss,” Bridgette repeated as she appeared to roll that over in her mind.
“Yes. It’s probably best, right? Save us both.”
“From what?”
“I don’t know; heartache?”
“Your heart would ache?” Bridgette asked.
Monica heard the door open then, and she turned to see Aaron walking out of the bathroom.
“Later,” she said.
“So, how’s the food?” Aaron asked as he sat back down next to Monica.
◆◆◆
“Mom?”
“Yeah, honey?”
Aaron turned away from the car window he had been looking out of and toward her.
“Will you be okay if I’m at school here?” he asked.
“What do you mean?”
“You’d be on your own in that massive apartment that hardly feels lived-in, and all you do is work.”
“That’s not all I do. I spend time with you, too.”
“And I’d be down here,” he pointed out. “I mean, I’d go home for breaks and stuff, but Mom has someone, at least. I don’t even hear you talking about friends. Well, now you talk about Bridgette, which is cool, but–”
“I don’t talk about her. You talk about her.” Monica chuckled at him.
“Yeah, right,” he said, turning more toward her. “You brought her up three times today on campus and mentioned her twice over breakfast.”
“I did not.” Monica laughed louder.
“Yes, you did. You mentioned that they didn’t have her favorite toast or something.”
“It’s French toast,” she replied.
“See?” Aaron laughed. “Then, you said that she knows your coffee order. That one came out of nowhere. Something about how she made you walk around a little. I forget the other stuff, but I kept count. It was five times.” He held up his hand with his fingers spread. “You like her. You’re just pretending like you don’t, for some reason.”
“Aaron, I’ll be going back to New York soon. She’s staying here.”
“But you’re like a different person here.”
“I am not.”
“Look at what you’re wearing. I didn’t even know you owned tennis shoes,” he said as he pointed at her feet. “And you’re way more relaxed here. You’ve hardly looked at your phone all day.”
“Grandpa wanted me to take a little vacation while I’m here, and then you wanted to visit, so I’m taking some time off.”
“You look at her, Mom.”
“What?”
“You look at Bridgette like she’s, I don’t know, something romantic,” he said and flopped back against the seat.
Monica laughed and asked, “Something romantic?”
“You stare at her and make a ton of eye contact. It’s weird to watch, but she does it with you, too.”
“Okay. Well, why don’t you leave Bridgette and me to Bridgette and me, and you focus on school?”
“You like it here, don’t you?”
“Yes, I do.” She shrugged a shoulder. “I didn’t at first, but I feel like I’ve gotten to know it a little bit better now.”
“Bridgette said you hung out with her friends.”
“We went out one night. She pitied me more than anything.”
“No, she didn’t. She invited you because she likes you. Why is this so hard for you to get? You’re supposed to be smart. You went to Yale.”
Monica practically cackled at that. Then, the car pulled over in front of their hotel, and the door was opened for Aaron, who got out first. Monica followed, and they were silent until they got into the elevator.
“What if you worked here?” Aaron suggested.
“Honey, I work–”
“You can work from anywhere.”
“Arnette is in New York, and I’m going to run it one day.”
“But not yet.”
“Grandpa will be retiring soon, Aaron.”
“So? You can travel there when you need to.”
“Honey, I live in New York. I work–”
“I’ll miss you,” he said softly before she could finish.
“What?” Monica turned to him.
“I won’t miss Lillian. I love her – she’s my mother – but… You’re my mom.”
Monica felt the tears well in her eyes and tried to hold them back. This was an important moment between the two of them that she needed to pay attention to and not be crying happy tears because her son said he’d miss her.
“Honey, you’ll be home for breaks, and I’ll come for visits.”
“I just think you should think about it. You can work here and travel to the office whenever. It’s not that long of a flight. And it’s not like Bridgette has been there. She told me. You could show her around.”
“Aaron, Bridgette is a friend. We’re not together. She wouldn’t be traveling anywhere with me.”
The elevator dinged, indicating that they had arrived at their floor, so they exited and paused in front of Monica’s door as she got her key out of her purse.
“It’s an idea, and I think it’s a good one. I’d be here – I’ll live in a dorm on campus, obviously – and you’d have your space to not be with Bridgette or anyone else.”
Monica rolled her eyes and said, “I want you to focus on making the decisions you need to make. You don’t need to worry about me. I’m okay.”
She proceeded to wonder at the truth of that statement as she hugged Aaron goodnight and watched him walk down the hallway toward his room, which she saw him go into. Then, she let out a deep sigh and went into her own suite, flopping onto the bed in a seated position. As she stared out the window at the view outside, she thought more about what Aaron had said. Monica knew he was right. She hadn’t been happy in New York for a long time. She also knew that her father had at least another two years in him before he’d retire. On top of that, while she’d been bred to take over for him, there were also other candidates that the board could approve over her when the retirement happened.
Monica stood and walked over to the window, picturing how Bridgette had stood in this same spot not all that long ago. Almost immediately, thoughts of how good it had felt to kiss Bridgette started to overtake her mind, so she touched her fingertips to her lips and replayed the moment again and again, allowing herself a few minutes to think about what could happen between them if she didn’t have to go back to New York. She smiled, thinking about working at Southern Hospitality Greetings with Bridgette and how much fun she’d had strategizing with her the previous day. It had been the most fun Monica had had in years. She liked bouncing ideas off Bridgette and talking through how they could work far more than she did with anyone at Arnette.
Monica shook her head at that because while it would be fun, she had a job and an expensive house back in Manhattan, and soon, she’d be returning to it, leaving this view she’d grown to love and Bridgette behind. Deciding to take a shower after a long day, she turned around from the window, but just as she went to remove her sweater, there was a knock at the door.



CHAPTER 19
“You can’t just say that and then drop me off at home,” Bridgette said the instant Monica opened the door. “Also, hi. Aaron’s not in there, is he?” She looked around Monica to see if her son was in the room and had just heard Bridgette’s unplanned outburst.
“Hi, Bridgette,” Monica said with a smile. “No, he’s in his room. And what exactly did I say?”
“That it was a perfect first kiss.”
“Oh,” Monica let out, with her hand still on the door as if she were deciding on whether or not to open it farther and let Bridgette in or close it with her still on the outside.
“Yeah, that’s a big deal, Mon. You can’t just say that it was a perfect first kiss and expect me not to want a second one or not to talk about it at all.”
“I didn’t expect that. I told you we could talk about it later, when Aaron wasn’t around.”
“He’s not around right now, is he?”
“No, but–”
“I can’t sleep, Monica. I didn’t sleep at all last night. I hardly even remember brunch with my friends this morning because I was thinking about that damn kiss. They had to keep asking what was wrong with me. I got that text from Aaron saying you wanted me to go to dinner, and I believed it came from you. Maybe I shouldn’t have, but I was being optimistic for the first time in a long time, and I let myself believe that you wanted me there.”
“I did want you there,” Monica replied. “It’s not that I didn’t. I just thought he’d want dinner to be just the two of us, or I would have invited you myself.”
Bridgette turned her head when she heard the elevator ding, indicating that someone was about to arrive on the floor.
“Can I come in, please?”
“Oh, yeah. Sorry,” Monica said, moving out of the way as if she hadn’t even realized Bridgette was still standing in the hall. When Bridgette walked inside, Monica closed the door behind her, walked farther into the room herself, and asked, “You didn’t sleep well?”
“No. Did you?”
“Not really, no,” Monica admitted with a shy smile.
“So, can we talk about it? Maybe I’ll be able to sleep tonight if we at least do that.”
Without waiting for an answer, Bridgette walked over to the window and took in the view. It was pitch-black outside, but the lights along the water and the businesses that were still open illuminated the river below. She wasn’t sure why she had walked over here, why she hadn’t stood still and insisted on a conversation, but she guessed it had something to do with the fact that she needed a moment. She’d stormed in here riding the energy high and bravado from the pep talk she’d given herself after dinner, but now that she was in the room with Monica, that energy and bravado were both gone, and she didn’t know what to do next.
“Bridge, I still don’t think we should…”
“I get it,” she said softly. “You’re leaving.”
“There’s more to it than that. I mean, you’re technically closer in age to my son than you are to me, and we’re totally different people. I–”
Bridgette turned around and replied, “The age thing? Really? That’s what you’re giving me?”
“It’s true.” Monica shrugged.
“But I don’t care.”
Monica let out an exasperated sigh and said, “Maybe not, but I stand by what I said. We had an amazingly perfect kiss that probably shouldn’t have happened, but it did, and I don’t regret it at all. I just think we should leave it at that, Bridge. If we do, we’ll always have it. We can keep it stored away in our hearts for the times when we’re lonely. We can think about it and how good it felt, and it’ll get us through another night.”
“Or, we could just kiss again, and more, and not be lonely at all,” Bridgette suggested. “It’s like you’re choosing to be lonely over what could happen here.”
“I’m not choosing it. I’m only suggesting that–”
Bridgette moved into her, leaving only a small gap between them, and lifted Monica’s chin with a soft hand.
“Do you like me?”
“Yes. You know I do,” Monica admitted.
Bridgette ran her thumb over Monica’s bottom lip and asked, “Then, why can’t we see what happens? I know the obstacles. I get that you’re leaving soon and that I’m not. I know you’re older than me, and I couldn’t care less about that. Yes, we come from totally different worlds, and I have never even been to yours, but you’re in mine now, and it seems like you like it.”
“I do,” Monica confirmed.
“Do you want me to kiss you right now? Pretend you aren’t leaving.”
Monica nodded and said, “But I am leaving.”
“Not tomorrow, though,” she replied as she leaned in and pressed her lips to Monica’s.
It took a second, but when Monica kissed her back, Bridgette thought if that first kiss was perfect, this was somewhere beyond that, if that were even possible. This time, they both knew the taste of the other; they understood how their lips felt pressed to lips and how to move them to elicit that moan from the other person. Bridgette moved her hand into Monica’s hair, which was down, and her other hand went to her waist, pulling Monica against her again. She’d loved how good Monica had felt pressed to her the previous night during their first kiss. Monica’s own arms were around Bridgette’s neck now, pulling Bridgette in, too, and they stood there for several minutes, slowly enjoying how good this felt, before Monica was the one to take a step backward toward the bed.
Bridgette’s heart was racing as she stepped with her. She moved her lips to Monica’s neck. If they were moving this to the bed, she was going to start on Monica’s neck, indicating that, yes, she did want this.
When the back of Monica’s legs hit the bed, she fell back slightly, disconnecting their lips, and for a moment, she just sat there, staring up at Bridgette, who looked down at beautiful blue eyes and somewhat swollen lips.
“Not tonight, okay?” Monica requested, placing a hand over Bridgette’s sweater on her stomach.
“What’s not tonight?’
“Sex,” Monica said.
“Oh,” Bridgette replied.
Monica chuckled and said, “Your face… You look so disappointed.”
“You did the walking backward thing.” She pointed to the bed. “That indicates something, Monica.”
“It indicates that I was having trouble standing while you were kissing me like that.” She placed both hands under Bridgette’s shirt over her abdomen. “Can we just talk?”
“No more kissing?”
“I didn’t say that. I really like kissing you.”
“I really like kissing you,” Bridgette shared back.
“Do you want to stay?”
“Stay the night?”
“Yes,” Monica said. “I have to take Aaron to the airport tomorrow morning.”
“So, I’d have to make the walk of shame before that?” she asked.
Monica smiled up at her and said, “Something like that.”
“But I can stay? We can talk and sleep?”
“Yes,” Monica confirmed. “I have clothes you can sleep in, and this is a hotel, so you can get whatever else you need brought up.”
Bridgette’s hands went into Monica’s hair and rubbed the back of her head. Monica’s eyes closed, and her head went forward, resting against Bridgette’s stomach.
“Can you lie down for me?” Bridgette requested.
When Monica complied without words and lay against the pillow, Bridgette looked down at her with a smile and moved until she was straddling Monica’s hips.
“I know we’re stopping, but can I just…” She reached under Monica’s shirt and rested her hands against her soft, warm skin. “I need to be close to you. I felt it all night. I hated that you were on the other side of the table at the restaurant. Then, you dropped me off, and I missed you being near me. I feel like I need to touch you.”
“Come down here,” Monica said and tugged on Bridgette’s sweater until Bridgette was hovering over her.
“Demanding,” she teased.
“Just kiss me,” Monica told her.
Bridgette was the one to comply silently this time. She lowered herself farther and pressed her lips against Monica’s, reveling in it. When Monica let out a little adorable moan in response, Bridgette moved her lips to her neck and slowly kissed her there, not asking for anything but needing to touch as much skin as she could tonight if they weren’t going to go much further than this. Monica’s hands went under her shirt and onto Bridgette’s back. She, apparently, wanted the same thing. Then, Monica’s legs made a move to part, and Bridgette shifted from straddling her to settling between her thighs instead.
“If you don’t want sex tonight, you’re definitely giving me the wrong signals,” she noted, moving her lips back to Monica’s.
Monica smiled into the kiss and replied, “Can’t control yourself?”
“I’m about five seconds away from rolling down into you, so no,” she replied.
“Rolling sounds good,” Monica told her in a tone that was a touch lower than it had been just a second before.
“You’re killing me,” Bridgette said as she pressed her forehead to Monica’s.
“You don’t just want sex, Bridge.” Monica cupped her cheek. “You want it all, don’t you? I’ve read your cards. I’ve seen the sketches. You want love. You want everything with someone.”
Bridgette nodded slowly and said, “My whole life.”
“I like that about you,” Monica replied. “You’re a bit of a mystery in that way.”
“Mystery?”
“Dry, sarcastic, seemingly an asshole, but you wear your heart on your sleeve and just want someone to come home to.”
“Seemingly an asshole?” Bridgette lifted an eyebrow.
“I said seemingly. And you’ve got to admit that you were an asshole to me when I first got here.”
“Maybe I just thought you were hot and was nervous around you, so that’s how it came out.”
“You thought I was hot?”
“I think you’re hot, yes,” Bridgette replied, putting an emphasis on the present tense. “And I’m sorry.”
“For what?”
“The asshole thing.”
“I think you’ve more than made up for it.”
“I plan to, at least,” she said before she reconnected their lips. Then, she rolled her hips down, causing Monica to gasp, unprepared for the motion, and she added. “But we can wait. I’m good with this for now.”
“How long, though?” Monica asked as she pulled out of the kiss and ran a hand through Bridgette’s hair.
“What do you mean?”
“I don’t want to rush into this with us because I’m going back to New York, but I don’t want to not have this with you, either.”
“So, you’re finally admitting that there’s a this now?” she teased.
“It’s hard for me, Bridgette,” Monica told her.
Bridgette recognized that the make-out portion of the night was on pause now, so she rolled onto her side and faced Monica instead, letting her know it was okay for her to continue down this path.
“When I got married, I thought Lily was it. I realize now that I was very wrong, but when you marry someone, you expect them to be the love of your life and the only person you’ll be with. We were together for years, but the longer we went on, the more unhappy I got. Still, I kept telling myself it was fine; all relationships go through these cycles. You’re happy for a while, you struggle a little and maybe have some bad times, and you rebound. I kept waiting for that rebound. I kept giving it everything I had because I thought that we’d get back to where we’d been. Then, we didn’t. When the sex stopped altogether, I began to suspect, and I found out I was right. I actually had these conversations with myself about staying with her anyway. I never thought I’d be that person, and it was mainly because of Aaron. I worried that if I left her, I’d lose him, too, and I couldn’t do that. When I finally decided, though, that was it for me.” Monica paused, and Bridgette placed her hand on Monica’s stomach under her shirt to encourage her to continue. “I bought my place, and I moved out. I threw myself into work, and I thought I’d find someone else one day. Eventually, though, I stopped believing that because unless they worked at my office, there was no chance I’d meet anyone else because I was always working.”
“Not a lot of lesbians in your office?”
Monica chuckled and said, “I have no idea. There probably are, but I’m not going to date anyone there. I’m going to be the CEO one day.” Monica looked over at her. “I’ve resigned myself to this loneliness, Bridgette.”
“But why? You don’t have to.”
“Because it’s just easier,” she said, taking Bridgette’s hand on her stomach and entwining their fingers. “I thought I had my chance, but I picked the wrong woman. At least I got Aaron out of it.”
“Mon, you’re only forty years old; you’re not dead. You can still meet someone.” Bridgette removed her hand from Monica’s and pointed it at herself. “Hello. I’m Bridgette. We just made out.”
Monica laughed and rolled into Bridgette, who wrapped her arm around her and pulled her in.
“I like you,” Monica muttered against Bridgette’s neck.
“I like you, too,” Bridgette replied, laughing a little as she ran a hand under Monica’s shirt and moved it over the smooth skin of her back.
“Will you change into something more comfortable so that we can be more comfortable? Your jeans’ button is rubbing against my stomach.”
Bridgette kissed the top of Monica’s head and replied, “Sure. What am I wearing to sleep in?”
When she then felt Monica’s hand move to the aforementioned button, which she undid, Bridgette’s heart rate increased about tenfold.
“Calm down,” Monica told her with a chuckle. “It was bugging me, so I undid it. Now, it’s not.”
“Oh, right,” Bridgette replied.
“Just stay here for a few more minutes now.” Monica held on to her tightly.
“Anything else bugging you? Like your shirt or your pants? Underwear, maybe?”
Monica laughed against her neck again and said, “You wish.”
“Yes, I definitely do.”
They held on to one another for a long time before Monica finally pulled back, and for a second, her eyes went to the unbuttoned jeans. Bridgette heard her groan, which made her laugh. Monica stood and got her some clothes to wear before she called down to have some toiletries brought up for her.
Then, after Bridgette had changed and taken care of brushing her hair and teeth, she climbed into bed next to Monica, who was already under the covers. Bridgette held out her arm, encouraging Monica to sleep against her chest. When she heard Monica’s breathing slow, Bridgette finally closed her own eyes and wondered how she’d managed to end up here with another perfect ending to her day.



CHAPTER 20
Monica heard a knock on the door but knew it had to be way too early for housekeeping. She could feel the arms wrapped tightly around her waist, so she snuggled back into Bridgette even more. It had been a very long time since she’d had someone this close, someone to share a bed with at night, someone to hold her to remind her that she wasn’t alone. Then, there was that knock again, but it had to be on another door because there was no reason why–
“Shit,” she said as she pulled the blanket away and shot up out of bed, checking the time on the clock. “Shit. Shit.”
“What’s wrong?” Bridgette asked her as she rolled over onto her back and rubbed her eyes.
“Mom!”
“Oh, shit.” Bridgette sat up just as quickly. “Aaron?”
“I’m late. He’s supposed to be at the airport.” Monica found her phone and shoved it into her purse. “Can you…”
“What? Hide?”
Monica looked at her pleadingly.
“Fine.”
Bridgette got out of bed and walked into the bathroom, closing the door behind her, which was bad because Monica needed to pee. That would have to wait, though, because she needed to take her son to the airport.
“Hey, honey,” she greeted when she opened the door. “Sorry. I overslept. Just give me five minutes. I can meet you in your room or in the lobby.”
“You know you don’t have to take me, right? The car is outside. I can go by myself.”
“No, I want to,” she replied. “I just need a minute.”
“Then, I’ll wait,” Aaron said, and before Monica could say anything, he walked in with his roller bag in his hand. “You never oversleep,” he noted.
“All the excitement of touring colleges, I suppose,” she said as she found a pair of jeans and a shirt in her bag.
“Mom?”
“Yes, honey?”
“Why are Bridgette’s clothes here?”
She turned around and followed Aaron’s finger, which was pointing at Bridgette’s jeans and sweater. She’d folded them and placed them on the desk the previous night.
“Those aren’t Bridgette’s. Those are mine.”
“She literally wore them to dinner,” Aaron said as he laughed. “Mom, do you have a girl hidden in your room?”
“No, I–”
Whatever next lie Monica had been about to tell was interrupted when the bathroom door opened, and Bridgette emerged, looking adorable in Monica’s clothes, with her hair mussed and no shoes on.
“Hey, Aaron.”
Aaron burst out laughing.
“Aaron!”
“I told you! I told you so,” he said.
“Stop that. Nothing happened.”
“She slept over,” he argued, pointing at Bridgette.
“And I behaved myself,” Bridgette replied.
“But you slept over. She said you were just friends. I knew it, though.”
“Aaron, we are just friends. Or, we were just friends; I don’t know. Look, we need to get you to the airport.”
“I’m good,” he said as his laughter quieted. “I can get there myself. You two stay here and do whatever it was you, apparently, weren’t doing.”
“Aaron!” Monica’s blush could probably be seen from Manhattan at this point.
“Mom, it’s cool. Really. I’m glad. I’m happy for you.” He turned to Bridgette. “You’ll treat her right?”
“Oh, my God, Aaron.”
“Yeah, I will,” Bridgette said seriously.
Monica watched as something seemed to be silently exchanged between her son and Bridgette. Then, Aaron walked over to her and pulled her into a hug.
“I’m good, Mom. I’ll take the car to the airport, go through security, and find my gate. I’ve got this. I’ll text you when I board, okay?”
“Are you sure?” she asked as she pulled him into her.
“Yes, I’m sure. I love you.”
“I love you, too.”
Aaron turned to Bridgette and offered her a handshake, which was pretty cute. Then, he was gone, and Monica was left standing there alone with Bridgette in her hotel room.
“So, that happened,” Bridgette said.
“I forgot to set my alarm last night. You showing up kind of distracted me.”
“Sorry?”
Bridgette held out her arms, and Monica walked into them, pulling Bridgette in tightly against her.
“Don’t be sorry. I’m glad you’re here,” she said against Bridgette’s neck. “It just wasn’t how I wanted to wake up with you.”
“How did you want to wake up with me, exactly?”
“I don’t know. Slowly,” she replied. “All warm in bed, snuggled up next to you, kissing you good morning on your neck and face until you stir.”
Bridgette pulled back a bit and said, “You really thought a lot about this, didn’t you?”
“A little; not a lot.”
“Sounds like a lot. There were multiple steps there in your plan.”
“Will you shut up?” Monica chuckled.
Bridgette smiled and pressed her lips to Monica’s, giving her a chaste good morning kiss.
“Do you want to lie back down? We can try again.”
“I’m kind of hungry now,” she replied. “I think all that freaking out about my kid finding me in bed with another woman burned a whole lot of calories.”
“I like burning calories in other ways.” Bridgette wiggled her eyebrows at her.
“Buy me breakfast, and we can talk about those other ways.” Bridgette’s surprised face was perfect, and it caused Monica to laugh before she added, “But first, I’m going to the bathroom. Do you mind waiting a few minutes?”
“No. And we can go to a restaurant by my place so that I can change into something I didn’t wear yesterday,” Bridgette said.
“Okay.” Monica kissed her quickly before she disappeared into the bathroom, placed both hands on the sink, and took a deep breath.
She had not planned anything else happening between them, and she should’ve stood her ground, but Bridgette was just so… Well, she was special. She was smart and funny. She gave Monica a hard time, which usually drove her crazy but also turned her on, and when they kissed, it felt like Monica hadn’t ever been truly kissed before in her life; like she’d been waiting for kisses from Bridgette forever.
◆◆◆
“So, does that count as a date?”
“Breakfast?” Monica asked as they walked out of the restaurant.
“Yeah, breakfast. It was a meal. We shared it, and we talked. I paid.”
“I’ve never had a breakfast date.”
“Not even after a night–” Bridgette stopped herself. “Never mind. I don’t want to know.”
“Says the woman who hooked up with her ex not all that long ago. Did you two have a breakfast date the morning after?”
“Breakfast?” Bridgette laughed. “No. I didn’t stay over. I didn’t stay at all once we were…”
“Yeah, never mind. I don’t want to know, either,” Monica said, and she surprised herself when she reached over and took Bridgette’s hand as they walked. “We should have a real date.”
“Not a breakfast one?”
“No, a dinner one. Or something else. I don’t know.”
“So, we’re going on a date, then?” Bridgette asked.
“I think we have to now. I mean, Aaron saw you, and he’s going to get mad at me if I tell him I screwed it up by not going out with you.”
Bridgette laughed and said, “So, we’re only going out because of Aaron?”
Monica’s phone rang, and she recognized the ringtone she reserved only for her father.
“That’s my dad. He hasn’t called since I got here. I should get it,” she said and pulled her phone out of her purse, letting go of Bridgette’s hand in the process.
“Okay,” Bridgette said and looked around. “I can go in there and get us a coffee to-go. It’s better than where we had breakfast. Give you some space.”
“Thank you.” Monica leaned over and kissed her on the cheek.
Then, she watched as Bridgette crossed the street and went inside a café before she answered the phone.
“Hey, Dad.”
“Hi, honey. How are you?”
“I’m good. I assumed Aaron called you.”
“He did when he was at the airport. It seems he’s sold on Tulane.”
“I think so,” she replied.
“That makes a grandfather very happy. I’ll make a call for him this afternoon.”
“Dad, let him apply and get in on his own.”
“And what if he doesn’t?”
“He has excellent grades, extracurriculars, and test scores. I’m sure he’ll be fine.”
“I’ll wait and see, then, but I can at least have them move his application to the top of the pile. It’s late in the process. He should have applied already.”
“You know Lily had something to do with that.”
“I do. I don’t understand it. I didn’t protest when you chose Yale and then Harvard.”
“What parent could protest that?” she teased.
He laughed and said, “So, how are things there?”
“Great. I really love it here. I just had amazing grits at breakfast, and I’ve gone out a few times. It’s really nice.”
“I told you.” Her father paused. “And I’m glad you’re taking time to enjoy yourself, but I was actually talking about Southern Hospitality Greetings.”
“Oh,” she said, shaking her head. “It’s going well. Still interviewing and collecting some data.”
“What are your thoughts on the acquisition?”
“Honestly, I don’t think we should buy it.”
“I know it’s not exactly the kind of company we usually buy.”
“No, not because of that.” Monica looked into the café through the window and saw Bridgette standing in the line to order. “I think they’ve just mismanaged it.”
“The Musgraves?”
“Yes. If they make a few key changes, they’d be okay.”
“How haven’t they figured this out? They made it sound like full desperation mode.”
“They’re there, yes.” Monica nodded even though he couldn’t see it. “But they’ve just made some interesting business choices that I think I can help them fix.”
“Help them fix? You’re helping them fix things? You don’t really do that.”
“I don’t normally travel to New Orleans to buy a small business for the company, either.”
He laughed and said, “True. True. So, you’ll be staying there a while longer, then?”
“I don’t know. I feel like I can help, but I’m missing a lot at the office.”
“That’s what you have employees for.”
“It doesn’t bother you that I’m down here and might stay for a bit?”
“No. I miss you as your father, and your mother does, too, but you deserve some time off.”
“What if we don’t end up buying the company?”
“Not a big loss. I think the amount we would pay for it wouldn’t be much, anyway, but we were looking forward to having the card lines. We’d have to figure something out there at Good Day Greetings.”
“But it would be okay?”
“Have they asked us to invest?”
“I brought that up, actually.”
“And?”
“I don’t know that there’s much interest there,” she lied.
Monica had brought that up, yes, but only with Bridgette so far, who hadn’t exactly been thrilled with the idea. It was still a good option, though. Arnette would essentially loan them the money and give them time for Bridgette’s ideas to net out. If they didn’t work, Arnette would take over the company, and she guessed that was what scared Bridgette the most.
“No? That doesn’t sound like them.”
“I’ll try again,” she said.
“Okay. Well, I have the lawyers ready when you are, so let me know how to proceed and when.”
“I will,” she replied.
“And I’m glad you like it down there.”
“Me too.”
“I love you,” her dad said.
“I love you, too,” she replied and hung up the phone.
Then, Monica walked across the street and pulled open the door just as Bridgette was walking out of it.
“Thanks,” Bridgette said when Monica held it for her. She handed Monica a coffee and asked, “Everything okay?”
“Yeah, he was just checking on me. Aaron called him before he took off this morning, and my dad is just excited that he wants to go to Tulane.”
“So, nothing at all about the whole reason you’re here?” Bridgette asked as they started walking again.
“He wanted an update, yes.”
“What did you tell him?”
“That I wanted to stay here a little longer and help you figure this out.”
“You told him about me?”
“Not like that.” Monica chuckled and took Bridgette’s hand again. “But I think we should go out tonight.”
“We’re already out,” Bridgette suggested.
“I mean on a real date. I’ll pick you up in a–”
“Limo?”
Monica laughed and said, “Town car. We’ll have a nice dinner and do something after. Maybe just walk around like this, and you can show me more of the city at night.”
“Then?”
“Then, we can go back to your place or to my hotel for a drink. Not that wine, though. I’ll pick something out for us.”
Bridgette laughed and replied, “That was pretty awful. Maybe it went bad or something.”
“Wine ages. It should not go bad.”
“Well, grocery store wine might not even be real wine.”
“What do you say? Date?”
“What do we do for the rest of today, then?”
“I’m thinking we walk around, sit by the water like we did the other day, talk, get lunch, and then say our temporary goodbyes so that we can get ready. I can make a reservation.”
“No reservation. Nothing fancy.”
“No?”
“Let’s go to a dive place.”
“A dive? For a first date?”
“Yes. I know a place you’ll like, but you have to trust me when I tell you what’s spicy this time.”
“I’m not great in dive places.”
“You’ll be fine. And wear something comfortable, okay? Don’t even think about dressing up or bringing that massive bag of yours. I’ll pick you up. No town car. We’ll just be two non-rich people tonight, okay?”
“Is that what you want?”
“Yes,” Bridgette said.
“Okay. Sounds like fun,” she replied.
“Monica?”
“Yeah?” She looked over at Bridgette.
“About the business…”
“I told my dad that I don’t think we should buy it. At least, not yet, okay? We’ll figure this out. We can make a plan of attack, and I can help you tell your parents whatever we come up with.”
“I’m scared they’ll say no.”
“I know, babe. But we’ll figure it out, okay?” She rested her head on Bridgette’s shoulder when they stopped at the light.
“Does this mean you’re staying at least a little longer?”
“I don’t have a flight booked, Bridge.”
“Good,” Bridgette replied, kissing the top of Monica’s head. “I’m scared about that, too.”
Monica didn’t say it out loud, but she was scared about the same thing. She squeezed Bridgette’s hand when the light changed, and they made their way across the street.



CHAPTER 21
“You’re going on a date with Monica?” Jill asked.
“Yes. And I have no idea what to wear. So, will you help already?”
“Where are you going?”
“Voodoo,” she replied.
“You’re taking that woman to a hole-in-the-wall barbeque place?”
“I wanted to keep it casual. I’m not great with fancy.”
“And you think she’s great with holes in the wall?”
“Jill, you are not being helpful. I asked you to be helpful. Come on. I’m nervous.”
“Okay. Well, it’s not that hard. You’d be out of place in anything other than jeans there, so wear your nicest pair with a little give in them so you can be comfortable while you eat.”
“Got it,” Bridgette said as she pulled a pair of jeans from her closet.
“And you’d have to wear something you know could get stained. You’re not a messy eater that I’ve seen, but it is barbecue. I’d say layer up. Wear a decent shirt with a sweater over it so that if you get the sweater dirty, you can take it off. Will you have a jacket?”
“I don’t know.”
“Wear one. You might not need it, but if you have to take the sweater off, you’ll have it if you get cold.”
“Or, if she does.”
“There you go, Casanova. You’re getting it now.”
“You’re making fun of me? This is my first real date in forever, and you’re making fun of me?”
“Hey, you called me, not Melinda.”
“Mel is busy with Kyle. I tried.”
“Wait, so I’m your second try?” Jill asked.
“Yes.”
“I’ll ignore that since you seem to be desperate for my help. Just chill, Bridge.”
Bridgette stopped searching her closet and sat on her bed, holding her phone to her ear.
“I can’t just chill. I really like her.”
“So you’ve said. And, apparently, made out with.”
“Jill, she’s just… She’s so annoying, intoxicating, smart, pretentious, funny. Did I say annoying already?”
Jill laughed and said, “Yes, you did. Is it annoying in that good way?”
“Yes,” she replied. “In that ‘it’s annoying that she’s so hot while she’s doing it’ way.”
“She’s leaving, Bridge. She doesn’t live here.”
“I’m well aware of that, Jill,” she replied. “Stop trying to bring my mood down.”
“Your mood is nervous. How am I bringing that down?”
“I’ve got to go. I still need to find a shirt and a sweater, apparently.”
“Fine. Fine. Hey, good luck tonight.”
“Thanks.”
Bridgette dropped her phone onto the bed and stood back up. Since getting home a couple of hours earlier, she’d spent most of that time cleaning in case they decided to come to her place after their date. She’d also showered and made sure to shave because she had no idea where the night might take them, and after drying her hair, she decided not to apply makeup. She hadn’t worn much most days, if any, since Monica had arrived at the office, so she would do her best to be herself tonight. Then, she found a plain pale-green shirt and a white cardigan before she tossed that back down on the bed because she wasn’t about to wear white to a barbeque dinner. Finding a navy-blue crew-neck sweater instead, she slid it on over the green shirt and made sure that the shirt couldn’t be seen through the sweater. Finally, deciding that she looked good enough, Bridgette slipped into a pair of her nicest tennis shoes because they’d probably walk a little tonight, grabbed her coat, and left the apartment.
She took the bus over to the hotel because she didn’t want to drive tonight, and she didn’t have access to a town car. When she got to the hotel, she planned to head up the elevator to pick Monica up at her room, but the woman was already in the lobby, standing off to the side, wearing a pair of jeans, as instructed, and a black sweater over it. She was rubbing her hands together anxiously, which made Bridgette smile a little because Monica was nervous, too. She was nervous about their first date. That meant something, right? That meant it mattered enough to her to be nervous about it. It meant Monica cared about what they were doing tonight. And it also meant Bridgette fell a little more in love with her. Bridgette’s smile disappeared in an instant. Nope. She wasn’t in love. This was a first date. She was in like. She was in like with that beautiful woman, who was nervous about going on a date with her. Yes, that was it.
“Hi,” she said, that smile returning the moment the greeting left her lips.
“Hi.” Monica gave Bridgette a shy smile when she saw her standing there.
Bridgette tucked her hands into her front pockets nervously and said, “I was going to go upstairs to get you.”
“I thought I’d just meet you down here,” Monica replied before she laughed a little. “And I was ready about thirty minutes ago. I got restless upstairs, so I just came down here, where there was more room for me to pace.”
“You’ve been pacing?” Bridgette asked as she took a step toward her.
“I have, yes. I haven’t been on a date in a long time, Bridge.”
“Neither have I,” she shared.
“Toya?”
“Yeah. Well, I’ve tried, but nothing really worked for me until now,” she added. “And I’m kind of glad about that. I was frustrated and hated it before, but I’m good with the fact that I… couldn’t find anyone until…”
“Me?” Monica asked with hope in her expression.
“Yeah, you,” she said as her eyes lowered to her shoes. “No pressure, huh?”
Monica’s hands reached for her own and held them between their bodies.
“We had a great day today. This is only a continuation of that, right?”
“Yes,” Bridgette said as she took in Monica’s approach to their first official date.
They’d woken up together that morning, had breakfast, walked around the city, and then eaten lunch together before Bridgette had dropped Monica back off at the hotel, kissing her goodbye before she’d gone home. On their walk, they’d stopped off at the tourist shops, and Monica had forced her into some of the more expensive brand-name stores as well, showing Bridgette that big bags like hers were very popular right now. They’d also held hands throughout the entire day. Sometimes, they would separate to take something off a shelf or to open a door, but they’d always found their way back to one another as if they’d done that for years. In one store, Bridgette had been right behind Monica as Monica pulled a ridiculous T-shirt off a rack and held it up for her to see. That had allowed Bridgette to take in the scent of her neck, and her arms moved of their own accord around Monica’s waist from behind, pressing her front into Monica’s back. They’d ended up standing like that for a few minutes before someone cleared their throat behind them because they wanted to get to the shirts, too. The whole day had felt like a date, which meant that this was only a continuation of that, and for some reason, that helped with Bridgette’s nerves.
“So, should we go?” Monica asked.
“Yeah, let’s,” Bridgette said.
She turned around and took Monica’s hand in hers as they began walking out of the building.
“Why is the car here?” she asked when she saw the town car in front of the hotel. “I thought you were letting me plan tonight.”
“I am. This is the Four Seasons, Bridge. Not every town car is mine,” Monica replied with a laugh.
“Oh,” Bridgette let out. “Right.”
“You are really cute right now,” Monica told her. “You had this look of consternation.”
“Consternation? Who even uses that word?” she asked as she turned them on the sidewalk and continued walking.
“I do,” Monica said.
“You would.”
Just like that, they were in their groove, and it was as if they’d gone on a hundred dates before. Monica only grunted once when Bridgette stood at the bus stop, and it was pretty entertaining to watch her cross her arms over her chest in protest. Still, Bridgette wanted Monica to experience New Orleans how the locals usually did, and people in this city mostly walked, took the bus, and when they had the need or the cash, they took a shared ride or a cab. Driving through some parts of the city was fine, but in other parts, it was a recipe for disaster. Parking also wasn’t readily available, and they risked spending more time in traffic waiting for pedestrians than they’d actually spend driving.
The bus was packed, as usual, and Bridgette found herself enjoying it because it meant that they had to stand and that Monica had to be very close to her. After the third time they were bumped into one another, Bridgette just wrapped her arms around Monica’s waist and pulled her into her.
“You made us take the bus so you could cop a feel?”
Bridgette laughed against Monica’s neck and said, “If only you knew what some people get up to on these buses. I’m behaving myself.”
The look Monica gave her as she pulled back to check what Bridgette had just said only made Bridgette laugh harder and pull her back in against her. She held Monica like that until they reached their stop, but she thought about pretending like they had another few to go before it was time to get off in order to keep holding her like that.
The barbeque place was more quick-serve than an actual restaurant, and when they walked in, they had a few people in front of them, which gave her time to show Monica the menu behind the counter and explain it to her. The restaurant offered meat plates with sides, and Bridgette usually got the brisket, and a lot of it, with macaroni and cheese and cornbread. She planned to do the same tonight.
“Is the cornbread of the jalapeño variety here?”
Bridgette laughed, and they took a step to the counter.
“They have both. Do you want me to order for you?”
“I’m perfectly capable, thank you very much,” Monica replied, resting her head on Bridgette’s shoulder. “But, yeah, go ahead.”
Bridgette laughed under her breath and said, “Can we get a two-meat plate with pulled pork and sliced brisket, regular cornbread, mac and cheese, and another two-meat with the same sides and brisket? Burnt ends.”
“Drinks?” the woman behind the counter asked.
“Sweet tea,” Monica said.
“Same,” Bridgette added, liking that Monica was ordering a true Southern beverage.
The woman handed them two cups, which they’d fill on their own, and a number to take to their table. Having filled their cups, though, Bridgette watched Monica squeeze two lemons into the tea and set another one inside. So, she still wasn’t totally prepared for the sugar, it seemed. They walked down a long hallway that wasn’t lit well. It wasn’t dimmed on purpose or anything; it just wasn’t lit well. The hallway was so thin that Bridgette had to walk in front of Monica and pull her through it. When they reached the door, she pushed it open, and they were in the small courtyard of the restaurant. It was probably only two hundred square feet and had about ten tables squeezed into it.
She took Monica by the hand to a small table in the corner, where they’d be relatively alone and away from the group of people who had two tables pushed together in the other corner. They sat down then, and Bridgette removed her coat, hanging it over the back of the chair.
“It’s so quiet,” Monica noted, looking around and up.
“It’s all made of stone, so that helps. I love it here because it’s cut off from everything. The walls go up so high that you can’t really see what’s on the other side.”
The walls were dark-red-and-brown brick, and toward the middle and top of them, they were covered in vines of some plant Bridgette hadn’t ever learned the name of. Maybe it was ivy, but that couldn’t be the only plant that grew like that. Each table had a small tea candle in a red holder that allowed red light to flicker around the space. Each table also had a sauce holder with six different kinds of the stuff in it.
“Oh, which one of those do I stay away from?” Monica asked.
Bridgette took the holder and pulled out one bottle.
“This is their hottest sauce. You shouldn’t even smell this, given your reaction before.”
“Funny,” Monica said sarcastically.
Bridgette pulled out a second sauce and said, “This is a sweet sauce, but it’s, like, really sweet, so a little goes a long way.” She pulled out a third. “Here is their mustard barbecue. It’s not spicy, but it’s tangy, so take that for what you will.” She pulled out the fourth bottle. “This is a standard barbeque. Mild on the spice and a little sweet and tangy.” She pulled out the fifth. “This is Tabasco that they just put in here. So, go easy on that.” She pulled out the final bottle. “This is their medium-level spicy barbecue. I usually use this one and add a little Tabasco. I like the combination.”
“That’s a lot of options.”
“In some places here, you have more. This one is my favorite in all the restaurants, though.” Bridgette held up the sixth bottle. “It’s thin and just coats everything evenly.”
“So, be careful if I plan to use that one, or I’ll have brisket soup?” Monica asked.
Bridgette laughed and began putting all the bottles back into the holder. Their food arrived only a minute later, and Bridgette watched as Monica put a little bit of each of the sauces on the edge of her tray. She waited patiently as Monica dipped a piece of meat into one, tried it, and repeated it until she’d tasted all six of them.
“Holy shit!” Monica yelped, causing Bridgette to laugh as Monica tasted their spiciest sauce. “Not funny,” she added after she took a drink of her tea.
“I warned you.” Bridgette continued to laugh.
“That’s crazy. How do people eat that?”
“People eat even hotter than that,” Bridgette replied, putting some sauce onto her own plate.
“Well, not me. Give me that sweet sauce.”
They ate and talked as the loud group finally finished and left. More groups arrived, though, and eventually, it was too loud in the space to hear one another, so they dropped their trash into the can and left.
“So, what’s next?” Monica asked.
“Walk it off,” Bridgette replied. “I’m full. I could use a walk. You?”
“Sounds nice,” Monica agreed.
Before Bridgette knew it, they’d walked for well over two hours and had only stopped to grab a coffee to-go. They’d ended up in Jackson Square and continued walking since the night was cool without being cold.
“Well, well,” a voice said loud enough and in their direction that Bridgette was sure that the person was talking to her.
She turned to the right but didn’t see anyone she knew, so she decided she must have been wrong.
“Right on schedule,” the voice said again.
Bridgette turned some more and saw the fortune teller from the last time they’d been here. The woman winked at her and nodded down toward their joined hands. Bridgette gave her wide eyes and silently told her now was not the time. Monica hadn’t noticed and was talking about Aaron and how he played soccer as a kid. Bridgette walked them a little faster until they were in front of the cathedral.
“We’re stopping?” Monica asked.
“No, just pausing.”
Bridgette leaned in and kissed her sweetly, unable to wait any longer to do that.
“What brought that on?” Monica asked as she smiled back at her.
“Just had to do it,” she replied.
Then, she wondered if that was right on schedule, too.



CHAPTER 22
“I had a great time,” Monica said.
“Me too,” Bridgette replied.
Monica turned around to look at the number on her hotel room for no reason at all.
“So…”
“I want to come in,” Bridgette told her.
Monica met her green eyes and said, “You do, huh?”
“Not for that. I don’t mean because I want to have sex tonight. I do. I would. I mean–” Bridgette stopped herself for a second and then asked, “Do you still have my toothbrush from this morning?”
“Yes,” she replied with a smile.
“I’d like to stay over. Maybe we could watch a movie on that giant flat-screen that’s the size of my living room.”
Monica cupped her cheek and simply said, “I’m not ready to say goodnight, either.”
“I could’ve just said that, huh?” Bridgette seemed to realize, and it was really cute.
“Yes, but I like what you did say. It was nice.”
“Can I come in? Can I fall asleep next to you again? If not, it’s okay, but I’m still not ready to say goodnight, so if we could watch a movie or something–”
“You can stay, Bridge. I want you to stay.”
Monica turned and put the key in the door, pushing it open after it beeped and holding it out for Bridgette to walk through.
“You can wear the clothes from last night. They’re folded on the desk where you left them,” she added after she closed the door behind them.
“Okay.”
“I can order something if you’re hungry,” Monica said as she dropped the key onto the desk next to the clothes she’d just mentioned.
“Hungry? No way. I’m still full.”
“Drinks, maybe? They have champagne service.”
“What?” Bridgette laughed as she turned to her. “They have what?”
“I knew that would get you.” She walked over to Bridgette and took her hands. “You’re a little nervous right now.”
“So are you,” Bridgette accused.
“I am, yes.” She chuckled. “Tonight was amazing, and all I can think about is that I would love us to…” Her head moved on its own to the bed. “Well, it’s been a long time, and trust me when I say I want to.”
“It’s okay. I get it. We’ll just watch a movie and sleep. I’m good with cuddling, Mon. I love a good cuddle.”
“I know. It’s just that last night, we both knew Aaron would need to go to the airport so we’d have to wake up early to get you out of here before I had to leave with him, and we fell asleep.”
“And tonight, there is no Aaron or early wake-up call?”
“Just work tomorrow morning,” Monica said.
“Well, I’ll have to wake up early enough to go home and change before I go to the office.”
“I’ll go with you. We can take the car and go to the office after,” she said. “You can shower here first.”
“Shower? Here? I saw that shower – I wouldn’t even know how to use that thing. How many showerheads were in there again?”
“Now, you’re exaggerating,” Monica said as she pulled Bridgette into a hug. “There’s one, and it’s got one handle, so you’ll be fine. Just hug me.”
“No problem,” Bridgette replied, wrapped her arms around Monica’s waist, and pulled Monica in against her.
They stood there for a few minutes, and Monica had no idea why she’d gone in for a hug. She’d just needed one. No, she’d needed a hug from Bridgette. Bridgette gave the best hugs. Monica wasn’t sure she’d ever considered someone’s hug before, but she loved how good Bridgette’s arms felt wrapped around her, how Bridgette’s face felt as she tucked it into Monica’s neck, and how good Bridgette smelled when Monica breathed her in. It was New Orleans, but in a good way. Salt and sweetness took over Monica’s senses, and she knew she could sleep with Bridgette tonight. She knew somehow that they’d be good together. But she also knew that she missed being held, and she’d loved being held by her the previous night. She could do with more of that tonight while they watched a movie.
“Do you want to change into something comfy out here, and I’ll change in the bathroom?” Bridgette asked softly against Monica’s skin.
“Yes. I’m also going to order us some snacks because we’ll get hungry later, and I don’t have anything here.”
“Do they have Zapp’s?”
“What?” Monica asked as she pulled back.
“Chips. Do they have Zapp’s chips? Voodoo or Evil Eye.”
“I have no idea what you’re talking about right now. Are you even speaking English?” she asked with a chuckle.
“Zapp’s potato chips, Monica. The flavors I like most are Voodoo and Evil Eye.”
“Why do you insist on naming things like that around here? Why can’t it just be sour cream and onion or cheese or something?”
“I’m not in charge,” Bridgette said with a shrug.
“You go and change.” Monica laughed again. “I’ll ask them if they have your weird chips.”
Bridgette kissed her quickly and grabbed the clothes. All day it had felt as if they’d been dating for years. The way Bridgette just seamlessly fit into her life made no sense, given the short time they’d known one another. Of course, Bridgette fit into her life down here, not in her life in New York. Monica decided not to think about that right now because it might ruin their perfect day and night. She reached for the room phone, hit the number for room service, and waited.
“Miss Arnette, how may we help you tonight?”
“Good evening, I was wondering if I could order some snacks.”
“Of course. What would you like?”
“Honestly, I have no idea. A little of everything?” she said hoping they’d help her out.
“We have a sampler we can send up.”
“Do you have Zapp’s chips?”
“On the menu, no, but the restaurant down the street has them.”
“Would you mind if–”
“Of course. We can get you some. Any particular flavors?”
“I guess one of each? Voodoo and Evil Eye, at least, if they have them.”
“I can also recommend some other snack items for you.”
“Yes, please,” she said. “Just send up whatever.”
A few minutes later, she was changed into her sweats and shirt again, and Bridgette had emerged from the bathroom, looking all adorable in her clothes.
“You were on the phone for a while,” Bridgette said, climbing onto the bed over the comforter.
“I had to place a very complicated snack order.”
“Complicated? It’s just snacks.”
“Do you want something from the minibar?” Monica asked, ignoring her comment.
“I’ve never had anything from a minibar. Too expensive.”
“Well, Arnette is paying, so take your pick.”
“Coke?”
“Just a Coke?” Monica chuckled. “From the minibar you’re not paying for?”
“Yeah. I like Coke.”
“You can have whatever you want, Bridge.”
“Okay. Just you, then,” Bridgette replied with a shrug. “No Coke.”
Monica smiled at her, pulled a Coke out of the minibar, and got a water for herself. She moved to the bed, handed Bridgette the Coke, and set her water on her own table.
“That was sweet,” she said as she lay down next to Bridgette on the bed.
“I know I have asshole tendencies, as you’ve pointed out before, but I really am nice most of the time.”
“I know you are, babe,” Monica said.
Bridgette’s arm lifted and Monica melted into her side. She snuggled in fully and reached for the remote.
“What do you want to watch?” Bridgette asked.
“I don’t know. We’ll see what’s available.”
“Porn, probably,” Bridgette stated, causing Monica to laugh.
An hour later, there was a knock at the door.
“I forgot you even ordered stuff. Why did it take so long?”
“Because I put them to work,” she replied, moving to stand. “Don’t worry; I tip well.”
“I hope so. I’m really looking forward to that,” Bridgette said, tilting her head as Monica walked around the bed toward the door.
“Are you checking out my ass?”
“Definitely,” Bridgette told her.
When Monica pulled open the door, her eyes went immediately down at the giant cart the man behind it was ready to push inside the room.
“Oh, my God,” she said. “I can’t believe I ordered this much.”
“Where would you like me to put it?” he asked.
“Whoa! Who’s putting what where now?” Bridgette was suddenly at her side and giving the man a look that told him to watch his mouth, which only made Monica laugh and roll her eyes.
“Over by the window would be fine. Thank you so much,” Monica said.
Bridgette looked down at the cart as he pushed it by them and asked, “What did you do?”
“I may have overordered. I told them just to bring up whatever.”
“We couldn’t eat that much in a month.”
“We can take any extras to the office tomorrow,” she replied as the man handed her the padfolio. Monica opened it, saw the amount, left a more-than-generous tip, and closed it after signing, handing it back to him. “Thank you. Please thank the rest of the staff for me as well.”
“Yes, Ma’am,” he replied.
Monica closed the door behind him and turned to see Bridgette standing in front of the cart.
“Anything you’ll eat?” she asked.
“That’s a loaded question,” Bridgette replied.
“Where are all these sex jokes coming from all of a sudden?” Monica laughed and wrapped her arms around Bridgette from behind.
“Now that it’s possible we’ll be having sex, I feel more comfortable saying them. You got Zapp’s.”
“I did.” Monica kissed her neck.
“Like, every kind of Zapp’s. And are those…”
“They said they do this a lot, so it wasn’t a huge request,” Monica replied as Bridgette stared at the beignets from Café Du Monde. “And their coffee, too. I guess they carry that here. They got those pie things we were talking about the other day.”
“And just about every other snack in the store,” Bridgette pointed out. “We should eat the beignets before they get cold.”
“Whatever you want,” Monica replied. “Just one more second of this, please.” She rested her head on Bridgette’s shoulder.
“You know you didn’t have to do this, though, right? Buying out the store, the fancy special delivery thing.”
“I know.”
“I’m not a fancy person, Mon. I don’t need all of this. We could be walking around the city with a bag of chips, and I’d be happy.”
“I know that,” she said. “But these are all New Orleans staples, right?”
“Yeah.”
“I wanted to try them,” she replied. “You can warn me which ones might be too spicy.”
“Can I ask you something?” Bridgette asked.
“Yes.”
“If this goes well between us… I mean, if this keeps going and we end up trying to do something long-distance, would I fit where you live? I wear jeans to work, and I don’t understand the whole town car thing when a cab or an Uber works just fine. I guess I could take the subway, but I’ve never been a fan of going underground. I don’t have the fancy bags, and I’d probably break every nice appliance in your kitchen, but–”
“Hey,” Monica said softly. “Let’s not talk about that tonight, okay? We were watching a movie. Let’s eat our snacks and–”
“So, no, right? No is the answer?”
“Babe, I–”
Bridgette turned around in her arms then and said, “It’s okay if it’s no. I’m just trying to figure this out. I know I’m getting ahead of myself, but I like to prepare. If I’m going to get my heart broken again, I guess–”
“No one is getting their heart broken,” Monica told her as she pressed her forehead to Bridgette’s. “We’ll figure this out, okay? Just not tonight. Tonight, I want to eat too much food with you, finish this movie that’s not really all that good, and fall asleep with you, okay?”
“Fine. But can I kiss you before we eat all this stuff? Your breath is going to be horrible.”
Monica could only smile through her concern before Bridgette leaned in, connecting their lips. They stood there, holding on to one another and kissing for a long moment before Bridgette was the first to pull back. She kissed the tip of Monica’s nose once and turned back around to take in the snacks.
“Beignets. Then, chips.”
◆◆◆
Monica wrapped her arms more tightly around Bridgette, running her hand over Bridgette’s stomach, wishing her own was as flat as Bridgette’s was, and worrying only for the first time about their age difference in regard to the fact that Bridgette would probably be seeing her naked soon. Being nearly thirteen years apart meant that Monica had a few more lines and wrinkles and curves than Bridgette did, and she knew Bridgette hadn’t ever been with a woman her age. She only hoped that it didn’t turn Bridgette off.
“Morning,” Bridgette muttered, and her hand ended up on top of Monica’s, pulling it up between Bridgette’s bare breasts and holding it there.
“Morning,” she said as she moved in closer. “Did you sleep okay?”
“I did. You were holding me,” Bridgette replied.
“I was. I went to the bathroom around three, and you looked a little cold, so I thought I’d help warm you up.”
“I’d say you did that,” Bridgette said and moved her ass back against Monica’s front.
Monica closed her eyes for a second, wishing they had time because she’d held Bridgette for most of the night, and she’d woken up more than ready for more than just a snuggle and a good morning kiss. Just when she thought about maybe suggesting to Bridgette that they be a little late to the office, her phone rang on her table.
“Sorry,” she said.
“It just better not be the flirty room service guy from last night,” Bridgette said as she let go of Monica’s hand.
“He wasn’t flirty.” She chuckled as she rolled away.
“You didn’t see where his eyes went when you opened the door.”
“Probably the same place your eyes go all the time,” Monica replied.
“Yeah, my eyes. My eyes are allowed to go there. We’re dating.” Bridgette slipped out of bed. “I have to pee. I’ll be right back.”
“Dad?” she said into the phone while she rolled her eyes at Bridgette.
“Hi, honey.”
“Everything okay? It’s early.”
“Yes, everything’s fine. I just wanted you to know that I made a decision about something last night.”
Was he about to tell her he was retiring? If he retired, she’d have to return to New York right away. She’d likely be the next CEO, or at least, would have to be at the board meeting where he named his desired successor, which would be her, and it would be put to a vote. Then, her entire life would change. She’d be in charge. She’d have the next thirty years of her life set for her, and that would be the end of it. She’d hardly ever see Aaron if he went to school at Tulane because she’d never have any real time off even if she got better at taking vacations. Monica knew her father’s life. His phone never really stopped ringing. She’d have no time for her personal life. She hardly did right now, but it would get worse. She’d have no time for Bridgette, and that thought hit her hard. Monica tried to swallow, but her throat was too dry, so she couldn’t. She pictured her house in the city, cold and empty. She pictured her office with her expensive artwork picked out by an art buyer but nothing that was really Monica’s taste. She pictured that small painting of the square that she’d bought here and how she’d love to find a place for that on one of her walls, but it wouldn’t go with the rest of the décor of her house. She saw everything coming to an end – her time here, her new relationship with Bridgette – and it physically hurt her.
“Dale Musgrave called me last night. We’re going to go ahead and start the buying process.”
“What?” she asked. “That’s what you decided? Dad, I’m–”
“They’re worried, Monica. They don’t think they’ll be able to pay their employees the quarterly bonuses, with the increase in the medical insurance they cover that just popped up, so the employees will figure it out soon, and they’d rather give them good news and the prospect of a severance or a new job with us.”
“Dad, I have to meet with them today. I have ideas. Bridgette has ideas.”
“That’s the daughter, right?”
Monica wanted to tell him that Bridgette was so much more than their daughter, but now wasn’t the time. They also hadn’t exactly discussed what Bridgette was to her yet, and Monica thought they should before she told her father about them.
“Dad, just give me some time here.”
“He called me, Monica. I didn’t call him.”
“I know. Just let me take it from here, okay? I need to talk to them today. You wanted me to handle this. I’m handling it, I promise.”
“Fine. But we have the lawyers at the ready, so let’s get this moving along. He’s nervous, Monica.”
“I know. Okay. Yeah. Just let me take it from here. I’ve got to go now so that I can do that, okay?”
“Okay, honey. Have a good day,” he said.
Monica hung up the phone just as Bridgette emerged from the bathroom.
“I have to tell you something,” she said.



CHAPTER 23
Bridgette hadn’t heard that right.
“They did what?” she asked as she sat down on the edge of the bed.
“They called my dad. I promise, I told my dad that I thought we shouldn’t–”
“Mon, I believe you. I don’t think you did anything to bring this on.” Bridgette looked down at the comforter. “My dad really just called your dad and said he wanted to sell and do it now?”
“Apparently, there was an increase in benefits.”
“Yeah, that tends to happen once a year. They didn’t plan for that? God,” she said as she flopped back onto the bed. “How are they so bad at this? They’ve owned this company for years. They didn’t anticipate the increase in benefits costs? It literally happens every year, and the company usually absorbs the difference in cost for the employees.”
“I guess there are quarterly bonuses that they can’t pay out if they do that.”
“I’ve told them, like, ten times to make the bonuses annual and performance-based, not just basically a guarantee and done quarterly. Giving them to everyone, regardless of how they perform or what the company can afford to do, just makes it a bigger paycheck once a quarter, but it is essentially a guarantee. Why don’t they listen to me?”
“I don’t know, babe,” Monica said.
“What is your dad going to do?”
“I asked him for the day. I think we should meet with your parents, and I think you need to tell them about your ideas.”
“It’s still their company,” Bridgette replied. “They’re just going to ignore me how they always do, anyway.”
“But you have to try, right?” Monica asked as she moved over to Bridgette’s side and lay down next to her. “Babe, you have to try.”
“They want to sell it. Just let them. I can’t keep trying. You just got here, so you haven’t seen me try for years with them. I’m tired, Monica.” Then, to Bridgette’s surprise, Monica moved again until she was straddling her. “Well, hello,” she said as she slid her hands up Monica’s thighs. “God, you’re hot up there.”
Monica rolled her eyes at her and placed her hands on her stomach, under Bridgette’s shirt.
“You are not just giving up. That’s not you. You need to go in there and tell them that they’re making a mistake; that you can help them figure this out, but they have to let you. You need to explain your ideas and be firm. Tell them that you’re not taking no for an answer. Admonish them for their awful decisions, if you want, or let them know you’ll take care of the business they built, but you can’t just let it go. That’s not you, Bridge. I know you well enough to know that much. And nothing is official yet. My dad says the lawyers are ready, but I can hold them off if I have to. I’m here to help, or I can stay out of your way. Whatever you need, okay?”
“I don’t know how to do that. You know I’ve tried, and I’m not exactly a wallflower about it. I’ve been firm in the past. I’ve told them over and over again that things need to change. They just didn’t want to listen.”
“Then, today, you make them listen. This is too important for them not to listen to you, so you’ll make them listen.”
“You’ll be there?” Bridgette asked.
“Yes. But you don’t need me. You’re going to do this yourself. Let’s get you up now and into that shower you pretend to not know how to use.”
Bridgette smiled up at her and said, “I think I’ll just go home and use my own. I’ll meet you at the office, okay?”
“Oh, no, you won’t,” Monica said as she hovered over her. “Don’t lose that sexy swagger now.”
“Sexy swagger?” Bridgette chuckled while she moved her hands under Monica’s shirt over her back.
“Yes, you have sexy swagger. Don’t lose it now.”
“Well, I doubt my parents consider my swagger sexy,” Bridgette suggested.
“I do, and they shouldn’t. They can think of it as your confidence, but you need to walk into that office and tell them what they need to hear, Bridge. They need you to step up now and save this company.”
“It would be easier for them just to–”
Monica connected their lips before she could finish her sentence, but Bridgette really didn’t mind. Monica’s lips could be on hers whenever she wanted, for all Bridgette cared. She held Monica closer as they kissed, and her mind calmed. No longer was she thinking about her parents’ company but of how good it felt to kiss Monica and how they could stay in bed all day today, exploring one another for the first time.
“We could call in sick,” she suggested when Monica pulled back for a second.
“No, we can’t,” Monica replied before she pecked her lips again. “Now, get in the shower. I’ll be right behind you.”
“Really? That sounds like the best way to start the day. But you can be in front of me, too.”
“Sexy swagger,” Monica said as she climbed off of her.
◆◆◆
Bridgette pushed at the outer office door and rounded the corner with Monica on her heels.
“Mom, Dad, conference room. Now.”
“Uh…” Dan looked up at her. “They’re not here.”
“Oh,” she let out. “Damn. I thought that was good.”
Monica chuckled and said, “Very assertive.”
“Shut up.” Bridgette smiled at her.
Then, she saw the office door open behind her, and her parents walked through it.
“Mom, Dad, conference room.”
Monica winked at her and moved aside.
“Good morning, honey. What did you say?” her mom asked.
“Conference room. I need to talk to you both.”
“We need to talk to you, too. Let’s go into the office,” her dad said.
“Nope. Conference room,” she stated, and not waiting for a response, she carried her bag into the room, dropped it onto the table, and stood there, waiting for them.
“This is Monica’s office while she’s here. We–”
“It’s fine. I’ll sit at Bridgette’s desk for now,” Monica interrupted.
“Okay. Well, let’s go into the conference room,” Bridgette’s dad said.
Her parents took their time dropping their things off in the office, which meant Bridgette was starting to lose her nerve. She’d been working out what to say and building her confidence the whole way into the office, but with every second her parents wasted, she felt herself losing it. She looked out at Monica, who smiled at her and mouthed, ‘You’ve got this,’ at her. Bridgette wasn’t completely sure about that, but she’d try.
“Honey, we need to–” her dad started.
“No, please, let me go first. I need to get this off my chest,” she interrupted. “Sit.”
Her parents turned toward each other, looking confused, but then they sat down anyway.
“I know you called Arnette.”
“You know? How?”
“Monica told me.”
“She did?”
“Yes, this morning.” Bridgette wasn’t sure if she should reveal exactly how Monica had told her, given that they’d been in her hotel room. “We met for coffee.”
That wasn’t entirely a lie since they had shared coffee that morning, so she went with it.
“Well, that’s what we wanted to talk to you about.”
“I know, Dad. But you need to let me talk first.” She sighed. “You should’ve anticipated the cost for the benefits. It happens literally every single year: they go up. We try not to pass the additional cost onto the employees. Why didn’t you plan for that?”
“Our broker assured us there wouldn’t be a sizeable increase this year,” her mother replied.
“Well, that was stupid of him, and you shouldn’t have believed him. If the cost is too high for the company to take on, you either lower or drop the bonuses altogether, or you have to pass the increase onto the employees; even if it’s just this year because we’re trying to stay in business.”
“Selling is the better option.”
“No, it’s not. And I’m tired of you not listening to me,” she said. “You don’t tell me what’s actually going on with the business until it’s too late; you don’t take any of my ideas seriously; you’re still paying out a bonus when we can’t afford it; and you just want to sell instead of really trying out something that could save us.”
“Where is all this coming from?”
“I’m an adult, Mom. I’m twenty-seven years old. I have a business degree from Tulane. You’ve got me replenishing cards around the state because we had to drop our contractor, and you’ve got no sales team to help us get new customers because we can’t afford it.”
“Honey, we’ve done everything we can,” her dad said.
“No, you haven’t. You’ve never given me a chance, Dad. You’ve relegated me to card design, which is fine most of the time, and I like it, but I have ideas for entire lines of cards that would be unique, and I have plans for online.”
“We didn’t–”
“Want to go online? Yeah, I know. It’s why we’re in this mess, to begin with. I’ve got plenty of ideas on how to keep things feeling local even if they’re available globally, and you won’t even hear them. Why? Just tell me, why? Is it because I’m your daughter, and you can’t see me as an adult who is qualified to make business decisions?”
“What? No.” Her mom shook her head. “We have an idea of how we want our business run.”
“But it won’t be your business anymore, Mom. You’d rather sell it than give me a real chance at running it?”
“We want you to have something left. If you take over and it doesn’t work out, you’ll end up in debt, and so will we. We’re lucky we have someone who’s interested in buying it now, and that will give you some money to–”
“You have that little faith in me?” Bridgette asked as she sat down, losing all of her steam at once. “Really?”
“It’s not that, honey,” her dad said.
“Then, what is it?”
“It’s safer this way.”
“I don’t want safe. I want this company,” she replied. “I’ve always planned on taking it over one day, and you’re taking that away from me because you’re scared.”
“We still need to be able to take care of ourselves, too, Bridgette. Even if we don’t sell to Arnette, you can’t afford to buy us out and run the business. We would have no salaries coming in.”
“What if we can figure that out?”
“How?” her father asked.
“I can come up with a plan,” she replied. “Just don’t sell to Arnette until I do.”
“We can’t wait that long.”
“Dad, I’m asking you for a few days, at most, here.”
“What will you be able to do that we haven’t been?” her mother asked.
“Mom, there are so many things you and Dad haven’t even considered or done yet. There shouldn’t be quarterly bonuses for at least the next year, and if that means we lose an employee or two, so be it. We’re not performing well enough to give them out, and we can use that money to cover the increase in benefits cost. We can also use that time to discuss a true bonus program where it’s annual and partly based on their individual performance. We need to figure out sales and marketing, and I can do that.”
“All by yourself? You can just figure it all out?”
“You never listened when I gave you ideas, did you?” Bridgette asked.
“Of course, we did,” her mother said, sounding a little upset now.
“Then, you’d know that I’ve had these ideas for years, and I tried to give them to you, but you wanted to do things your way. Your way got us here. Give me a chance to present my ideas to you to get us out of this hole, and if you still want to sell after that, I can’t stop you.”
When her father turned to her mother, Bridgette had a chance to look out through the glass and see Monica looking up at her. Monica gave her a comforting smile and a nod, and Bridgette breathed out a sigh of relief. She wasn’t sure why exactly she was relieved. They hadn’t agreed to anything yet. But just getting this off of her chest finally felt so good that even if they said no, she could at least tell herself that she’d tried.
“We can give you a couple of days,” her dad said after a moment.
Bridgette hadn’t heard them actually say anything to one another, which meant that they’d silently somehow communicated to one another what their answer would be. Despite how upset she was with them right now about the business, Bridgette had always admired their marriage and hoped to have a similar one to theirs one day.
“Well, good,” she said and looked back out at Monica, thinking about the fortune teller’s comment about dogs and them being right on schedule.



CHAPTER 24
“Hello?”
“Monica, hey. It’s Sophie.”
“Hi there,” Monica said into the phone as she watched Bridgette in the conference room, talking to her parents.
“I’m free for lunch today, so I thought I’d call and see if you wanted to join me. I’m not sure when you’re heading back to New York.”
“I don’t know if I can today,” she said as she watched Bridgette stand up. “Can I text you in a bit? Somethings going on at the office, and I need to check on a few things.”
“Is everything all right?”
“Yeah. I’m here to possibly buy the company, but things are kind of spiraling at the moment, so I need to get an update first.”
“Okay. No problem. Just message me when you know.”
“Would it be okay if I bring someone with me if I’m able to make it?”
“Someone?”
“Bridgette; the woman you met by the water the other day.”
“Oh, sure. The more the merrier, I guess.”
“Okay. I’ll let you know,” Monica said. “If I can’t, we’ll still get together before I go.”
“When will that be?”
Monica watched the conference room door open, and Bridgette walked out by herself.
“I don’t know, actually. I’m not thinking soon, though.”
“That’s good. I’d love to spend more time with you before you go. You can fill me in more on what I’ve been missing back in New York.”
“I will,” she replied, wondering if she actually had anything to fill Sophie in on. “I’ve got to run. I’ll text you.”
“Okay. Bye.”
Monica put the phone down and looked up at Bridgette.
“Hey,” Bridgette said in a tone that worried Monica.
“How did it go?”
“I guess it’s complicated, but we’re going to keep talking this morning before they make any official decisions. They told me they could give me a few days, but then they started asking more questions.”
“What can I do?” Monica asked.
“Just sit here, looking gorgeous,” Bridgette teased with a wink. “I’m going to go back in there and try to take in all the questions they ask so that I can formulate my plan of attack later.”
“I can help.”
“I know you can. But I think I need to do at least this part on my own. Maybe this afternoon, we can go over everything.”
“I can work out here on other stuff for now,” Monica said. “But Sophie called. She wanted to know if I wanted to go to lunch with her today.”
“Oh. You should go.”
“I told her I needed to check on things here first, and if I do go, I told her I’d bring you.”
Bridgette smiled and said, “Go to lunch with your friend. I think I’ll be having lunch in the conference room with my parents today.”
“You sure? I can skip it.” Monica reached out to take Bridgette’s hand, but she caught Dan returning to his desk, so she stopped and put her hand back in her own lap.
“No, go. Have some fun.”
“I have been having fun,” Monica said with two lifted eyebrows aimed at Bridgette.
“Me too.” Bridgette chuckled. “Maybe we can do dinner and drinks tonight, just you and me. We can go out, but not stay out late or anything.”
“Whatever you want,” Monica replied.
“Are you being nice to me because of what I’m going through here?”
“No, I’m being nice to you because…” Monica turned to see Dan looking at both of them. “I’m a nice person.”
Bridgette laughed and said, “Yes, you are a very nice person.” She then took a few steps back and added, “I’ll talk to you later, nice person.”
“I know a great place in the Quarter. It’s one of my favorites,” Dan said. “If you two are going out later, I can recommend somewhere.”
“I think we’ll be okay. Bridge probably has a few places she’d recommend as well.”
“Yeah, but I know a bartender who gets me happy-hour prices all the time. I just need to be there to order for you.”
“Dan?”
“Yeah?”
“I’m a lesbian,” Monica said.
His face registered the shock.
“Yeah… So, enjoy your happy-hour drinks, okay? I’m going to get back to work, though.”
A few hours later, Monica left the office without Bridgette, which felt strange to her. She had spent most of the morning working on getting her inbox down to a reasonable number of unread messages and checking in with her assistant. She also watched through the conference room window as Bridgette appeared to be frustrated at times, happy at others, and angry at a few as well. Monica didn’t know what to make of that. Bridgette’s mother went to the bathroom first, but the door was closed between Monica and Bridgette with her father, who continued talking. When Bridgette went to the break room to get coffee later, her mom went with her, so Monica wasn’t able to get an update by the time she had to leave to meet Sophie.
“Over here,” Sophie said as she waved her hand for Monica to see through the crowd that had gathered in the restaurant lobby.
“Hey,” Monica replied and opened her arms to hug her friend. “It’s busy, huh?”
“We’re in Carnival season. It’s only going to get busier.”
“I thought that was really in March.”
“Starts in February. I’ve learned to love it. We get a crazy number of tourists, yes, but it’s a lot of fun for locals, too.”
“You grew up here, right?”
“I did,” Sophie replied and smiled. “It’s what made it so easy to move back. Don’t get me wrong, I miss New York at times, but I love it here.”
The hostess yelled Sophie’s last name, and they were sat quickly at a small table in the corner that almost butted up against another table for two. It reminded Monica of the cafés she’d spent time in when she’d been in France.
“So, how is it going with the company you’re buying?”
“Oh. Well… that’s interesting,” Monica said. “But it’s not something I can’t really get into. Arnette is publicly traded, and it’s not a done deal.”
“Shit. Right,” Sophie replied as she looked down at the menu. “But it’s been interesting? Is that why you’re going to be here for longer?”
“Sort of,” she said as she picked up a menu from the holder on the table. “It’s more about something else.”
“Oh?” Sophie asked.
Monica picked something quickly from the menu and put it down. Sophie, apparently, had also made her decision and dropped her menu as well.
“I met someone.”
“Met someone? You mean, someone?” Her friend lifted an eyebrow.
“Yes,” Monica said, laughing. “I haven’t been with anyone since Lily.”
“Then, you’re definitely due,” Sophie replied, leaning over the table. “Someone in New Orleans, right?”
“Yes, which makes things complicated because she lives here, and I live there.”
“You haven’t talked about how that could work? Do you want it to work?”
“It’s really new,” Monica said as their waiter arrived.
They placed their order for drinks and salads, and the waiter left them alone to continue their conversation.
“So, you don’t know if you want it to continue?”
“I feel like I do. She’s not at all what I expected.” She chuckled. “Honestly, I thought I’d had my shot at love, and I was going to be alone or maybe date a little but not have anything serious. I’m probably taking over for Dad and–”
“Probably? Last we talked, which was, like, a few days ago, you were definitely taking over for him, and likely, soon. Did something change?”
Monica sighed and said, “Not specifically.”
“Okay. Well, the woman you met, does she want it to continue?”
“I think so. The way she holds me, Soph…” Monica closed her eyes for a second to picture Bridgette holding her that morning in the hotel room.
“And the sex is amazing, I assume?”
“We haven’t yet,” Monica said.
“Oh. Really? Why not? You only have until you leave, right? What if you decide to do long-distance, but you haven’t done that yet, and she visits you in New York, and it’s bad?”
“I can’t imagine it would be bad with us,” Monica replied. Then, she bit her lower lip and added, “And, honestly, I don’t know if I want to take over for my father anymore.”
“Really? Since when?”
“I’ve been doing a lot of thinking since I got down here. This place is so different from New York.”
“Tell me about it,” Sophie replied as their drinks were placed in front of them on the table.
“I’ve been so lonely, Soph,” Monica revealed. “I knew that before I came here, but I know it now more than ever, and when I go home, that loneliness will return.”
“Not if you have this new woman in your life, right?”
“She wouldn’t be there all the time. She’s not ever going to move from New Orleans. I know that. And I wouldn’t ask her to do that, either. You should see how she lights up when she talks about it. She loves it here. She even makes me love it here, too. I wouldn’t want to ever take that away from her. So, I’d be alone there unless she visited, and then, we’d have a weekend at a time, and she’d be gone again. Where would that leave us?”
“Eventually, you’d have to move here,” Sophie replied with a shrug. “If it works out. Is that what you’re thinking?”
“I’ve been thinking about that a lot, yes.”
“Really? You just told me how new this thing with her was. So much so that you didn’t know if you wanted it to continue. And now, you’re thinking of moving here for her?”
“No, moving here because I actually like it here now. It’s such a change of pace that I feel like I need. Besides, it’s possible Aaron will go to Tulane. Lily wants him to stay in New York, but he’s more interested in Tulane and LSU than he is in going to school up there. He’d be here for at least the next four years, so I’d be able to spend more time with him.”
“And there’s this new woman who also happens to live here,” Sophie said before she took a sip of her tea.
“Yes.” Monica smiled. “I haven’t decided anything yet, and I’m still here to work through the possible acquisition, but I’m trying to take the time to figure out what I want.”
“Who isn’t?” Sophie replied. “And I can definitely understand the loneliness. I feel like I’ve been single for so long, my parts are just going to shrivel up from lack of use. And when I finally do meet the woman of my dreams, she’s going to take one look down there and shake her head before she runs.”
Monica laughed and took a long drink from her cup.
“I don’t think that’s how it works. At least, I hope not. It’s been a while for me, but as far as I know, everything still works down there.”
“Being single sucks,” Sophie said. “For once, I want to meet someone whom I’m excited about from the start; so excited that I’m in lust at first sight, and it builds into love, and we get married and have babies, and it’s all just perfect.” Sophie laughed a little. “And since that’s a fantasy world, I’d settle for an excellent kisser, someone who knows how to cook would be great, and someone who makes me laugh. Is that really too much to ask?”
“No, but I don’t think you should settle, either. I never thought I’d meet anyone else, and I stopped looking. Then, suddenly, there’s this twenty-seven-year-old gorgeous redhead with these perfect green eyes, a sassy disposition, and an intelligence that she undervalues herself, and I’m smitten.”
“She’s twenty-seven?” Sophie asked a little louder than she probably anticipated.
“She is. Way too young for me.”
“Who cares?” Sophie replied. “Go for it. You’re in the prime of your damn life, Monica. You deserve happiness and to find love from someone who won’t be looking for a younger girlfriend and cheating on you.”
“So, the rumor mill made it all the way to you, huh?” she asked.
“Yeah… Sorry.” Sophie gave her a sympathetic expression.
“It’s fine. It happened. We had a few good years in there, and I got Aaron out of it.”
“And now, you have a new woman who sounds great.”
“We’ve been on a few dates, if you can call them that. I don’t know that I have her.”
“When are you seeing her again?”
“Technically, at the office when I get back after lunch.”
“What? You met her at that company you’re trying to buy?”
“Yes,” she said. “That’s bad, right?”
“Depends. Is she mad that you’re trying to buy it or cool with it?”
“That’s the complicated part, but it doesn’t have to do with us. She and I are good. I just want her to be happy with whatever the outcome is.”
“Then, I’d say have as much fun as you can with her while you’re here, but see if there’s something real to it. If there is, you will have to figure out what you want to do. Moving here for someone you just met might not be the best idea, but if you’d really consider moving here without her being here, then maybe you were meant to all along.”
Monica had a lot to think about on her walk back to the office. She and Bridgette had planned to meet at two in the afternoon to discuss what had happened with her parents, so that gave her a little time to walk around before she had to get back. Monica decided to go to the Square, which was becoming one of her favorite places in the city. She wandered by one artist’s display after the other before she heard a throat clear, so she turned to see a woman who looked familiar.
“You’re the fortune teller,” she said.
“I’m one of them, yes,” the woman replied with a kind smile. “And I saw you, so I thought I’d come over and tell you that the cards say yes.”
“Sorry?”
“I’ve read the cards for you, and they say yes.”
“You read… I’m sorry. What?”
“The cards tell me that you should go with what your heart is telling you. I think you know what I’m talking about. And I must run to set up my table, but I am certain about this, so you should be, too.”
The woman walked off then, leaving her standing there, thinking about what she’d just heard. Monica had just been picturing how her life would be if she moved here. She’d just been silently asking herself if she should seriously consider giving up her life in New York and moving to New Orleans. The fortune teller had just told her that the cards said yes.



CHAPTER 25
“Hey, are you back at the office yet?” Bridgette asked into the phone.
“No. But you’d know that because you’re there, right?” Monica asked.
“I am, but I just stepped into the hallway and thought I might have missed you.”
“Is everything okay?”
“It’s fine. We can talk about it later, though. Mel, Kyle, and Jill are going to a late lunch, and they called me. I know you’ve already eaten, but I could use a break from this place. Any chance you’d want to come with me?”
“Are you sure? It’s a friend lunch.”
“Says the woman who invited me to her friend lunch just this morning,” she replied with a smirk Monica couldn’t even see.
“That wasn’t a whole group.”
“Mon, if you don’t want to go, that’s totally fine, but I’d like you to be there.”
“Do they know about… us?”
Bridgette smiled and said, “Jill does because she helped me pick something out to wear for our date. But I didn’t call her after to tell her how it went, so she doesn’t know it’s still going. Mel and Kyle have been busy, so I haven’t filled them in yet.” She paused, but Monica didn’t say anything, so she added, “Babe, you fit.” Bridgette turned away when someone from another suite walked by. “You fit with me, okay? And that means you fit in with my friends. They’re welcoming people. I’d like them to get to know you.”
“Are they going to think I’m weird if I don’t eat?”
“No.” Bridgette chuckled. “Just tell them they were last minute with their invite, so you made other plans.”
“Okay. Should I meet you at the office?”
“Where are you now?”
“I was walking around the Square.”
“You can just meet me there, then. It’ll be easier for you. I’ll send you the info for the restaurant.”
“Okay,” Monica replied.
Bridgette sent her the message and walked out the front door of the building, taking a very deep breath because she’d spent the entire morning answering questions from her parents, who clearly hadn’t been listening to her over the years because if they had, their questions would’ve been answered a long time ago. She’d tried not to get frustrated with them despite, in her mind, having every right to be, because that wouldn’t get them anywhere, and they’d already agreed to give her a few days to come up with a plan that was in writing and took all of the numbers into account. She felt better at that possibility, but they hadn’t officially said yes to her taking over for them and not selling the company.
As she walked, she knew she would have some tough decisions to make. They had three colorists on staff, for example. Two were in the Baton Rouge office, and Dan was here. Of the three, Dan was the youngest, but he was also the best. She’d likely have to let go of at least one of the other two in order to make room for a full-time salesperson who would make a commission and a smaller base pay. She’d also need a marketing person, which would mean she’d have to let go of the office manager in Baton Rouge, who wasn’t as good as the one they had in New Orleans, according to her parents. That would allow her to get a junior person in marketing, but anything would help at this point. Then, if they were moving online, she’d have to hire someone who could help with that, too. She knew she might have to make even more cuts to accommodate them, but when she arrived at the restaurant, another idea dawned on her. She could close the Baton Rouge office. She’d be running the company, and the office they had in New Orleans could easily accommodate all of their employees. If they didn’t want to relocate, she could offer them a severance, or they could commute. It would be a rough one to make every day, but some of them could even work from home. All of these thoughts ran through Bridgette’s mind too quickly for her to really process them, but she smiled because at least there were options her parents hadn’t explored that could help the company.
“Hey,” Melinda said and waved her over to their table.
“Hey,” she replied and headed that way.
“I feel like we never see you anymore,” Melinda noted.
Bridgette looked at Melinda and then at Kyle, who was sitting next to her.
“Yeah, I wonder why,” she said.
“I know. We’ve been busy. Ky is finally moving all of her stuff here, and Jolie is going to make the drive down with her now that enough work is done on the house.”
“Sorry, I’m monopolizing her,” Kyle offered.
“It’s fine. She’s pretty annoying most of the time, anyway,” Bridgette said sarcastically, and when the waiter approached their table a second later, she asked, “Can we get another chair possibly?”
“Sure. Are you waiting for someone else? They’re not supposed to seat the table if we’re waiting on members of the party.”
“It’s okay. She’s walking this way now, and I’ll order for her,” Bridgette replied.
The waiter looked around as if he was actually considering telling them that they couldn’t take a table if they were waiting on someone. Bridgette understood. The city was getting busier by the day this time of year, and the restaurants around here needed to keep things moving to maximize their business. A lot of restaurants didn’t allow parties to get their table until everyone was there to order.
“It’s fine,” he told her after he checked the line at the door that wasn’t all that long yet.
“Thanks,” Bridgette said.
The waiter walked away to get her that chair and returned with it quickly, placing it at the end of the table.
“Who’s coming to lunch?” Jill asked with a smirk from Bridgette’s left.
“Monica.”
“Monica again, huh?” Melinda asked.
“You haven’t told her?” Jill asked Bridgette.
“I haven’t talked to her. Mel’s been busy.”
“Wait. Told me what?” Melinda asked.
“Hi.”
Bridgette recognized the voice, smiled, and looked up. She went to stand, but Monica put a hand on her shoulder, gave her a wink, and sat in the empty chair at the end of the table.
“Hey,” Bridgette said, and before she thought not to do it, she leaned forward.
Monica did as well without hesitation, and their lips met for a quick kiss.
“Oh,” Melinda let out in realization.
“Hi, everyone,” Monica said with a polite smile. “Did she tell you that I’ve already eaten?”
“No, she didn’t tell us anything,” Melinda replied as she playfully glared at Bridgette.
“You. Have. Been. Busy,” Bridgette reminded, elongating every word. “You and Kyle have been all loved up at her mansion of a house for weeks now.”
“We’ve not been all loved up,” Melinda argued.
“Well, we kind of have,” Kyle replied. “Sorry.”
“It’s okay. I’m glad you two have each other. But Mel can’t complain about me not telling her things when I called her, and she didn’t answer.”
“Should I maybe go?” Monica asked.
Bridgette placed her hand on Monica’s thigh and said, “No. We’ve just known each other forever, so we act like an old married couple.”
“Did you two…” Monica didn’t finish her question.
“No.” Melinda laughed.
“Definitely not,” Bridgette added.
“I asked the same thing when we started dating,” Kyle shared, hooking her thumb at Melinda.
“How long?” Melinda asked then as she leaned over the table.
“Monica, do you want to take my seat since I’m the fifth wheel here?” Jill offered. “I can sit at the end of the table.”
“Oh, no. I’m fine here. I’m invading your lunch anyway,” Monica said.
“We’ve been on a few dates,” Bridgette answered Melinda’s question.
Melinda looked at Monica questioningly but didn’t ask her anything.
“So, how is it going at work?” Jill asked into the silence.
“Things are weird right now,” Bridgette shared. “My parents called Monica’s dad last night and told him that they want to sell and do it quickly, even though Monica’s work here wasn’t done. I got pissed off, so I spent all morning talking to them about how I had plans that could work, and I got them to agree to give me a few days to get something on paper and then present it to them before they officially sell.”
“And how does that work with you two?” Kyle asked. “You’re here to buy her company.” She looked at Monica.
“She’s on my side,” Bridgette replied.
“It’s true,” Monica confirmed with a smile as she put her own hand on top of Bridgette’s, which was still resting on her thigh. “It’s probably hard to understand, but I came here expecting to buy a company that I didn’t really think we needed to buy, not like this city much, and leave as soon as I could. I ended up thinking the company is worth saving without us buying it, loving New Orleans, and wanting to stay.”
“Well, Bridgette is pretty great,” Melinda said with a smile.
“She is. But it’s not just about her. She’s helped me see how great this place is,” Monica shared and smiled at Bridgette again. “I’m going to stick around for a bit, at least, to help her however I can with her business, but I have other motivations as well.” She winked at Bridgette.
“Other motivations.” Jill laughed.
“Shut up,” Bridgette said.
When the waiter arrived to take their order and Monica said that she didn’t want anything, the glare he gave her made Bridgette laugh. Bridgette ordered a small bowl of soup for Monica to appease the waiter and watched as Monica ate it because she felt bad. Then, after they were done with lunch, Monica went to pay for her soup, but Bridgette shook her head and put her own credit card to pay for both of them. They weren’t offered a dessert or coffee because the line was now out the door, and the waiter’s sigh at having to take three credit cards told them all it was time to go. Pretty soon, the restaurants that didn’t do split checks year-round would all put up the signs that said they wouldn’t do split check anymore because, during the summer, it took way too long to process multiple credit cards for giant tables of tourists, and a lot of these places only had one or maybe two credit card machines.
As they all walked outside, Bridgette watched Kyle take Melinda’s hand, and she looked down, surprised, finding that she’d taken Monica’s in the same way without even knowing she had. She smiled down at their joined hands because this was what she’d always wanted.
“Ready to go back to work?” Monica asked, leaning over and pressing her side against Bridgette’s.
“Yeah,” she replied.
They said goodbye to her friends, but not without Melinda looking at Monica like she wasn’t quite sure this was the right thing for Bridgette, and Bridgette understood. She’d worried about Kyle for Melinda in the beginning, too. They’d always been protective of one another. And her best friend had every right to be worried because at least Kyle hadn’t had much of a life where she’d lived before. Monica, though, had her whole world in Manhattan and would be leaving.
“Are you okay?” Monica asked her.
“Yes. I’m thinking about how you’re here now, and it sounds like you’re staying for a bit, but if I make this presentation to my parents in a couple of days or something and they accept me taking over the company, you’re probably leaving, right?”
“Oh,” Monica said as they walked. “I don’t know. I think I’ll stay for a while after that, too.”
Bridgette looked over at her in surprise then and asked, “Yeah?”
“I’m not ready to go home,” Monica replied. “I like it here too much to leave just yet.”
Bridgette smiled and said, “I’m really happy to hear that because I’m not ready for you to leave yet.”
“Bridge?”
Bridgette looked back over at her but didn’t say anything.
“I’m supposed to be taking some time off, anyway, so I can just tell my dad that I want to stay down here.”
“Okay,” she said, a little disappointed now because she expected Monica to say something else.
“I was thinking that tonight, we could stay at your place instead of at the hotel.”
“Yeah, that sounds good. Is everything okay, though? You look like something’s wrong.”
“I want to be in a real home and not in a hotel with you.”
“Okay. Why?”
“Because if we keep spending time in my hotel, it’ll feel like a vacation romance, and I don’t want that for us. I don’t want just something fleeting before I leave, and all we have are nice memories in some hotel. I don’t want that, Bridge. I want real. We had our first kiss in your apartment. I want more of that.”
“I want real, too,” Bridgette replied. “And I don’t want just memories with you. I want all of it.”
“You know that could mean you might have to visit me in Manhattan if this keeps going?”
“Yes, I understand that. I know it’s crazy, too, because I don’t want to move away from here, and your whole life is up there.”
“Not my whole life,” Monica told her. “You’re here.”
“Let’s stay at my place tonight, then. Honestly, you can stay there every night, if you want. Your hotel is nice, but it’s too fancy for me. I feel like I’m always one step away from breaking something.”
Monica laughed and said, “Dinner out tonight? Let me make a reservation.”
“Okay.”
“And let’s dress up a bit.”
“Why?”
“Because I want tonight to be special, Bridge,” Monica replied.
Bridgette stopped walking, which meant Monica had to stop walking, too.
“When you say special…”
“Yes, that kind of special.” Monica smiled over at her and turned to face Bridgette. “If you’re ready.”
Bridgette turned to her and checked, “You’re really not going to leave in a few days? We have more time?”
“At least a few weeks,” Monica replied with a smile, wrapping her arms around Bridgette’s waist and pulling her against herself. “I want you, babe.” She moved one hand to Bridgette’s lower lip and dragged her thumb over it. “If you want me, too.”
“Of course, I do,” she said a little louder than she’d intended.
“Are you sure? I’m not like Toya, who’s in her early twenties, with the perfect body.”
“You have a perfect body, trust me,” Bridgette told her with her arms around Monica’s neck. “I’ve felt it.”
“You haven’t seen it yet.”
“I want to tonight,” Bridgette replied as she pressed her forehead to Monica’s. “And you have nothing to worry about. When you straddled me this morning, it took everything in me not to touch you. I would have, but we were in crisis mode. I’ve been thinking about touching you since I first saw you. I was a brat, though, so I couldn’t admit it to myself.”
“What if you see me, and it’s not… If I don’t turn you on. I’m a lot older than–”
Bridgette interrupted her by kissing her slowly, cupping Monica’s cheek, and putting all of her feelings of longing into that kiss in an attempt to silence Monica’s insecurities because she was beautiful, and Bridgette couldn’t wait to touch her and be touched by her. They kissed in the middle of the sidewalk like that for at least enough time to get three comments, one of them rude and the other two more about how hot it was. Bridgette also heard two throat clearings before she pulled back and stared into Monica’s blue eyes.
“I’m already turned on, and you’re going to make me wait until after dinner?”



CHAPTER 26
The rest of the day at work was uncomfortable. Bridgette’s parents were in their office when they returned. They gave Monica and Bridgette a polite head nod and a wave but didn’t get up to greet them, which they’d done a few times, at least, since Monica had arrived. That wasn’t really the uncomfortable part, though. Once Monica and Bridgette moved into the conference room and closed the door to plan and work on how Bridgette could save the company, things got more than a little tense.
“And I’m thinking that if we shut down that office, we’ll save on rent for the space, among other things,” Bridgette said, but her eyes were on Monica’s legs. “And you are really wearing those jeans.”
“Bridgette,” Monica said with a chuckle. “Focus.”
“I am focused,” Bridgette replied as she leaned in a little closer. “On how good you look all the time.”
“You’ve woken up with me now. You know that’s not true.”
“Oh, it’s especially true then, when you haven’t turned on your work face yet, and you’re all sleepy and shy and–”
“I do not have a work face.” Monica laughed a little harder.
“Yes, you do. And I think it’s hot, too. In fact, if everyone were to go home right now and leave us alone in this room, I might just have to–”
“Bridgette, we’re heading home.” Bridgette’s mother had opened the door without them noticing. “Just wanted to say goodnight.”
“Oh. Good night,” Bridgette replied as she quickly sat back in the chair.
“Good night, Monica.”
“Good night,” she said with a polite smile.
That smile hid the fact that Monica had been picturing this woman’s daughter naked just seconds before she had opened the door to the room. Monica cleared her throat. She shouldn’t have brought sex up earlier. Now, it was on her mind, and it was on Bridgette’s mind, too, while they were supposed to be working on this very important thing that would mean life or death for Bridgette’s family-owned business. Then, they were supposed to have a nice dinner that she had already made a reservation for. All she could think about now, though, was that she’d put it on the table. She wanted it; that wasn’t in question. It was more that Monica hadn’t planned on saying it earlier. It had just come out, and now, they were both too focused on the fact that it would happen. She worried that might make them both too nervous later, resulting in it being more awkward than it would’ve been otherwise had she not said anything.
Bridgette’s mom turned with a smile of her own, left, and closed the door behind her.
“Fuck,” Monica whispered.
“What?” Bridgette said with muted laughter.
“Your mom almost caught us.”
“Caught us doing what?”
“You were–” She motioned to Bridgette. “Leaning in, and we were talking about… things.”
“Things?” Bridgette chuckled. “That’s what you call it?”
Monica glared at her and said, “No, I call it sex.” Then, she leaned in and added, “Hot. Sweaty. Fast. All night long. Sex.”
“Fuck,” Bridgette whispered back.
“And slow. I like it slow, too.”
“Right,” Bridgette whispered again. “Slow.”
“But fast is also important.”
“Yes, it is.” Bridgette’s eyes lowered to Monica’s shirt. “Do we have to go to dinner?”
“Can you move your eyes up a little? Dan is out there.”
“Dan can mind his own damn business.” Bridgette’s hand moved to Monica’s thigh. “And you didn’t answer my question.”
“Bridge, we’re at work.”
“You started this with the whole hot, sweaty, fast thing.”
“You started it way before we even got back from our walk. You found that alley and pressed me up against the wall.”
“I kept my hands mostly to myself.”
Monica lifted an eyebrow at her, placed her hand on top of Bridgette’s, and moved it.
“Oh, shit,” Bridgette let out softly when her hand was pressed between Monica’s thighs over her jeans.
“Should we go?” Monica asked.
“Yeah, we should…” Bridgette dragged a fingertip up over Monica’s center, which was already wet and ready. “We should skip dinner.”
“There’s a screen in the town car,” Monica shared in a breathy tone as Bridgette stroked again. “We can continue doing… this… on the way to your place.”
“Call them now,” Bridgette said. “Order the car.”
Monica went to pick up her phone but closed her eyes when Bridgette pressed her palm a little farther into her. She nearly dropped it but managed to keep it in her hand. When she opened her eyes, she met Bridgette’s for a second. They were a darker shade of green now, clearly showing what Bridgette was thinking. Monica pulled the app up on her phone and pressed the screen to order them a car. Then, she looked through the window to see Dan standing up and gathering his things. He was the last employee in the place. If he left before they got out of this room, Monica knew she’d have Bridgette on top of this table, and as exciting as that sounded to her, it wasn’t right for their first time. Besides, she wouldn’t be able to look Bridgette’s parents in the eye when they gave their presentation in this room if they did that.
“Ordered. Three minutes,” she said. “Dan’s leaving. We should go.”
“We can stay if he’s leaving,” Bridgette replied. “We’d be alone.”
“Not tonight,” she said. “Maybe another day, though. No security cameras, right?” she asked as Bridgette pulled her hand away, which she missed instantly.
“None. Just outside the two entry doors.”
“Let’s pack up our stuff,” Monica said. “I want to be at your place now.”
Bridgette stood quickly, and within minutes, they were packed up and in the town car. Monica hadn’t made out in the back seat of a car in, well, ever. She was a New Yorker and didn’t own a car. She’d also been taught to be a lady, so she hadn’t let anyone get to second base in the back seat of a cab or town car, but Bridgette’s hand was under her shirt and inside the cup of her bra, and her lips were on Monica’s neck.
“I like town cars now,” Bridgette mumbled by her ear.
“Me too,” she said breathlessly.
When they arrived, Monica had to attempt to pull herself together. She straightened her shirt and tried to put her hair back in place. Bridgette did the same with a smirk on her face. When their driver let them out, Bridgette took her by the hand to walk to her apartment, and only then it occurred to Monica that she hadn’t thought to pack a bag at her hotel before coming here, which meant she’d have none of her own stuff at Bridgette’s. She hadn’t been without her own things in years. She was sure it would be fine but prayed Bridgette would have a spare toothbrush.
Once inside the apartment, Monica stood in the living room while Bridgette dropped her keys onto the counter, which was only a few feet from the door. This was the part she’d been worried about. Things had been sexy, hot, and heavy just seconds ago, but now, they were alone for the first time all day. Now, all bets were off, and they were both stalling, both nervous. In that moment, though, probably for the first time in her life, Monica decided that she was going to take what she wanted, so she moved into Bridgette and backed her quickly up against the wall by the door. Then, as she took in Bridgette’s shocked expression, Monica placed Bridgette’s hands against the wall up by her head.
“You are so beautiful,” she said as she looked down at Bridgette’s body. “I want you.”
“I want you, too,” Bridgette replied.
“I want to take you,” Monica revealed. “Hard. I want to make you come, Bridge. Fast. Over and over again.”
“Oh, shit,” Bridgette let out. “Really?”
“Yes,” Monica replied as she reached for Bridgette’s jeans and pulled apart the button. “I want slow later.”
“You… want to…”
“Top the hell out of you, yes,” she said with a smirk she hoped wasn’t too much. “Is that okay?”
When Bridgette’s eyes closed at that, Monica worried she’d gone too far, too soon, but with her eyes still closed, Bridgette told her, “God, do whatever you want to me.”
Monica unzipped Bridgette’s jeans, still not believing this was about to happen. She knew they should have a slow first time where there were candles and a dimly lit room, but this was what she wanted. Bridgette wanted this as well, it seemed, and right now, all Monica could think about was giving it to her. She had never been able to do this with Lily. And while there had been others before Lily, she had never trusted anyone to fully be herself as she did with Bridgette. She wasn’t certain how that had happened. She’d had relationships that had lasted years. Yet, she’d known Bridgette for a few weeks only, but she knew she could trust her with everything that she was, and it would be okay.
She reached for the hem of Bridgette’s shirt, and it was off in an instant. Her eyes roamed Bridgette’s chest and the cream-colored plain bra she wore. Then, Monica pushed at Bridgette’s jeans, moving them down. She hadn’t intended to remove her panties just yet, but she’d pushed too hard, and they ended up off as well. Bridgette wasted no time kicking off her shoes, and before they both knew it, she stood there in only a bra now, with jeans and panties around her ankles. Monica lowered herself to remove the clothing entirely and breathed Bridgette in as she moved back up. She could smell her desire for her. When she stood up fully and stared into Bridgette’s eyes, she tapped one of her thighs and felt Bridgette’s legs spread farther apart for her.
“My bra?” Bridgette asked ever so softly.
“Leave it on for now,” she said.
Then, Monica moved into her, resting her body against Bridgette’s, and began rocking while she connected their lips.
“God,” Bridgette let out when Monica moved her lips to her neck and her hands to her waist and pulled Bridgette into her in time with her own hips moving forward. “Take everything off, please,” she added.
“You need all of me pressed against you?”
“Fuck, yes,” Bridgette whispered.
Monica stepped back and removed her own shirt. Her bra went next, and Bridgette’s head lowered as if it had been too heavy for her to keep up as she took in Monica’s breasts. The look on her face told Monica that she had nothing to be insecure about. Bridgette’s eyes clearly showed that she liked what she was seeing, but if that hadn’t been enough, Bridgette licked her lips, too. Monica kicked off her own jeans and stood there in only her black panties.
“Are you wet?” Bridgette asked her, looking down at her center.
Instead of providing any kind of verbal response, Monica decided to show her. She reached for Bridgette’s hand and pressed it against her own sex.
“God, yes,” Bridgette moaned when she felt how wet Monica already was for her.
Monica dropped her hand, stepped back again, and then slowly removed her own panties. As she stood there naked now in front of her much younger lover, she felt the most confident she’d ever been in her entire adult life. She wanted to massage Bridgette’s breasts through her bra, pull a nipple out and suck on it, but she needed to see all of her more, so that would have to wait.
“Off,” she instructed, pointing at the bra in question.
When Bridgette quickly reached behind her own body and unclasped it, Monica moved to her and pulled it down and off, pressing Bridgette’s hands back against the wall and settling between her once more.
“Oh, wow,” she let out as she felt their centers move together for the first time.
“Mon?”
“Yes?” she asked, cupping one of Bridgette’s breasts.
“I meant it.”
“Meant what, babe?” she asked as she looked down at the pale nipple between her finger and thumb.
“That you can do whatever you want to me.”
Monica met Bridgette’s eyes with her own and looked at her questioningly.
“I want this.”
“Me taking you?”
“Yes,” Bridgette confirmed with a nod.
“Me too,” Monica replied as she rolled into her again. “You are so sexy.” She looked down between them to watch how their bodies were connecting in this dance for a second.
Her own nipples were rock-hard as they rubbed against Bridgette’s, and she was aching to be touched by Bridgette’s mouth. So, she decided to request just that. She cupped the back of Bridgette’s head and lowered it until Bridgette’s mouth was hovering over one greedy nipple.
“Suck,” she commanded softly.
Bridgette opened her mouth, and Monica’s eyes closed when she sucked her hard.
“Yes, just like that,” she said, pressing Bridgette’s head against her own body. “Just like that.”
She let go of Bridgette’s head after a minute and held her other breast up with her free hand, indicating that Bridgette should give it the same attention. When Bridgette licked it and sucked it into her mouth as well, Monica rocked her hips harder, needing the friction herself but wanting Bridgette to feel her, to want her to move faster and harder against her body.
“Come up here,” she said.
Bridgette obeyed, and Monica kissed her. She moved her thigh on the other side of Bridgette’s and rubbed her own sex over the hard muscle there. It made sense: Bridgette walked almost every day, and her thighs were the evidence. When Monica pressed her own thigh into her, Bridgette grunted, and her head went back to the wall. That provided Monica with the perfect opportunity to kiss her exposed neck again as she grasped Bridgette’s breast and lifted it enough so that she could suck on a nipple how Bridgette had just done for her.
“Yes,” Bridgette said softly.
Monica knew she’d take more time with these breasts later, but she wanted to make Bridgette come now, and she wanted to see her face when she did. Still, she continued to rub her sex harder against Bridgette’s thigh, feeling her own orgasm begin to build as she slipped a hand between Bridgette’s legs and met her eyes. She stroked Bridgette’s clit hard once and again, earning a moan and another expletive. Then, she quickly lowered her hand and pushed inside.
“Yes!” That came from Bridgette but wasn’t nearly as soft as her other sounds had been.
Monica took that as a good sign and began thrusting. She’d move slowly and curl another time. Now, she wanted to thrust as she drove her own center into Bridgette’s thigh.
“Do you like that?” she asked against Bridgette’s neck.
“Yes! Harder!”
Monica gave her what she wanted and thrust harder and deeper. Bridgette’s hands, which had been on the wall before, were on Monica’s ass now, cupping her hard and encouraging her to rub fast against her.
“I’m going to come against your thigh,” Monica said.
“Please,” Bridgette replied. “Yes, please.”
Monica about came just hearing her talk like that. No one had ever said, ‘Please,’ to her in the bedroom. She thrust again, earning another tight moan, and pulled out of Bridgette entirely for a second, only to push back inside her with a third finger added this time, filling her completely as Bridgette’s walls began to collapse around them.
“God, yes,” she let out when her hips began moving more erratically.
She knew she was going to come very soon, but she had to make Bridgette come first, so after a few more thrusts, she added a thumb to Bridgette’s hard clit and pressed down.
“Fuck!”
Bridgette was coming. Her hips thrashed against the wall, making it difficult for Monica to keep her rhythm, but she put everything she had into focusing on just that until she could feel Bridgette’s thrashing slow. Then, she rubbed herself harder and faster.
“I’m coming,” she said and bit down hard on Bridgette’s neck. “Fuck.”
It had been so long, and she hadn’t realized how much she’d needed the feel of another body pressed to her own. No, not just another body; Bridgette’s body. Bridgette, who knew what Monica needed and wanted what Monica needed to provide. Bridgette, who was funny and sassy and didn’t let her off the hook. Bridgette, who was maybe coming again right now.
“Are you–”
“Yes,” Bridgette said. “You’re… rubbing…”
Monica realized then that she’d begun rubbing Bridgette’s clit during the height of her own orgasm.
“Oh,” she said teasingly. “Should I stop?”
“Fuck, no,” Bridgette told her.
“Should I make it better?” she teased again.
“How can you–”
Monica knelt down in front of her.
“Oh,” Bridgette let out, looking at her.



CHAPTER 27
Monica was on her knees in front of Bridgette. She was staring at her own hand working between Bridgette’s thighs, and she was licking her lips. Bridgette stared down at her as Monica looked up for a second, and that expression told her that Monica needed this just as much as she did. Bridgette also knew what Monica wanted somehow, so she placed her hands above her head and joined them there, silently telling Monica that she would let her do whatever she wanted. When Monica’s tongue slid around her inner thigh, Bridgette knew her decision had been a wise one. She’d never been able to do this with any of her past partners, and she’d assumed that Monica would want her to take charge as well, to take care of her first in the way that her other lovers had always wanted, but Monica Arnette had been quite the surprise all around.
“Lift your leg,” Monica said a few minutes later, pausing what she’d already started doing.
Bridgette’s eyes had been closed, so she’d only felt when Monica had stopped her sucking. She opened her eyes and looked down, finding Monica smiling up at her with a glistening chin. Maintaining their eye contact, Monica slid her tongue over her lower lips, and Bridgette almost came. She lifted her leg as instructed, though, and Monica moved it over her shoulder. Resettling herself against the wall, Bridgette kept her eyes open as Monica took her again, and it didn’t take long. Bridgette had been pulsing since earlier in the day when Monica had mentioned that she was ready for this, and when Monica had placed her hand over her sex in the conference room, Bridgette had nearly come then, too.
This time, she came in Monica’s mouth, her eyes closing on their own as she finally released. Her head hit the wall a little harder than she had expected, but she’d deal with the pain later. Everything felt too good right now. Monica’s head was bobbing between her legs. She was alternating sucks with hard licks and applying a flick every so often, which was just enough to drive Bridgette completely crazy. When she finally came down, she looked at Monica, who was still lightly sucking and licking her as if she didn’t want to stop yet. Bridgette knew she couldn’t come again so soon, so she placed her hand on the back of Monica’s head to get her to stop. Monica did and looked up at her.
“That was amazing,” Bridgette told her. “Like really, really good.”
“Yeah?” Monica asked.
“Come up here,” she requested.
Monica stood, and Bridgette wrapped her arms around her neck, pulling her in for a kiss. As she tasted herself on Monica’s lips, she let her hips jut from the sensation, causing Monica to groan. Bridgette went to turn them around so that she could explore Monica’s body now, but Monica had other ideas. She backed up, with their lips still connected, and began moving them in the direction of Bridgette’s bedroom. They made their way to the door, which was closed. Bridgette had her way then, pressing Monica against it and moving her lips to Monica’s neck. Her hand covered Monica’s breast, and she began to squeeze, allowing her free hand to move down between them. When she cupped Monica, though, the door suddenly opened, and Monica stepped away from her.
“Not yet,” she said. “Bed.” She pointed to Bridgette’s bed.
Bridgette growled in frustration. Yes, she was more than ready to touch Monica now, but she growled because watching Monica take control was the sexiest thing she had ever seen. Bridgette moved to the bed, sitting at the end of it and waiting for further instructions. Monica approached her and ran a hand through Bridgette’s hair, staring into her eyes with her own soft blue ones. The fire in them was gone now, but that had been replaced with something else that Bridgette knew she actually wanted more. She didn’t want to put words to what she was seeing, but she knew. She also knew that her own eyes reflected those unsaid words back to Monica.
“Lie down, baby,” Monica requested softly, and Bridgette couldn’t remember her calling her ‘baby’ before.
‘Babe,’ yes. Monica had started calling Bridgette that after their first kiss. But ‘baby’ wasn’t the word she’d used with her before. It felt good. It felt like Monica was saying that they were in a new place in their relationship with just that word.
When Bridgette moved until she was lying down, with her head against the pillow, Monica got onto the bed on all fours and crawled up her body. She kissed Bridgette slowly then, letting their nude bodies connect like this for the first time. Bridgette’s arms went around Monica’s back, pulling her in closer. She didn’t need to come yet. She just needed to hold her. They remained kissing like that for a while, their hands roaming around gently, before Monica’s soft lips lowered and moved to Bridgette’s chest. There, Monica licked at her nipple until she finally took it into her mouth, and Bridgette watched her suck and then move to the other breast to apply the same attention. As Monica’s lips continued down her body, kissing around Bridgette’s pale stomach, gone was the initial rush of the moment, replaced with very deliberate, slow caresses. Monica was clearly taking her time as she proceeded lower still, licking at Bridgette’s inner thighs for several minutes, getting her closer and closer but never landing where Bridgette needed her most, so when Bridgette felt fingers push inside at some point, she clenched around them with surprise.
“Let me in, baby,” Monica whispered as she licked her again.
Bridgette relaxed and waited, but Monica didn’t move her fingers at first. She moved her tongue to Bridgette’s clit and licked her several times, driving Bridgette crazy again. Finally, Monica curled her fingers inside her ever so slowly and proceeded to suck her gently. Bridgette knew that this would be a slow build and that she would more than enjoy that. When her hips lifted on their own, though, Monica placed a gentle arm over her stomach to help her lower them back down. Bridgette’s eyes remained open, and she pushed Monica’s hair back away from her face so that she could see her better as her head moved up and down between Bridgette’s legs. To Bridgette, there wasn’t anything sexier than a woman’s head between another woman’s legs. There was an inherent intimacy in this act, and watching Monica take her like this made Bridgette feel like this was what she’d been waiting for all along.
“There,” she whispered. “Yes, there.”
Monica moved a little faster, sensing that she was close. The fingers inside her curled to a steady rhythm in time with the sucking on her clit. When Bridgette came, it was with her hand on the back of Monica’s head, pressing her down, and her hips rising to meet her.
“God, that was so good,” she said as she flopped back onto the bed.
“Yes, it was,” Monica replied and climbed up her body slowly, applying lazy kisses to Bridgette’s skin as she moved.
Then, she kissed Bridgette soundly on the mouth, and Bridgette felt her straddling her. Knowing now was the time, Bridgette flipped them over and hovered above Monica, who looked shocked that she was now on her back.
“Can I top you now?” she asked. “You can do all of that to me anytime you want, but I want to touch you now.”
Monica nodded up at her, bringing her in for another kiss with a hand around the back of her neck, and Bridgette moved her hand between Monica’s legs and into her folds.
“Jesus,” she let out, feeling how wet Monica was for her.
“I’m very ready,” Monica said. “It won’t take much.”
Bridgette stared into Monica’s gorgeous blue eyes as she started a slow stroke up and down over her clit. Monica did her best to keep their eye contact, but after only a few strokes, she couldn’t keep her eyes open.
“So beautiful,” Bridgette whispered and leaned down to kiss her.
She stroked Monica slowly and softly until her moans turned more insistent, so Bridgette halted her kisses then and looked down at her own hand moving between Monica’s legs, swallowing hard at the sight below her. Monica came a few seconds later, saying Bridgette’s name in a gargled whisper as her head went back against the pillow.
Bridgette watched her come down just enough before she lowered her mouth to take in Monica’s nipple and slipped her fingers inside. As she pushed them in and out in timed, slow movements, her lips continued to move down Monica’s body.
“Oh,” Monica said when Bridgette kissed the inside of her thigh. “You don’t–” She stopped herself.
“What?” Bridgette asked, stopping her strokes inside. “You don’t want me to?”
“No, I do,” Monica replied, looking concerned. “It’s just that…”
“It’s okay if you don’t want–”
“Bridge, no one has done that to me in a very long time.”
“Since your divorce?”
“Since before my marriage.”
Bridgette’s eyebrows lifted in surprise, and she asked, “Lily?”
Monica shook her head.
“Why not?”
“She didn’t like it. Giving.”
“She liked to receive it, though, right?”
“Sometimes,” Monica said.
“She didn’t want to taste you?” Bridgette asked as she looked down at Monica’s wet center in front of her. “God, why? You’re so beautiful.”
“It wasn’t her thing.”
“Well, it’s definitely mine.” She kissed below Monica’s belly button. “But if you want to wait for–”
“I don’t. I just needed you to know that it doesn’t always happen for me like that. The last few times a woman did that to me, I didn’t come, and then Lily didn’t want to, and it felt like maybe something was wrong with me because–” Monica didn’t get the chance to finish that sentence, though, because Bridgette dragged her tongue through her folds, cutting her off. “Oh, fuck,” she let out, hips lifting a bit.
“You taste perfect,” Bridgette said. “And if you don’t come this way, that’s okay. I’ll happily stay down here, getting you close, before I make you come a different way. If you want this, but you need a while, that’s more than fine with me, too.” She looked at Monica’s throbbing clit. “Fuck, you’re so hot.” She kissed the tip of it and added, “Please let me have you.”
“Yes,” Monica breathed out.
Bridgette took her slowly then, reveling in the taste and smell of Monica’s desire for her. Her own hips began lowering into the bed, seeking friction of some kind because Monica’s sounds were just too good. She curled her fingers in as tightly as she could, wanting Monica to feel them pressing on the inside of where she was licking on the outside.
“Tell me where you want me, what you need. Hard. Soft. Licks. Sucks. Whatever you want, I’ll do it, okay?”
“Can you suck on me?” Monica asked.
Bridgette smirked a little because that question coming from her sounded adorable. She wrapped her lips around Monica’s swollen clit and sucked her softly.
“Oh, yes,” Monica let out. “God, that’s…”
Bridgette continued to suck, giving Monica hard and soft curls and thrusts whenever Monica told her what she wanted.
“Curl,” Monica said.
Bridgette curled in a few times.
“Oh, shit. Again.”
She did it again and again as she remained sucking.
“Can you–”
“Anything you want,” Bridgette reminded. “You don’t have to ask. Just tell me.”
“Fuck me,” Monica replied.
Bridgette looked into dark eyes, thrust inside her hard, and sucked harder, too, letting Monica know that she meant it: she’d give her anything she wanted right now. She’d break her damn arm, thrusting inside her, if it meant she could make Monica come.
“Yes! That! More!”
Bridgette didn’t know if she meant what she was doing inside or outside, so she just gave her more of both.
“Stop inside. Just… be… still.”
Bridgette worried that she’d hurt her, but Monica pressed her head down, encouraging her to keep sucking.
“Yes,” Monica said softly.
Minutes later, Bridgette’s jaw was pleasantly sore, and her wrist was in pain, with her fingers still unmoving inside Monica, when Monica’s hips thrust up.
“Fuck me!”
Bridgette resumed thrusting until Monica came undone beneath her, and she kept up her thrusts and her sucks until Monica’s body collapsed onto the mattress, sweaty and spent. She waited another minute before she pulled out of her and rested her head against Monica’s thigh.
“That was…” Monica’s eyes looked dazed.
“Yeah?”
“It felt so good inside; I didn’t want you to stop, but I needed to know.”
“If you could come outside like that?” She guessed.
“Yes,” Monica confirmed as she dropped her head back against Bridgette’s pillow.
“And?”
“I did,” Monica replied. “I really, really did. God, that felt so good. I didn’t even know I needed that.”
“Oh, I knew I did,” Bridgette teased. “Since you put my hand on you in the conference room. Had we been alone, I would’ve been between your legs in seconds.”
“Fuck,” Monica let out. “How did you do that thing?”
“What thing?” she asked.
“Where you, like, twirled your tongue or something.”
Bridgette chuckled and said, “I just rolled it.”
“God, I liked that.”
“Want me to do it again?”
“Yes,” Monica said, to Bridgette’s surprise.
“Now?”
Monica nodded. Bridgette wiggled her eyebrows at her and moved back between her spread legs. She found Monica’s clit with her tongue and rolled it over and over against it.
“Yes, that’s it.”
When Monica came with her mouth again minutes later, Bridgette moved up her body and kissed her hard.
“You and I are very, very compatible,” she said against Monica’s lips.
“Yes, we are.” Monica wrapped her arms around Bridgette’s shoulders. “I don’t want to stop doing this all night. I feel like…”
“You’ve been waiting for this for a long time?” she guessed.
Monica nodded.
“Me too,” Bridgette replied. “It was definitely worth the wait, though.”
“For me, too,” Monica said, cupping her cheek. “For me, too,” she repeated.



CHAPTER 28
She held on to Bridgette’s shoulders, wrapping her arms around her neck and pulling her down for a kiss while Bridgette thrust inside her. Monica hadn’t used a strap-on since Lily, and having Bridgette on top of her, moving inside her like this, was a million times better than all the times Lily, toward the end of their relationship, more or less rutted on top of her with the clit vibrator turned on, got herself off, and moved a few more times until Monica pretended to come. In fact, whenever Lily had walked out of the bathroom wearing the harness, Monica had prepared herself to have a lackluster experience. Now, though, she felt the orgasm building and also felt the sweat rolling down Bridgette’s back as she looked into Monica’s eyes. Bridgette cupped her cheek before her hand lowered to Monica’s breast. Monica knew that Bridgette was making this experience all about her. Bridgette wouldn’t come herself. She only wanted to make Monica feel good right now. Monica’s hips lifted a bit to get the dildo into a better position.
“Are you okay?” Bridgette checked.
“Yes. Don’t stop.” She held Bridgette’s ass with both hands, pressing her closer. “I’m almost there.”
“Take your time,” Bridgette replied with a soft smile. “I love being inside you.”
Monica smiled up at her. It was well after seven in the morning. Last night, they’d made love several times before they had finally ordered dinner and eaten it nude in bed. Then, they’d made love again and again until around three, when they’d finally fallen asleep, sated and exhausted. Waking up at six-forty-five, Monica had rolled on top of Bridgette, who’d been lying on her back, still asleep, and she’d coaxed her awake with kisses to her neck and chest. Finally, she’d stroked her and moved inside until Bridgette had come for her. Bridgette had been the one to suggest the strap-on after, and Monica had been more than interested. Yes, they needed to get up soon to shower before Bridgette got dressed and they had to get to Monica’s hotel so that she could change, too, but Monica needed this orgasm, or she wouldn’t make it through the day without yelling at someone in frustration.
“Oh, fuck!” she yelled when Bridgette moved her hips faster, sensing that she was coming. “Fuck! Yes!”
“God, yes,” Bridgette added.
Monica hadn’t been touched this deeply in years and knew it hadn’t ever felt this good. Her body was moving back and forth, reacting to Bridgette’s hips. Her palms went to the wall behind the bed since Bridgette didn’t have a headboard, and she pressed them there to prevent her head from hitting the wall instead. She heard the bed creak a few times, and she worried they might really break the thing when her orgasm finally began to quell, and Bridgette slowed her thrusts.
“Oh, my God,” she let out, covering her eyes with her arm. “That was so damn good.”
“Not a bad way to wake up, huh?” Bridgette teased.
“Not at all.” Monica chuckled before she lowered her arm and stared into Bridgette’s green eyes. “Either I’ve been having sex wrong for about two decades, or you are really, really good at this.”
Bridgette smiled down at her and said, “I don’t think it’s me, but I don’t know if you’ve been having it wrong, either.” She kissed Monica slowly and pulled back. “I think it might just be us.”
“Was it this good for you with… Toya?” Monica asked, knowing what she was risking with the question.
Bridgette shook her head and replied, “No.”
“You don’t have to lie to me if–”
“I’m not.” Bridgette chuckled. “I’ve never lied to you, Mon. The past about fourteen hours or so have been probably the best of my life. The way you touch me… It’s like there’s more to it than just wanting to touch me because you’re turned on or you want to make me come.”
“Of course, there is,” Monica replied as she pressed a hand to Bridgette’s chest. “Bridge… You’re… You’re just…” She swallowed. “Well, I don’t exactly know what I was going to say there.”
Bridgette laughed and said, “Same for me.” She kissed Monica deeply, and Monica moaned before Bridgette finally pulled out of her and rolled onto her side. “Now, I think we need to shower and get ready for work.”
“Probably a good idea, yeah.”
“I’m ready.”
Monica looked at her in confusion and asked, “You’re ready? You’re naked, and you have a dildo standing up between your legs. It’s also pretty… well, wet right now.”
“I know,” Bridgette smirked at her. “And I meant that I’m ready for the presentation.”
“I thought you had a few days.”
“I do, but I typed out what I needed to convince them, I think. I had a lot of it already, so I just needed to organize it. When I wasn’t staring at your boobs, your ass, or stroking your clit through your jeans, I was planning what I’d say.”
“Don’t say ‘clit,’” Monica said with a giggle. “Mine is throbbing right now.”
Bridgette looked down.
“Oh, no. Don’t even think about it. We need to go,” Monica added when Bridgette’s hand lifted.
“Shower sex?” Bridgette asked.
“Another time,” she replied, sitting up. “We’re going to be late, and the last thing you should be is late if you’re going to be talking to them today. We also need to find you something to wear.”
“I usually just grab jeans and whatever shirt is clean,” Bridgette said.
“But today, you are trying to convince your parents that you’re not their little girl anymore; you’re a fully capable adult who is ready to take over their business. To do that, you have to look a little different today; give them a reason to see you like that.”
“I don’t have a whole lot of pantsuits like someone I know,” Bridgette offered in response.
Monica stood and stretched, tilting her head at Bridgette, who was lying naked on the bed, with the strap-on still on her hips. How she’d gotten this lucky was really beyond her.
“You are so beautiful,” she said softly. “Just perfect, really.” She shook her head. “What are you doing with me?”
“Well, I was going to go down on you in the shower, but you vetoed that idea,” Bridgette said and stood before she stripped off the harness and walked around the bed to hold Monica at her waist. “You are gorgeous, sexy, and have nothing at all to be worried about. Not only I don’t care about our age difference, but I also actually really like it.”
“You do not,” Monica said with a soft laugh to distract.
“Yes, I do. I like who you are, Mon. If you weren’t your age, you might not have married Lily, and you wouldn’t have met Aaron. He’s part of you. You wouldn’t be about to take over your company, and that’s part of you, too. Everything you’ve done in your forty years on this planet has made you who you are, and I–” Bridgette stopped. “I’m very happy with who you are. And I’d be even happier if I knew that this, what we’re doing, was just between us.”
“I’m not going to say anything to your parents, if that’s what you’re–”
“No, I didn’t mean that. I meant that it’s just us, Mon. No one else. I don’t want anyone else. Just you.” Bridgette wrapped her arms around Monica’s waist.
“You’re asking me to be your girlfriend? I haven’t been a girlfriend in more than a decade.”
“Well, I’d ask you to be my wife, but I think it’s a little soon, and we have to start somewhere,” Bridgette joked.
Monica rolled her eyes and asked, “What about your parents?”
“I’ll tell them about us once we have this whole business thing sorted out.”
“Yeah?”
“They already like you, and they know you’re stable and not a twenty-three-year-old bartender who dumped me because she didn’t want a relationship, so I think they’ll be okay with it.”
“They won’t have a problem with me being older?”
“No way. You’re rich.” Bridgette wiggled her eyebrows.
“Shut up.” Monica slapped her shoulders playfully until Bridgette took a step back. “Shower. Now.”
◆◆◆
An hour later, they were showered, and Bridgette, still true to herself, was dressed in her nicest pair of jeans, a much nicer belt than she usually wore, and a decent shirt with a blazer over it. It was the best Monica could do without going shopping. Then, they went to her hotel in order to let her change, and they walked to the café to grab morning coffees for the whole staff, trying to butter Bridgette’s parents up with caffeine. Bridgette even picked out their favorite pastries to try to help further.
Coffee passed around and pastries served, Monica sat next to her at the table, across from Bridgette’s parents. She found herself smiling for two reasons. Bridgette was good at this. She knew the numbers and the industry. She knew the trends and understood the staff they would need to move the business forward. Monica was proud. That was the first reason she was smiling. The second was that Bridgette was appropriately assertive and very sexy, so Monica was turned on.
“And you think that by shutting down the office, we’ll be able to stay open?” Dale asked.
“If we do all of the things I have mentioned, we’ll have a year-and-a-half-long runway before we would need to even worry. Opening things up online and lowering the number of staff we have would give us additional time as well.”
“We’ve never let anyone go before,” Margery said.
“I know. But closing the Baton Rouge office will help. People won’t want to commute. A few of them could work from home, but I know at least two people who would likely leave on their own. We’d give them a severance.” Bridgette paused. “And Dad, you’d be the first hire for the sales team. I’d need you doing that full-time. You’d have to get us new local business and ensure the existing one. We need that rack space. Mom, you’re back at design.”
“And you’re in charge?” Dale asked.
“I need to be. It’s time, Dad. You and Mom haven’t made the best decisions. And I don’t say that to insult you. It’s the truth. It’s business. If we’re going to stay open, we have to do it this way.”
“If we sell, you’ll have a nice nest egg, and so will we,” Margery replied.
“I know.” Bridgette leaned back and looked over at Monica. “But you wouldn’t have given me a chance to turn this around, and I can, Mom. I know I can.”
Monica’s phone rang, which surprised her because she was sure she’d put it on silent. She looked down at the screen and saw it was her father, whose calls always went through her do-not-disturb.
“I’m so sorry. I have to take this. I’ll be right back,” she said as she stood and left the room. “Dad?”
“Hi, Monica,” he said.
“I’m in the middle of a meeting. Is it important?”
“How close are we to wrapping up Southern Hospitality?”
“Um… We’re not any closer than when I spoke to you last. Why?”
“Because we need this wrapped up, honey. I’m going to need you back at the office sooner than I thought.”
“What? Why? What’s going on?”
“I spoke with the president over at Good Day. He let me know that if Southern stays in business and goes online, they’ll be in direct competition and that we also need their card lines. I guess they laid off way too many people about six months ago when the sales numbers were bad, so they need the lines and inventory to get them through the next quarter. Of course, I didn’t know any of this when I got the phone call about Southern. Anyway, the faster we get their business, the better. Let’s make sure we give them a more-than-fair price. I can explain it to the board if I need to, given what I just heard from Good Day.”
“Wait… Now, we need them? I didn’t even know they existed before I came down here. How did you know they were planning on going online?”
“Your assistant mentioned it to me when I went by your office this morning.”
Monica rolled her eyes because she’d mentioned it in an email that she probably shouldn’t have sent when her assistant had asked if she needed anything. Monica had asked her to research some web designers in New Orleans, planning to give the list of candidates to Bridgette.
“Anyway, Good Day isn’t exactly Hallmark, but if we don’t get their numbers turned around, it’ll look bad to investors, and we’ll have to do more layoffs over there, so this is a quick and easy win for us.”
“Dad, they might not want to sell anymore.”
“What? Why not?”
“I told you before. I think–”
“Honey, if you give them a number, they’ll sell. Trust me; I’ve known people in their situation for decades. Just give them the number we talked about, and once they agree, call the lawyers.”
“Dad, what if they don’t agree?”
But instead of answering her question, which Monica wasn’t sure her father had even heard in the first place, he added, “Oh, and I need you back here soon because we’re going to have a board meeting.”
“We just had one.”
“Well, we need another one because I’m ready to retire, Monica. I plan to present you to the board as my replacement, and you’d need to be here for that.”
“Dad, what?” She sat down in Bridgette’s desk chair in the office, which, thankfully, was empty right now. “You’re actually retiring? I thought you’d–”
“Your mother is worried about my heart.”
“Is something–”
“Nothing is wrong with it. Well, I’m old.” He laughed. “But I just got a clean bill of health from the doctor. Trouble is, your mom wants me healthy when I begin my retirement and not too old and sick to travel with her, so it’s time. You’re ready. I hate to spring this all on you at once, but your mother let me hear it last night, and then the Good Day thing came up, so it’s best if you just come back as soon as the ink is dry on the Southern contracts so that we can get moving here. I don’t want to be yelled at by your mother again for working way past when I told her I’d stop.”
Monica didn’t have time to process all that because the conference room door opened, and Bridgette walked out with a wide smile, which could only mean one thing.
“Dad, I have to call you back.” She hung up without waiting for him to answer.
“You and me.” Bridgette pointed at her. “Bathroom.”
“Bathroom?”
Monica stood, and Bridgette took her by the hand. They exited the suite and walked to the bathroom door, which Bridgette pushed open and pulled Monica inside. Then, she kissed her hard; so hard that Monica couldn’t even really kiss her back.
“They’re letting me take over. They went for it,” Bridgette said, hugging Monica now.
Monica swallowed and hugged her back.
“That’s great, babe,” she said half-heartedly.
Bridgette pulled back and looked at her with confusion.
“You don’t sound as excited as I hoped you’d be.”
Monica gave her a weak smile and said, “Babe, I have to tell you something.”
“Again?” Bridgette asked because that was the same tone Monica had given her and the same words, even, after the last call with her father. “What’s wrong?”
“That was my dad on the phone.”
“Okay…”
“He wants me to give your parents an offer now.”
“Well, tell him that they don’t want to sell,” Bridgette said, taking a step back.
“I did. He still wants me to give them a number. I guess there are some things at Arnette, and we need this deal now for one of our companies.”
“What the fuck, Monica?”
“Hey, hey, it’s okay. I’m not going to do it.” She took Bridgette’s hands in her own. “I’m not going to make the offer. I can’t. This is too important to you.”
“Okay. You don’t do it, but what happens next, then?”
“He’s going to be mad at me, but I can handle that. I can’t stop him from having someone else give them the number, though, Bridge.”
“You’ll get in trouble,” Bridgette said, seemingly realizing it at the same time.
“I’ve been in worse trouble than this.”
“But you’d do that for me?”
“Of course, I would,” Monica said softly. “I just can’t prevent–”
“Him from sending someone else.”
“Yes.”
“Okay. Well, I might be able to handle that. They just agreed with me, so maybe I can convince them still, even if there is an offer.”
Monica nodded hopefully and said, “One more thing.”
“There’s more?”
“I have to go back,” she revealed.
“I know.”
“No, I mean, soon. Maybe even tomorrow or the day after.”
“Why? You said he wanted you to take time off.”
“He did. But now, he’s retiring and calling a board meeting. My mom finally convinced him.”
“Okay. So, you’ll go for the board meeting and come back?”
Monica cupped her cheek and said, “No. He’s naming me as his successor. The board still has to approve it, but they will, and when that happens, I’ll need to get to work.”
“You’re leaving?” Bridgette asked, stepping back again.
“Yes. But we’ll figure out when you can visit. I’ll show you around New York; anywhere you want to go.”
“While you’re so busy as a new CEO and I’m so busy down here taking over a company?”
“Bridge, I’ll make time for you. My family has a private plane. I’ll send it for you. You won’t have to book flights and wait in line at security. We’ll have more time together that way, and I’ll come back for the weekend as soon as I can.”
“It’s starting too soon,” Bridgette said softly.
“What is?”
“We just made love for the first time…” Bridgette said almost to herself while she stared down at the bathroom floor. “We were supposed to have weeks, but it’s starting already.” She looked up at Monica. “Long-distance. You’re leaving already.”
“I know. But we’ll make this work, I promise.”
“Can I maybe have some time alone?” Bridgette asked.
“What?”
“I just need to process all of this. I was so excited, Monica. I finally got them to agree. All I wanted to do was come in here and kiss you and maybe go to your hotel for lunch and make love again. I was hoping for a date tonight and time back at my place, and now, you’re leaving.”
“Not today, though. We should spend as much time as possible together while–”
“While you’re still here? You said you were staying, and we had sex, babe. I… I just need to be alone right now.”
“Bridge, this morning you asked me to be your girlfriend.”
“I know. And I’m not mad at you; this was always going to happen. I just wasn’t expecting it to happen today. I think I’m going to take a walk.”
“Can we please keep talking?” Monica pled.
“Yes. Just not now, okay?”
Monica stood there while Bridgette moved past her and pulled open the bathroom door. When Bridgette disappeared behind it, and the door closed, Monica rested back against it, wishing she’d handled this whole thing differently.



CHAPTER 29
“Honey, is everything okay?” Bridgette’s mom asked.
“Not really, no,” she said as she sat down in the conference room after a long walk around the block.
Monica wasn’t sitting in her chair how she had been all morning, and Bridgette hadn’t seen her outside. She worried that Monica might have just hopped on her plane, needing to get back to her life in New York even sooner than she’d originally thought, and that Bridgette needing a little time to herself had ruined them.
“What’s wrong? I thought you’d be happy,” her mom replied. “Do I need to get your dad? Do we have more to talk about?”
“No, it’s not–” Bridgette stopped when she realized that they do have more to talk about now. “Actually, yeah.”
“He went to the office to make a few calls to the printer. Let me get him.” Her mom pressed the intercom button on the phone and said, “Honey, can you come back into the conference room, please?”
“Sure,” he said.
A second later, her father was in the room, closing the door behind him.
“What’s going on?”
“Bridgette needs to talk to us,” her mom replied.
He sat down next to his wife.
“I was talking to Monica earlier,” Bridgette began. “I’m not sure where she is now, but–”
“She went back to her hotel to talk to her father in private.”
“Oh,” she said, relieved that Monica wasn’t gone yet. “Well, she told me that her company–”
“Is making an offer?” her dad interrupted. “We know. They made it.”
Bridgette leaned forward in her chair and asked, “What? Monica made you an offer?”
“No,” her mom replied. “Monica told us that Arnette would be calling us with an offer and that she wouldn’t be involved anymore.”
“She said that?”
“Yes, before she left for the hotel. We got a call from one of their attorneys, who gave us an offer.”
“Oh,” Bridgette said, slumping back in her chair now.
“And it was more than what we thought they’d offer,” her dad added. “Enough for a good severance for every employee, and they said they could hire on most of the staff if we wanted and either relocate or keep Baton Rouge open. We’d have enough to find our next business or job, and you would, too.”
“I see,” she said, thinking of Monica the moment the words were out of her mouth. “So, when do you sign?”
“We’re not,” her mom replied.
“What?” Bridgette’s eyebrows lifted.
“Honey, we just told you that we’re giving you the company to run. We gave you our word, and we’re not going back on that.”
“Mom, if their offer is really that good, you should probably–”
“You just spent hours telling us how you could fix our mistakes and turn this place around. And now, you’re telling us to take the offer?” her dad asked.
“No, it’s not that. It’s just that if the offer is really that good–”
“It’s not as good as keeping the business in the family and giving you the chance you want to try to make this something. Monica gave us a list of web designers or developers she wanted us to give you. She said she had her assistant vet them, and they’re all reputable. You can have them update the site we have and add the whole cart thing to it.”
“She did?”
Her mom nodded.
“So, you’re sticking to what we talked about? I’m taking over?”
“You are. We just need to plan when we’ll announce it to everyone and how,” her dad replied.
“Thank you,” she said on a sigh.
“You thank us by doing everything you said you’d do. We believe in you, honey,” her mom replied and paused for a second. “But why does it feel like there’s something else going on with you? You have this face right now.”
“I don’t have a face.”
“Yes, you do. You’re sad, but we just told you that you have nothing to be sad about.”
“I do, actually,” she admitted.
“What?” her dad asked.
“Well, very recently, I fell in love with a woman, and I just found out that she’s leaving sooner than I thought.”
“You’re in love?” her mom asked. “What? With whom? When did you start dating someone?”
“Recently,” she replied. “And you can probably guess, based on today’s events, the answer to the ‘who’ question.”
“No, I can’t. I–” Her mother’s eyes moved to Bridgette’s empty desk and then back to Bridgette. “No!”
“Yup.”
“What am I missing here?” Bridgette’s father asked.
“Monica? Honey, you’re in love with Monica Arnette?”
“Yes.”
“But she’s only been here a few weeks.”
“I know,” Bridgette replied. “Still true, though.”
“We thought you hated her,” her dad said.
“Nope. I’ve just been falling in love with her since she got here, and now she’s leaving.”
“Does she know how you feel? I mean, I didn’t ask. Is she… gay, too?”
“Yes, Mom.” she chuckled. “She’s gay. We’re together. We decided to become a couple last night.”
“That explains why she started helping you plan to take over instead of working on the sale.” Her dad nodded to himself, things starting to click in his mind now. “And why she looked so sad before, when she told us she needed to call her father and wouldn’t be part of the sale anymore.”
“She’s a good person and makes me happy,” Bridgette said.
“Then, why are you sad? You knew she’d be leaving.”
“She told me last night that she’d be staying for a while. She likes it here, and she was going to take some time off, but then, her father called, and there was the sale, and–”
“And she defied him because of you,” her mom said.
“She did, which only makes me love her more, but she’s still leaving. She thought her dad would work for another year or two, but he’s retiring now, and she has to go back to New York for some big meeting where he announces it and names her as the next CEO. We thought we’d have more time.”
“Well, I can see why that might be disappointing, but you said you’re in love with her, Bridge. You can figure it out. If she feels the same way, I’m sure you will,” her mom said.
“She offered to send her family’s private jet to get me or something, for weekends when I’m going there, but I’ve never even been to New York, Mom. I wouldn’t fit in. Everything there always seems so fast, and there’s hardly any grass. I know she’s going to be busy. What would I even do there if she needs to work late or over the weekend when I go to visit? And I’m going to be running this place, too, so I can’t just fly off whenever I want. I need to be here, especially in the beginning.” Bridgette sighed. “I just want what Mel has, you know?”
“No, I don’t know,” her father replied.
“Kyle. Kyle moved here. She didn’t move because of Mel, but she moved here at least in part because they’re together. They have this house they’re working on now, and you can tell they’re preparing for Mel to move into it one day. Hell, when I called her the other day, she even said our house instead of Kyle’s, so it’s already happening. They love each other, so while it’s still new and exciting, at least Kyle isn’t going anywhere. I can’t even get the new and exciting part because my girlfriend is leaving soon. I know I should’ve been ready for it, but I guess I thought we’d have a few more weeks. I feel like I was robbed of something, and I went for a walk after she told me. I couldn’t process her suddenly not being here anymore. I’m used to it now. I’ve woken up next to her for the past few days, and I don’t even know how to sleep alone anymore.”
“It’s only been a few days, Bridge,” her dad said.
“But to me, it feels like a few weeks or months, even. My heart hurts when I think about her leaving, Dad. And that’s what I’m in for every time she goes if we do long-distance. Either she’ll be leaving, or I will be, and I can’t just pack up and move to New York. I don’t want to. She’ll be the CEO soon and can’t just move here.”
“Well, it sounds like you and Monica have a lot to talk about. Maybe you should go to her hotel,” her mom suggested. “Tell her what you’re telling us right now so that you two can decide what you want to do.”
“And if she says that it’s not worth it? If she tells me that it’s just over because I won’t move there and she can’t move here, or she doesn’t want to do long-distance, or we should stop now before it gets harder? What would I do then, Mom? I’m too far gone now.”
“That doesn’t mean you can avoid this,” her dad said. “Bridgette, you’re in love with someone, and given the look on Monica’s face that I really didn’t understand before, my guess is that she feels the same way. It’s not just two people meeting and going on a date anymore, is it? There are real emotions now, which means you need to tackle this thing head-on. You put your cards all on the table, and she does the same. Yes, it might hurt, depending on the outcome, but you can’t just pretend like it’s not happening at all and let her fly home without talking. You would just wonder what could’ve been or what you should’ve done differently.”
“Your father’s right,” her mom added. “Avoiding does no good for either of you. Talk to her, honey. This probably came as a surprise to her, too.”
“It did,” Bridgette said.
“So, she’s probably still processing this herself. And if you don’t process it together, she might end up leaving without knowing what you want.”
“She knows what I want,” she replied. “I just want her.”
“But it’s more complicated than that, isn’t it?” her mom suggested.
“Yes.” Bridgette sighed. “Unfortunately.”
“Well, you can do nothing, or you can do something. Either way, it’s up to you,” her mom said.
Bridgette knew her mother was right. They both were. Knowing that Monica was in her hotel room made her feel a little bit better, too. Monica hadn’t gone just yet, and if she was talking to her dad, maybe there were more developments she’d tell Bridgette about. Just showing up right now, though, wasn’t an option. If Monica was working things out with her father, Bridgette didn’t want to interrupt. Monica would text or call her, and they could meet up when she was ready. So, instead of rushing to the hotel, she reluctantly got into her car and drove home at the end of the workday.
There, Bridgette changed into a pair of sweats, grabbed a pint of ice cream from her fridge, and sat on her sofa, eating it while watching some rerun on TV. She checked her phone at least once every five minutes, waiting for Monica to message. When she heard footsteps in the hall, she prepared for Monica to knock on the door, but the footsteps continued on. Bridgette lay down after a while, and when it got so late that she knew she couldn’t keep her eyes open, she fell asleep on the sofa. She hadn’t cleaned her sheets after their night of lovemaking and knew she couldn’t sleep in that bed tonight without Monica in it next to her.



CHAPTER 30
Monica woke up with a piece of hotel stationery attached to her cheek. She also woke up sore because she had fallen asleep at the desk in her hotel room, with her laptop still open in front of her. She hadn’t done that since business school. Her alarm was blaring at her right, so she picked up her phone to silence it. She’d spent hours yesterday, first on the phone with her father and then in virtual meetings with both him and her mother, who had an opinion of her own to share. It hadn’t been a particularly kind one, but Monica had spoken her mind and hadn’t given in.
Her dad had told her that when he had someone else call Dale with the offer, the family had turned it down, saying they were giving the business to their daughter to run. They’d even been offered to go a little higher, and they’d still declined. Her father had been furious because the Musgraves had been the ones to reach out to Arnette about selling, and now, they suddenly weren’t interested. He’d wanted to know what had happened during her time there. Monica had given him only the high-level overview because she didn’t want him to think that she’d only decided against Southern Hospitality selling to Arnette because her girlfriend was the daughter of the two owners.
Her mother had been upset that Monica didn’t want to return home for the emergency board meeting. Monica had explained that she’d been promised this time off, and if her father was retiring sooner than she had expected, she would only get busier if she became CEO, so she needed to take the vacation time now. Her mother had caught on to Monica’s use of the word ‘if’ and wanted to know why she’d said that instead of ‘when,’ so Monica had had to play it off by saying that nothing was a guarantee. The board might not want her installed and might bring in someone else. Her mother had seemed to quiet then, and her father had continued on and on about how Good Day would be in trouble now, so Monica told him she’d review their numbers and see what she could do.
She’d continued arguing more than talking with them and then had also had two meetings with the president and the vice president of Good Day before she’d called her dad back to tell him that they had a way out. They’d gone over her rushed plan for the next hour or so before she’d finally disconnected from the meeting. By then, it had been well after eleven at night, and she hadn’t even eaten or showered. Still needing to think through that plan a bit more, the only thing Monica wanted to do had been to call Bridgette and tell her that she’d negotiated a little more time for them, but before she got the chance to do that, she had received two emails about Good Day that she needed to address first. So, she’d replied to them both and ended up falling asleep at her desk.
Her eyes just barely open, Monica picked up her phone to call Bridgette now, but a phone call came through for her instead.
“Aaron, can I call you back, honey? I’m in the middle of some work, and–”
“Work? It’s super early,” he replied.
“I know. But it’s important,” she said.
“I just wanted to warn you.”
“Warn me?” she asked as she stood, choosing to pace to prepare for whatever he was about to say.
“Mom is on the warpath. She’ll probably call you soon.”
“Why is that, Aaron?”
“Because I applied to Tulane, and she’s still stuck on me going to school in New York. She even tried to negotiate with me and said she could deal with NYU, but I don’t want to go to school here.”
“Okay. Well, if she calls, I’ll handle it, okay? I’m proud of you for going after what you want, though.”
“Thanks, Mom. Sorry, she’s blaming you for this. I told her that this is what I want, but she’s decided that you had something to do with this.”
“It’s not your fault. I’ll handle it, okay?”
“Okay. Thanks.”
“I’ve got to go now, Aaron. I love you.”
“Love you, too,” he replied. “Oh, and how’s Bridgette?”
“Goodbye, Aaron,” she said on a laugh and hung up.
◆◆◆
Monica had decided that it would be better to talk to Bridgette in person, so after getting ready, she’d walked to the office and let herself in.
“Morning,” Dan said with a smile.
“Morning,” she replied.
Bridgette’s desk was empty, so Monica headed to the conference room. Finding no one in there, she walked to the break room and found that empty, too.
“Have you seen Bridgette? Is she in the bathroom?” she asked Dan.
“She hasn’t been in yet. Dale’s in the office, though.” He nodded to the closed office door.
“Okay. Thanks.”
She headed that way and knocked.
“Come in,” Dale said.
Monica opened the door and said, “Good morning.”
“Morning,” he replied.
“Have you seen Bridgette this morning?” she asked.
“No. You haven’t?” he asked back.
“Me? No. Why would I? I just got–”
“Bridgette told us about you two yesterday,” he said as he closed his laptop. “After you left.”
“She did?” Monica said, surprised. “Oh. I didn’t think she’d do that until the dust settled.”
She walked farther into the office and closed the door behind her.
“Well, I think the circumstances warranted it.”
“Circumstances?”
“You’re leaving soon.”
“Oh,” she said. “The company is in the midst of a transition I was not prepared for when I came here.”
“She mentioned something about that. Congratulations, by the way,” Dale said. “Do you want to sit?”
“I don’t want to interrupt. And it’s not a guarantee yet. Just because my father wants me for the role, doesn’t mean everyone does. There are two other candidates I can easily see the board picking over me. One of them is more qualified, so he’s got a good chance. If I were the board, I’d pick him.”
“You would? You wouldn’t pick yourself?” he asked.
“Oh. I was just saying that he’s got better qualifications. I grew up in Arnette, but he’s actually run two Fortune 500 companies before. He’d probably bring a fresh perspective,” she said.
“Sounds like you’re trying to talk yourself out of something,” Dale noted.
“No, just trying to think logically.”
“And are you thinking logically where my daughter is concerned?” he asked.
“No,” Monica answered honestly. “I promise you that I was not expecting this.” She laughed a little. “Bridgette sort of came out of nowhere.”
“But you care for her?”
“I do,” replied said with a nod. “A lot. She’s special.”
“She is,” Dale said. “But I’m her dad, so…” He smiled at Monica. “Have you not spoken to her?”
“Not since yesterday. I was trying to figure this out, and I’d planned on calling her last night, but I spent so much time working on this, I just fell asleep. I thought I’d talk to her in person instead, but she’s not here yet. Do you think she’s at the café? I can meet her there.”
“She’s probably not coming in today.”
“Why not?”
“She called her mother this morning and told her that she didn’t sleep very well.” Dale leaned forward. “Her mother and I assumed that was due to you two… making up, so we decided to let it go.”
“Oh, no. We didn’t–” Monica cleared her throat. “So, she’s at home?”
“I assume so. For what it’s worth, her mom and I both told her not to avoid this.”
“She’s waiting on me, I think,” Monica said. “She was probably expecting me to call last night, and I didn’t, so I need to get over there. You don’t need me for anything here, do you?”
“No, we’re all good here.”
“Okay. Well, I’m going to head over there and try to get her to forgive me for not calling last night.”
“I’ll wish you luck, then,” he said. “And, Monica?”
“Yes?” she asked as she pulled open the door.
“You be good to my little girl,” he added. “I know she’s an adult now, and she’s capable of taking care of herself, but I’m still her dad, and she’ll always be my little girl.”
Monica smiled and replied, “I have an eighteen-year-old son. I know exactly what you mean.”
He nodded at her, and Monica left the office, ordering a car as she exited the building. Then, her phone rang again. Monica rolled her eyes at the screen and thought about not answering the call, but she was waiting on her car, and the sooner she handled this, the better.
“What, Lily?”
“I’m going to fill out his application for NYU,” Lily stated without a greeting. “It’s a long shot since it’s so late, but I don’t want him to regret applying to Tulane and have nowhere else to go since he’s adamant about not going to Columbia. I know someone at Rutgers and another person at Princeton, so I’m just going to apply there, too. Not as close, but at least it’s a drive instead of a flight.”
“When will you give up?” Monica asked.
“He’s making the wrong choice.”
“It’s his choice to make. He’s an adult,” she said. “And you know what else? I find it interesting that you’ve spent years telling me – reminding me, really – that I’m not Aaron’s mother, that he already has two moms, but I’m the one you call about this stuff. I don’t hear about you calling his other mother. It’s always me.”
“You know she doesn’t want–”
“Yes. And that’s her mistake,” Monica interrupted. “But I’m tired of this, Lily. He’s applied to Tulane. You know he’s going to get in. It’s time to let this go. If he doesn’t like it, he can transfer after his freshman year. This isn’t that big of a deal. And stop blaming me. I had nothing to do with this. My dad and Aaron are close, so if he had something to do with convincing Aaron, feel free to call and yell at him. I am done, though. Oh, and don’t apply to those other schools for him. He’s only going to get mad when he finds out. If he wanted to apply there, he would’ve done it himself. You weren’t involved much in his life when he was a kid, and now, you’re clinging to what you can, trying to keep him around a little longer because you regret it, but it’s too late. You want a better relationship with him? Try showing the fuck up. Try supporting his college decision, paying for the damn university, helping him move in, visiting from time to time, and not being an asshole who thinks they rule the world. You don’t. Get the hell over it already.”
Monica hung up the phone without waiting for a reply, and when her car arrived, she climbed inside without waiting for the driver to get out and open the door for her. Once in the car, she let out a deep breath. Then, she laughed. She’d wanted to say all of that for a long time, and damn, it felt good, getting it all out at once like that. A few seconds later, the car took off, driving toward Bridgette’s apartment, and as it did, she took in the sights and smiled because she liked it down here. She knew Aaron would, too. The city had won her heart, and so had the beautiful redhead she was on her way to see.
When the car pulled up at Bridgette’s building, Monica climbed out; again, not waiting for the driver. She did thank him, though, and laughed to herself when she pictured Bridgette’s reaction to yet another town car dropping Monica off somewhere. Then, she took a deep breath and headed inside. She wished she’d thought to buy flowers or bring coffee or something because showing up empty-handed after yesterday didn’t feel right, but it was too late for that.
When she arrived at the door, she took another breath because this was a huge deal. Monica knew she was in love. Even though they’d only known each other since she’d arrived in New Orleans, she understood that she felt more for Bridgette now than she’d ever felt for Lily, whom she’d dated for a while before getting engaged and, later, married to. The butterflies she’d heard people always talk about hadn’t ever made sense to her before. There had been none with her previous girlfriends and none with Lily. There were feelings, yes – she hadn’t married a woman whom she didn’t love – but thinking about her feelings for Bridgette in comparison, she knew what those butterflies felt like now. Monica had them because she was in love. She also had them, though, because there was a chance Bridgette would tell her to leave, that she would say that she didn’t want a long-distance relationship, or that she wouldn’t hear Monica out at all.
Yet, she still knocked. As much as it would hurt – and, God, would it hurt if Bridgette didn’t want to give them a real chance – she had to at least try.
When Monica heard no sounds coming from inside the apartment, she knocked again. She hoped that Bridgette was actually home and hadn’t just lied to her mother. She also wished the woman had a doorbell because if Bridgette was finally asleep in her bedroom, she might not hear her knock. Finally, Monica heard the sound of someone walking toward the door. Then, nothing. The door didn’t open. She looked at the peephole as if she could see Bridgette standing on the other side of the door, looking through it back at her.
“Babe?” Monica said. “Can we please talk?”
“I don’t know that I want to,” Bridgette replied.
“So, you won’t even open the door for me?” she asked with a shy smile. “I fell asleep, Bridge. I was going to call you, but–” She paused. “I’d rather tell you this with the door open.”
“I didn’t call you, either,” Bridgette said.
“I know. I assumed you were waiting for me to figure this thing out with my dad.”
“I was. But I still should’ve called you.”
“Can you please open the door so that I can come in and we can talk?”



CHAPTER 31
Bridgette pulled open the door and said, “I’m sorry.”
“What are you sorry for?” Monica asked as she took a step toward her.
“I should’ve just called you yesterday. I was… I still am really scared, Mon. I walked around the office yesterday before I went back inside, and you weren’t there. The first thing I thought was that you were already on that plane, and I might never see you again because I’d walked out and didn’t have the courage to stay and talk. Then, I sat here all night, waiting for you to call because I thought you would. You didn’t, but I also didn’t pick up the phone myself. I’m not normally this immature, but I’ve never dealt with anything like this before.”
“Bridge, can I come in?” Monica asked.
“Oh, yeah. Sorry,” she said before she moved aside to let Monica into the apartment, closing the door behind her. “What did you mean before when you said you fell asleep?”
“Last night; I fell asleep at the desk in the hotel room. I remember I got off the phone with the president of Good Day, and I just rested my eyes for a second because it was so late and I was exhausted, but I just fell asleep and woke up like that this morning. Bridge, I’m so sorry.” Monica took a step toward Bridgette, who was now leaning back against the front door of her apartment. “I was trying to take care of it all. I saw the look on your face in the bathroom, and I thought that if I could just get back to the hotel, talk to my father, and get this straightened out before I called you, I’d have answers for you.”
“Do you?”
“Not all of them,” Monica replied.
“But some?”
“I’m staying for a while, Bridge.”
Bridgette felt confused, so she asked, “You are?”
“I got my dad to agree to give me at least a week before he even schedules the board meeting, and then, another two or three before it happens. It’ll take that long to get everyone together, anyway. I’m hoping they’ll all be busy, and he has to push it back even further. Then, it won’t matter because it’ll be time for the regularly scheduled board meeting, and I’ll only have to go back once.”
“And he was okay with that?”
“No, but he’ll do it. I really had to convince my mom more than my dad. She wears the pants, and it’s her telling him to retire now.” Monica took a step closer to Bridgette and held on to her hips. “Babe, I don’t want to leave. I want to stay here with you.”
“I want that, too, but this only just reminded us that this has an expiration date.”
“It doesn’t have to,” Monica replied.
“But it does. I don’t want to move, Mon. And you can’t be a CEO of Arnette and live in New Orleans.”
“We don’t have to worry about that now,” Monica told her as she cupped Bridgette’s cheek. “Babe, I’m here for at least three to four more weeks. Let me keep working on him, okay? Maybe I can get him to finish out the year, and I can work from here three weeks a month or something. That wouldn’t be so bad, would it? You’ll probably be sick of me and need a break for that one week, anyway.”
“Don’t say that. I won’t get sick of you. I couldn’t even sleep in my own bed last night because you’d slept there before, and I can smell you there. I can smell us.”
“Babe, I’m sorry,” Monica replied as she slid a finger over Bridgette’s bottom lip. “Please don’t give up on us.”
“I’m not,” she said. “But it’s three or four weeks. What if he doesn’t stay on and retires?”
“Well, that could happen.” Monica’s eyes softened. “And I’m working on a plan for that, too.”
“How many plans do you have, exactly?”
“A few.” Monica chuckled. “And you should know that I’ve always only had one before you.” Her arms went around Bridgette’s waist, and she pulled her against her body. “I was going to become CEO, take the company to the next level, work harder than my dad, retire, and relax with my wife. We’d travel, if we wanted to, or just stay at home and sip lemonade on the porch swing together or something. That was it; that was what I wanted.”
“And now?”
“Now, I don’t know if I even want to be the CEO,” Monica revealed.
“What?” Bridgette wrapped her arms around Monica’s neck.
“I like solving problems. I like working on the ground, so to speak. Being here helped me remember that. Back at my office in New York, I sit behind my desk in meeting after meeting, responding to email after email, and it’s okay, but I’d forgotten what I’d loved about business in the beginning. Working with your parents and then working with you when you actually started talking to me and not just laughing at me, was fun.”
“Sorry,” Bridgette said as she pressed her forehead to Monica’s.
“Don’t be. It was kind of hot.”
“Yeah?”
“Definitely,” Monica said. “And I’m hoping I can get my dad to agree to retire at the end of the year because I can work on the two main candidates for the job and maybe get him and my mom more on board with the idea of one of them taking over instead of me.”
“And you’d work down here?”
“Some of the time, yes,” Monica said. “Virtual meetings aren’t always ideal, and there will be board meetings I need to attend in person and other reasons to go back, but, Bridge, this is important to me. You are important to me. I’m not ready to leave, either.”
“Okay,” Bridgette said.
“Okay?”
“Yeah, okay. I guess that’s the best we can hope for right now, right? It’s not all set in stone, like I want it to be, but it’ll have to work.”
“If I’m not the CEO, Bridge, I don’t have to live in Manhattan. You got that part, right?”
Bridgette closed her eyes and said, “Yes. I’m just trying not to get my hopes up that you’ll really be able to make this happen. And if you still want to be the CEO, I want to support you in that. Besides, I know how family pressure works, Mon. It’s hard to say no to them or tell them what you really want when they want something else for you. We just met. You’ve only been here for a few weeks. What if you find that the longer you’re here, the less you like it?”
“I can’t imagine that will be the case,” Monica replied. “Babe?”
“Yeah?”
“I know we still have talking to do, but can I please just kiss you now?”
Bridgette opened her eyes to see Monica’s almost pleading ones, and she nodded. Monica cupped both of her cheeks and kissed her a little hard at first, likely because they’d been apart the previous night, but her lips softened, and Bridgette moaned against them. She’d missed her, too. It had been less than twenty-four hours since they’d last done this, but Bridgette had missed it more than the days she’d spent away from any previous girlfriend. A few moments later, Monica’s arms moved back down to Bridgette’s sides, so Bridgette settled in against the door, knowing they would be staying here for a while. When she felt Monica’s hand move to lower her sweats, Bridgette smirked into the kiss. Monica’s lips moved slowly against her jaw, almost as if she were attempting to distract Bridgette from the fact that her hand was now moving into her underwear.
“I’ve missed you,” Monica said. “I dreamed about you last night.”
“And what did you dream?” she asked as Monica’s lips sucked on her earlobe.
“That we were making love in your bed. I was moving inside you,” Monica said as her fingers moved into Bridgette’s folds. “And you were wet.”
“I wasn’t exactly expecting this,” Bridgette said when she realized she wasn’t wet now.
“It’s okay. I don’t mind helping you get there,” Monica replied and caressed Bridgette’s clit.
Bridgette relaxed into how good it felt to have Monica’s hands on her again, Monica’s lips on her neck, and her free hand skating over her skin just under Bridgette’s breast. When Monica finally cupped it and played with the nipple, Bridgette went from zero to turned on. Monica then lifted her shirt as high as she could, and her mouth went around that nipple.
“Yes,” Bridgette whispered.
Monica’s fingers continued to gently stroke her clit. When her hand moved lower, Bridgette almost told her to stop because she wasn’t wet enough for Monica to go inside yet, but Monica was only checking that out for herself, letting her fingers dance in the wetness that had gathered there. She brought it up to Bridgette’s clit, and her strokes grew harder, as did the sucking on Bridgette’s nipple.
“I don’t think I can keep standing,” Bridgette said after a moment. “Not after… the other night. I’m…”
“Wobbly?” Monica asked with a smirk on her sexy face.
“Yes.”
“Couch, then.”
Bridgette looked over at the couch, which had a spare blanket and two pillows at one end.
“Maybe the bedroom,” she suggested.
Monica pulled back a bit and likely saw how unsure Bridgette was in her expression.
“Babe, I’m not going anywhere, okay?”
“I didn’t say anything,” she deflected.
“You don’t want to make the sofa smell like us because you’re afraid I’m going to leave tomorrow.”
“Stop reading me. It’s annoying,” she replied only half-seriously.
Monica stroked her hard and said, “No, it’s not. It’s the good part about finding someone; how they always seem to know you better than anyone.” She pressed harder against Bridgette’s clit and added, “Now, take off your clothes and join me on the sofa. I’m claiming that just like I claimed your bed the other night.”
Monica pulled out of her underwear and removed her own sweater and shirt before she started walking. Her bra and jeans went after her shoes and socks. Lastly, she kicked off her own underwear, too, and sat down, looking at Bridgette expectantly.
Bridgette removed her shirt, kicked off her sweats, and moved to stand in front of Monica in only her underwear. Monica leaned forward and pressed her face to Bridgette’s stomach.
“You make me feel like I can throw out my plan, and it’ll all be okay,” Monica said before kissing just above her belly button.
“It will be,” Bridgette replied as she ran her hands into Monica’s hair.
She didn’t know how true that was, really. She couldn’t. She didn’t have a crystal ball and couldn’t predict the– Her thoughts cut off when she remembered the fortune teller in Jackson Square, who’d said something about them having two dogs one day. Bridgette knew it was crazy to believe a stranger who pretended to have some kind of power, but in this moment, staring down at the beautiful woman before her, who was naked and waiting for Bridgette to straddle her hips, she trusted that fortune teller.
She let Monica’s hands on her hips pull her down on top of her, and she lowered her head, meeting Monica’s lips with her own. She kissed her long and slow before she began to rock her hips just as slowly. In the meantime, Monica’s hands had been everywhere. Now, one was on Bridgette’s ass, pressing her closer to Monica’s body, and the other one was sliding between her thighs, where Monica pushed two fingers inside her and pressed her thumb to Bridgette’s clit. Bridgette responded by rocking against her, loving how full she felt and how good it felt to kiss Monica, with her inside her like this. Slowly, Bridgette moved against her, taking what she needed, wanting this to always be how it was between them. Monica’s lips moved back to Bridgette’s neck, sucking on the skin she found there and groaning when Bridgette began to move a little faster.
“Give me your nipple,” Monica said softly.
Bridgette lifted her breast, and when Monica leaned in, she took the nipple into her mouth, sucking on it as Bridgette held her there, as close as she could be, feeling how much Monica wanted her by how she lavished attention on her breast. Bridgette had to slow her hips down then, which confused Monica, who looked up at her.
“It feels too good,” she replied to the unspoken question in Monica’s eyes. “I don’t want to come yet.”
“You can always come again,” Monica said before she wrapped her lips back around Bridgette’s nipple.
“You’ll stay the night?”
“Well, it’s morning,” Monica said, pulling her mouth away from Bridgette’s nipple. “So, I think we…” She kissed between her breasts. “Do this, shower together, have breakfast, do more of this, have lunch, do more of this–”
“I get it.” Bridgette chuckled.
“And then, I’ll stay,” Monica added. “We’ll go into the office tomorrow, and you’ll start working on your plan for the company.”
“Shut up,” Bridgette replied with a soft laugh. “Talk about that later.”
Monica smiled up at her and said, “Then, come for me.”
When she pushed in deeper, Bridgette rolled her hips down into Monica’s hand.
“Tell me how good it feels again,” Monica requested.
“So good, baby,” Bridgette replied. “I want it like this again.”
She closed her eyes and focused on the orgasm building between her thighs.
“Bridge?”
Bridgette opened her eyes and met Monica’s.
“Look at me when you come,” Monica said softly.
Bridgette nodded, and when the orgasm finally began to take her over, she grasped Monica’s face in both of her hands, using her hips to keep the buildup going, and stared deeply into Monica’s eyes.
“I’m coming,” she said, focusing not just on the sensation but on keeping her eyes open and on Monica’s. “God, I’m–” She stopped when she came.
Her hips moved erratically, but she still kept her eyes trained on Monica’s, trying to silently tell her that she loved her without using the words just yet. It was too soon. Too much was still up in the air for them both. She couldn’t risk putting the words out there only to not hear them said back to her.
“Oh, baby,” Monica said before she kissed Bridgette. “God, you’re so…” She placed her hand between Bridgette’s breasts. “Just everything I always wanted and never knew I could have.”
“You have me,” Bridgette told her as her hips slowed. “You have me. I’m yours.”
Monica leaned up, captured her lips in another hard kiss, and said, “I’m yours, too. No matter what, never doubt that, Bridgette.”
“I won’t,” she said as she stopped moving. “I won’t.”
Monica pulled her hand out from between them, and Bridgette felt it cup her breast. Her own wetness coated her skin as Monica then took that breast into her mouth.
“Will you sit on this sofa and let me–”
“Yes,” she interrupted. “Whatever you were about to say, the answer is yes.”



CHAPTER 32
“Dad, come on,” she said into the phone.
“Where is this coming from, Monica? I’ve been running Arnette since before you were born. You’ve always known you’d be taking over for me.”
“I know. And that meant that I never really thought of doing anything else.”
“And now, you are?” he asked.
“Dad, I can’t explain it to the point where you’ll understand it. You came out of school and went right into buying companies. Like you said, since I was born, I was told that I would do that, too, when you retired.”
“I thought you wanted this.”
“I did. I mean, I thought I did, too. I always have. But I’m not sure my heart is in it all the way anymore.”
“So, the thing we’ve been planning and talking about for decades, you suddenly no longer want?”
“I don’t know how sudden it is,” she replied honestly. “I feel like coming down here and working with Southern Hospitality has just made me realize it, but it’s been there for a while now. I sit in hours and hours of meetings, sometimes until ten o’clock at night. I’m emailing people who I’m not in those meetings with whenever I’m not in meetings. I know that that’s what the job entails, but I also know it’ll be more of that if I take over for you in a few weeks.”
“And you don’t want that?”
“No, I don’t think I do. I like solving problems, Dad. I’ve been doing that here, and I realized that I missed doing it. I’ve helped Bridgette with her parents, and I know you’re still mad that they’re not selling, but it was the right decision for their family and for the business, and I helped. Bridgette did most of the work, but I helped.”
“You help here, too. You might have just saved Good Day with a few phone calls.”
“I didn’t save them. I put a Band-Aid on their bleeding wound. Their president is a moron, Dad. He should be let go for the stuff he did this year. Relying on us buying a company to save them was a bad move.”
“I know. I know. I’ll work on that,” he replied. “But, Monica, this was supposed to all be yours.”
“Darius is a great candidate, Dad. He has the best experience and pedigree. He knows Arnette enough, and I can take some time with him to help him learn the rest. If you can just give me until the rest of the year, I’ll have him ready for you to recommend to the board.”
“He’s fine, but he’s not my daughter. He’s not an Arnette.”
“No, but he’s a friend of the family, and that matters to you, or I wouldn’t be here right now, trying to save a tiny local greeting card company.”
“You should have been a lawyer, the way you argue,” he replied.
She allowed herself to laugh.
“I had a vision, Monica.”
“I know, Dad. But your vision isn’t my life. I wanted to live up to that for you, for Mom, and for myself, but I just don’t think I want it anymore.”
“Then, what will you do?” he asked. “Stay in your current role?”
“I don’t know. That depends on you, I suppose.”
“Why is that?”
“Because I want to stay down here,” Monica revealed. “I want to move to New Orleans at least part-time.”
“Move? To New Orleans? Weren’t you just griping about having to go down there when I asked you to? And now, you want to move there?”
“If anyone should understand, it’s you. You fell in love with this city when you went to school. It’s why you recommended Aaron go to Tulane.”
“Yes. But why would you want to be there part-time? It’s a beautiful city, but you don’t know anyone. Aaron won’t be there until August.”
Monica cleared her throat and said, “Actually, I did meet some people down here. I have a few new friends, and Sophie lives here, too. Do you remember Sophie?”
“No, but I think I remember you mentioning the name,” he replied.
“She used to work for us. She left Arnette about four years ago. I’ve met up with her a couple of times since I got here, so I have an old friend and new friends,” she replied.
“And do you plan to live at the Four Seasons?”
“No,” she replied with a laugh. “I’ll get an apartment at first and then look for a house to buy.”
“Buy? So, when you say part-time, you mean part-time forever? Or is this just because Aaron is going to school down there?”
“Partly.” She shrugged, even though her dad couldn’t see her. “I want to be able to spend time with him when he wants, but I’ll stay out of his way. It’s important for him to have a college experience without his mother always checking in and asking for dinners.”
“He’ll need somewhere to do his laundry, I suppose. I doubt Lily ever taught him how because she doesn’t know how herself.”
Monica laughed at that and said, “I taught him how to laundry, Dad, but I’d like to have a room for him here in case he needs a place to stay or even just a quiet room to study in.”
“So, you’ll be down there part-time. What does that look like, exactly?”
Monica took a deep breath and said, “Well, I’d like to spend three weeks here and a week in Manhattan for a while. If I need to be there for an important meeting, I will be, but, Dad, my goal would be to figure out if I want to move here full-time. Meaning, if things work out down here, I’d move here permanently and sell my Manhattan apartment.”
“So, this is really an experiment?”
“Sort of. But it’s more that I know you need me, and I want to be there for you and for Mom, but I need this for myself, too. So, I’m trying to toe the line. Dad, the truth is that, in New York, I only have Arnette. Don’t get me wrong; I have you and Mom, too, of course, and Aaron, but Aaron will be here for at least the next four years, and you and Mom will be traveling a lot when you retire. It’ll just be me in the sparsely decorated apartment that I only bought to piss off my ex-wife.”
He laughed and replied, “As much as it might not have been the best financial decision for you, I still think it’s hilarious.”
“Me too,” she said with a smile. “And, Dad?”
“Yes?”
“I don’t know yet, but I might not want to stay on at Arnette.”
“After I retire?”
“No, I mean now. Well, soon.”
“Wait. You want to leave? Now?”
“Not today, but soon, I think,” she replied. “I meant what I said about Darius, though. I’ll help him however I can whether I’m still full-time or not.”
“Honey, you’d leave? Are you that unhappy?”
“No, Dad; I’m not unhappy at all. I just don’t think I’m as happy as I can be, and I feel like I’ve sort of seen the light since I got here, so I want to explore that.”
“Well, it’s not like you need the money… But are you sure? What will you do?”
“I don’t know yet, honestly, and I’m okay with that for now. Taking even just a few days away from work made me realize that I don’t need it how I thought I did, and I think I’d like to take a little time to figure out my next steps. I’ll stay on until you find my replacement and longer so that I can train them, but I’d still like to do at least some of that from here.”
“Monica, there’s got to be something you’re not telling me here,” her dad replied. “I get that you like it down there, that you made some new friends, want a new adventure, and all that, but if you’re quitting anyway, you can train someone from here. Help me hire them from here. Why the need to be there right now?”
Monica knew they would get to this eventually, and she was happy that she’d been able to get her main reasons and arguments out before they started on this path because she knew what he was going to say when she told him.
“Dad, I’ve met someone.”
“Someone?”
“Yes, a woman.”
“Sophie?” he asked.
Monica laughed and replied, “No, not Sophie. It’s Dale and Margery’s daughter, actually.”
“The Bridgette you’ve been talking about?”
“Yes.”
“Oh, hell. Monica, you slept with their daughter?”
“Dad!” She laughed. “I didn’t sleep with their daughter,” she lied. “I fell in love with her.”
“Can I say, ‘Oh, hell,’ again? How are you in love with the girl? You just met.”
“You fell in love with Mom and married her six weeks after you met.”
“Don’t go throwing that back at me.” Her dad chuckled. “Monica, you can’t give up your whole life for this girl. You just met her.”
“She’s a woman, Dad, not a girl. And I know that. I’m not, I promise. I know you won’t believe me, but I’m not. I’m in love with her. I know it’s hard to understand, but it happened, and I want to be with her. I also meant what I said about work: I’m ready for something new. I want to spend as much time with Bridgette as I can because I really, really want this to work, Dad. She’s different than anyone I’ve ever been with, and she loves it in New Orleans. Now that she’s taking over the company, she has to be here, anyway, and I can be here with her.”
“So, that’s why you helped her and not the company?”
“No, I helped her because I believe in what she’s doing. Yes, I also wanted this for her, but I knew we’d be just fine without Southern, and she needs it. She has this drive to take over for her parents that, I’m sorry to say, I don’t have myself these days.”
“Monica, you’ve just laid a lot on your old Dad here.”
“I know. I’m sorry. Yesterday, though, everything was so up in the air and complicated, and I just want things cleared up and in the open for all of us.”
“So, you’re there for a while. When will you come back? When do you plan to announce that you’re leaving?”
“I need to talk to Bridgette, but I was thinking I’ll be down here for the next month. I’ll work from here and start grooming Darius, if you want. That’ll give us enough time to get settled here, and then, I’ll bring Bridgette up for a week, if she can get away, so that you and Mom can meet her. We can announce then. I can pack while I’m there, and I’d do another few weeks here and so on until you have my replacement.”
“This is a lot to ask, honey.”
“I know.”
“If I agree to this, you have to promise me one thing.”
“What’s that?”
“You have to be the one to tell your mother,” he said.
Monica laughed. Then, she and her father ironed out a few more details, and by the time they finally hung up, she breathed in deeply. The weight of the world had just lifted from her shoulders, and it felt amazing. Monica was quitting the only job she’d ever known and giving up the only plan for her life she’d ever had, and she was smiling because this was what she wanted.
The day before that, she and Bridgette had made love all over her apartment, and Monica was still sore in places she’d never been sore before, but in the best way possible. They’d gone to get Po-Boys for dinner and eaten them back at Monica’s hotel. There, she’d packed an overnight bag, but before they left, they’d made love again, messing up the bed she hadn’t slept in. She’d left an extra tip for the maid staff, feeling bad, and they’d gone back to Bridgette’s apartment, where they’d just watched a movie and talked about nothing serious before they’d finally gone to bed.
That morning, they’d woken up early, and Bridgette had decided to run out and get them coffee from the place on the corner because it was better than what she could make them here. Monica wasn’t sure she’d really meant that, but earlier, she’d mentioned to Bridgette that she wanted to talk to her father to get things out of the way, so she guessed Bridgette was giving her some time alone to do that. When she heard Bridgette’s key in the door, she smiled, picturing this being part of her life now: Bridgette coming home from work and Monica being there to greet her and kiss her hello. It sounded so good.
“Hey,” Bridgette said when she walked in. “Did I interrupt?”
“Nope,” she replied as she stood up from the sofa.
“So, how did it go?” Bridgette asked as she placed a tray carrying two coffees and what looked like a small brown bag of pastries onto the kitchen counter.
“Can I tell you later?”
“That bad?”
“No, that good, and I want to celebrate with you before we have to leave for the office,” she said.
“Celebrate?” Bridgette asked.
“Yes. So, take everything off. You’re about to get lucky, Miss Musgrave.”
“Fuck,” Bridgette whispered in realization.
“Yes, that kind of lucky.”
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“First two days in charge, and you were out sick for one and late for the other,” her mother teased when she and Monica walked in.
“Yeah, yeah,” Bridgette said, rolling her eyes. “Seriously, though, I am sorry.”
“It’s all right. I think if your father and I had just met and he told me he was leaving, I probably would’ve needed some time, too.”
Bridgette looked over at Monica, who seemed not to notice, or at least, not show that she cared, that her mother had just compared their relationship to her marriage, which had already lasted thirty years.
“I’m here. You can put me to work.” Monica volunteered with a raised hand. “For free, I might add. Now that I’m not here for Arnette, I can just be here. Maybe two of us working today will make up for Bridge not being here yesterday.”
“You don’t have to work,” Bridgette’s mom replied. “You’re on vacation. I didn’t even expect to see you here. I thought maybe we’d all have dinner this weekend or something; get to know you more as Bridgette’s girlfriend and not Monica Arnette.”
“Sure. We can do that,” Monica said. “And I meant it. I am on vacation, but only sort of. I’m still working a little while I’m here, and I’d like to help however I can. I’ve made transitions like this with other companies we’ve bought in the past, so I can offer some advice, or I can just stay out of your way.”
“Well, Dale and I are only here this morning,” Bridgette’s mom replied. “We’re here to wrap up what we have in New Orleans before we go back to Baton Rouge around lunchtime. We’ll be working from home for a few days. That will give us an opportunity to adjust to this change and time for Bridgette to get settled in.” She met Bridgette’s eyes. “If that’s okay with you.”
“Me? Yeah. Why–” Bridgette stopped herself when she realized that her mom was attempting to respect this new dynamic where Bridgette was in charge and the one making decisions. “I mean, yes. I think that’s a good plan.”
“Great. We’ll need to start preparing the staff there for the transition, too, so let us know how you want that to work when you figure it out,” her mom added.
“I will. I should have an approach today or tomorrow.”
Her mom nodded and said, “The others are all working from home today.”
“They are?” Bridgette asked.
“I hope you don’t mind, but I emailed them last night and told them we had the fire marshal inspection today and that it would be better for them to just work from home. I thought that would give you some time to get settled into the office permanently. Your father and I will be working from home, with the shutdown of the office there, and if we come here, we’ll take a desk like everyone else.”
“Mom, no. Just because I–”
“That’s how this works best, honey. People have to see you as the boss, and having us in the bullpen with everyone else does that. Besides, your dad will be out in the field most of the time, anyway, so he won’t even need a desk, and I think I’d quite like to be out there. It’ll be good to get back to what started this company, to begin with: your dad out there, selling my card designs.” Her mom smiled. “And you’re ready. We get that now. We can help you move the second desk out of there, if you want. It’s an old one, so it’s pretty heavy. I don’t think you and Monica can do it on your own. Your dad is out getting coffee, but he should be back in a minute. We can do it together.”
Bridgette looked into the office with the two old, solid-wood desks that had been there since they’d opened this location. She thought about it for a minute. That would be her permanent office now; not just the one she got to use whenever her parents weren’t in town, but hers. She could get a new desk for herself, decorate it however she liked, and have the door open or closed whenever she wanted. She looked at the first desk and decided she’d keep using that one for the time being. Then, she looked at the one her mom usually used. It was definitely the cleaner of the two, and it made her think of Monica in that moment. Bridgette looked over at Monica, who was staring at her, likely expecting her to say something back to her mother.
“Um… Can you leave it, actually?”
“Really? Why?”
“I’m just not ready to part with it yet. I need to think about what I want the office to look like. When I decide, I’ll have the others help me move it,” she replied.
“Well, all right.”
Bridgette’s father came in through the suite door with a tray of coffee.
“Oh, good morning,” he greeted. “I didn’t expect to see you in, Monica. I would have gotten you a coffee.”
“That’s okay. I had some already, so I’m good,” Monica replied.
Her parents disappeared into the office to have their coffees and pastries before they’d pack up their things, and Bridgette didn’t really know where to sit or what to do. She felt like they were in the middle of the awkward part of this transition. Her parents were attempting to let go, which was unexpected and nice, but she hadn’t been prepared to truly be their boss, to take their office, and to be the one making all the decisions. It was upon her now, and she’d brought it on herself, so she’d have to be ready for it now.
“Conference room?” Monica asked softly.
“Yeah, sure,” Bridgette replied.
They closed the door behind them, despite there not being anyone out there to overhear them, and Bridgette sat down. Monica sat down across from her and pulled out her laptop, ready to work.
“I can give you time to work, Mon. You could’ve stayed at my place.”
Monica looked up at her, confused, and replied, “I’m working for you. I thought I’d pull up some of the Baton Rouge office numbers so that we can review them again and see who we absolutely need to keep on staff. We can’t have everyone decide to take a severance. We’ve only talked about it generally so far, but not the specifics.”
Bridgette smiled and said, “Hey, I have this crazy idea.”
“Is it a forty-year-old going to New Orleans, meeting a sarcastic twenty-seven-year-old, and they start dating?”
Bridgette laughed and said, “No, but it does involve those characters.”
Monica closed her laptop and asked, “What’s going on, Bridge?”
“When we were talking this morning, you said that you told your dad that you’ve liked working here and that you like solving problems; that you’ve missed that.”
“Yes,” Monica said. “And that’s true.”
“What if you really worked here?”
“Where?” Monica looked confused.
Bridgette laughed and said, “Babe, I’m saying you could work here, at Southern.”
“Work here?” Monica asked.
“I know it’s no Four Seasons and no Manhattan skyscraper, but it’s not awful, right?”
“Oh, babe… No, that’s not what I meant,” Monica replied.
“I can’t pay you what you’re making now. I probably can’t pay you even remotely close to what you’re making. Like, what you’re making now is as close as Japan, and what I can pay you is here, in New Orleans. Actually, it’s probably more like Jupiter and the Sun or something, but–”
“Bridge?” Monica interjected.
“Yeah?”
“It’s not about the money. And the office is great.”
“But you don’t want to,” Bridgette said with a nod. “I get it. It was a stupid idea.”
“No, it’s not,” Monica replied as she stood and quickly moved to Bridgette’s side of the table. She sat down next to her and took Bridgette’s hand. “It’s not a bad idea, babe. I just… It’s a big deal.”
“I know.”
“We just started dating.”
“Yes, I’m aware of that,” Bridgette said. “But you being here finally got me to tell them what I was feeling and what I wanted for the business.”
“You did that on your own. I didn’t have anything to do with that.”
“Yes, you did,” she argued. “Maybe the Arnette in you more than the Monica in you, but you did. You coming here and trying to buy this place got me to actually step up. I’ve been spouting my ideas at them for years, just taking their no-ways and their reasons as reality; the future. I didn’t see any choice. And when I found out how bad they’d let this place get, to the point where we were about to sell, I had to step up, and you even helped me do that, despite your dad telling you to buy it.”
“Well, to be fair, I had some ulterior motives.”
Bridgette smirked at her.
“Not those. Those are great, too, but I’m not in it for orgasms. I’m in it for the holding before and after; for how good it feels just walking down the street while holding your hand or spending any time I can with you, even when you’re making fun of me.”
Bridgette laughed silently.
“I wanted to help however I could, and I still want that. I’m going to have work to do for Arnette, too, though. Me announcing that I’m leaving the company is going to be a big deal, and there will be some press, so I’ll have to help with that. I also have to help Darius, who wasn’t exactly expecting this to drop into his lap, but he’s the best-qualified candidate.”
“I know,” Bridgette said.
“Just hold on there, impatient,” Monica told her as she shook her head. “What I was going to say was that I’m going to do most of that from here. I know you have to work in the office, so I thought I’d just come in with you and work from the conference room, if you don’t mind. That way, we could have lunch together when you can, and I can help out if you need me to. I don’t want to just sit around the hotel or an apartment.”
“My apartment,” Bridgette said, interrupting again.
“Some days, yes. But I need to find one of my own.”
“Not right away,” Bridgette replied. “You can stay at my place whenever. I know we don’t have champagne service like the hotel, but–”
“I can buy us a nice bottle of champagne. If I do, will you serve it to me?” Monica asked with wiggling eyebrows.
“Naked in bed?”
“Only if you’re in there with me.”
Bridgette nodded rapidly, causing Monica to laugh.
“I’ll add buying champagne to my to-do list, then.”
“And probably champagne flutes. I don’t have those. I still can’t find my wineglasses.”
“I’ll buy you some of those, too,” Monica said.
“What? No way. I can buy my own damn unnecessary wineglasses.”
“Well, they’d be necessary if I’m staying over a lot because I drink wine, Bridge. And don’t tell me you’re going to be one of those people who has a problem when their girlfriend offers to buy stuff.”
“A problem? No. Buy all the sex toys and lingerie you want me to wear for you, or you want to wear for me. You can buy me those super fluffy socks, too, that are so soft and keep your feet warm even when the floor is freezing. I’d also take those sweats of yours that I borrowed when I stayed at the hotel. Can you get me another pair?”
Monica laughed and said, “Okay. So, pride is clearly not an issue here.”
“Nope.” Bridgette shook her head. “But if you’re going to buy me wineglasses, I’d rather us go shopping together.”
“Yeah?”
“Pick them out together, I mean. I don’t care who buys. I’ll buy. You buy. We go Dutch. I’ve never had someone to buy something with, you know? Not that we’re moving in together, so they’re, like, our wineglasses, but it would be nice to do that with you, I think.”
“Decorate a place together if we do move in together one day?” Monica asked with a smile.
“Yeah,” she replied. “It sounds silly, probably. You’ve done this before; you were married. But I–”
“Not really, no,” Monica shared. “I moved into Lily’s place when we were together, and it was already decorated. I added some of my stuff over the years, but she was pretty particular about what went where, even though she was hardly home. She even had a decorator do Aaron’s room. And not just his nursery, which would’ve been fine; she had someone come in every few years and redo it as he got older. The poor kid just got to tell her what he liked, and that was it. She’d have someone put framed posters on the wall and choose the colors of the paint.”
“God, is she a sociopath? Did you marry a sociopath?”
Monica laughed and replied, “No. She’s just a very successful corporate attorney from an incredibly wealthy family, so… pretty close, but not quite. The house never felt like mine; even the vacation home in the Hamptons was hers. Hell, the place that I have now isn’t really mine. I hired someone to decorate it, too, and didn’t help them much. I’ve never had someone to do that with, either.”
“And you know I’ll never be able to afford a vacation home, right?”
Monica leaned in and said, “But I can. And if this keeps going, one day, we’ll be moving into a place here, and then later, if we decided to get a vacation home, we’d be buying it together with our money.”
“Make sure it’s a one-room cabin because that’d be all I would be able to afford.”
“Babe, listen to me for a second,” Monica said softly. “If we’re buying a vacation home together, it would be our money.”
“I know. I heard–”
“We’d be married, Bridge. It would be our money because we’d be married. That’s what I’m trying to tell you.”
“Oh,” she said with wide eyes.
“Don’t freak out.” Monica patted her thigh. “Not proposing. Not even close.”
“Right.” Bridgette nodded.
“Just saying that those are some possible steps for us later.”
“Later. Right,” Bridgette said.
Monica leaned in, kissed her quickly, and said, “You’re really cute right now. You looked totally dazed.”
“Well, the woman I’m in love with just told me that she thinks we could get married one day, so yeah, it got me a little dazed.”
Monica’s eyes widened then.
“Oh, shit,” Bridgette added quickly before she cupped her hand over her mouth. “Sorry,” she mumbled through that hand. “Didn’t mean to say that out loud.”
“Are you really sorry?” Monica asked, looking almost hopeful.
Bridgette dropped her hand, waited a moment, hoping this didn’t change them in a bad way but in possibly the best way, and then shook her head.
“No, I’m not sorry.”
“Neither am I,” Monica told her as she took her hand. “Because I’m in love with you, too.”
“You are?” Bridgette asked, hopeful.
Monica nodded and said, “Back to the original point of this conversation, though: I don’t know about working here officially.”
“That’s okay.” Bridgette shook her head. “Forget I said that. Not important anymore. We–”
“Babe, I meant that I can’t right now. I want to help, and I’m yours to employ how you see fit, but I don’t want to be on payroll. When my dad finally retires, and I feel like I’ve done what I can to help Arnette transition, then, maybe we can talk more about an official role for me here at Southern.”
“Yeah?” Bridgette asked. “That’s, like, a year away.”
“Is that okay? I will help. I don’t need a paycheck.”
“No, I meant that you’re talking a year from now, where we’re still together, that you’ll start working here.”
“Yeah,” Monica confirmed with a smile.
Bridgette smiled back and replied, “I’ve never really had that, either.”
“Someone planning a year ahead?”
Bridgette nodded.
“I think I can get on board planning however far ahead you want, Bridgette Musgrave. I can promise I’m in a much better place than when we first met, and I can see it all for us now. Whatever we want it to be for us, I can see it.”
“Can we start by shopping for wineglasses?”
Monica laughed and said, “Sure. This weekend?”
“Yes. And I’m leaving that desk in the office for you.”
“Bridge, it’s your office.”
“I know. But if you’re here, and we’re working together, you can be in there with me. It would be a practice run, really. Can we be together and work together?”
“I suppose that’s true,” Monica agreed.
Bridgette’s phone buzzed in her pocket, so she pulled it out and glanced at the screen.
“Mel wants to hang out tonight.”
“Yeah? You should go, maybe,” Monica suggested. “I know you’ve missed her.”
“Not just her and I, but with Kyle and Jill, too.”
“Is Jill single?” Monica asked.
“Yes. Why?”
“Maybe Sophie could join us.”
“Are you trying to set up your friend?”
“Not set up. But if they hit it off, so be it. Right?”
“I’ll tell Mel we’re in. You can message Sophie, if you want, but no guarantees about Jill.”
“Maybe they’ll just be friends. Maybe they’ll hate each other. Who knows?” Monica pulled out her phone. “I think I just like the idea of having a friend here whom I can… contribute to the friend group I’m about to join.”
“I like that.”
“Sophie being part of the group?”
“No, you being part of the group.” Bridgette leaned over and placed a kiss on Monica’s cheek.
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“Hey,” Melinda greeted them when they arrived.
“Hi,” Monica replied.
“Can I borrow Bridge for a minute? Ky and Jill are sitting in a booth over there,” Melinda said as she pointed to a booth, where Monica saw Jill and Kyle sitting with drinks.
“It’s okay,” Bridgette told her and kissed her cheek.
“I’ll be over at the table. Want me to order you a drink?”
“Yeah, whatever you’re getting.”
“Gin and tonic?” Monica checked to be sure.
“Never mind. Get me a beer. Have Jill tell you which one.” Bridgette winked at her.
Monica smiled at her and made her way over to the booth, where she said hello and sat down next to Jill.
“So, I’m supposed to ask you what beer to order for Bridgette.”
“Me? I don’t know what she drinks. Maybe just what I’m having.” Jill shrugged.
“She probably thinks you’d know the local beers better than me. I’m guessing she drinks local.”
“She does,” Kyle replied. “It just kind of happens when you move here. I love the local stuff now.”
“Can you tell me what to order for my girlfriend, then?”
“Girlfriend?” Jill asked. “Really?”
“Oh. She hasn’t told you yet?”
“No, but I also haven’t talked to her much recently. Must be all that time she’s been spending with her girlfriend,” Jill said in a mocking tone.
“That’s great,” Kyle added. “Bridgette’s awesome.”
“She is, yes,” Monica replied with a smile as the waiter arrived. “Can I get a gin and tonic and whatever she’s drinking?” She pointed to Kyle.
“Sure,” he said, placing beverage napkins on the table for her.
“We like coming here because it’s one of the few places there’s table service,” Jill remarked. “And it’s less noisy than most of the other bars in the Quarter.”
“It’s nice. I’ve been here before.” Monica nodded toward the pianos. “I can’t wait till they get going.”
“We rarely come here to watch the pianists,” Jill said. “But the drinks are good and not that expensive, and we can usually find a booth.”
“So, you and Bridgette are together now? How will that work when you go back home? Sorry. Is that too personal?” Kyle asked.
“No, it’s fine.” She shook her head. “I’m actually going to be here for a while. I need to find an apartment soon, I guess. I’ve basically been sleeping at Bridgette’s and charging the company for an expensive hotel.”
“You’re going to stay? Long enough to rent an apartment?” Jill asked.
“I’ve still got some fine-tuning to do on my long-term plan, but the short-term one is done. Yes, I’m going to rent a place, probably for a year or maybe a little longer, before I’ll find a house to buy. I haven’t decided if I’m keeping my place in Manhattan, but I don’t plan on moving back there full-time. I’d also like to take Bridgette there to see it before I sell, if I do end up selling, because it’s pretty stark but very fancy, and, honestly, it’s funny to me when she mocks me for being fancy.”
“When who mocks you?” Bridgette asked as she and Melinda both approached the booth. “I’m the only one who gets to mock you, right?”
“Yes. And I was talking about you.”
“Oh, good,” Bridgette said before she sat down next to Monica.
Monica wrapped an arm around Bridgette’s shoulders and whispered, “Everything okay?”
“Yeah. I’ll fill you in later,” Bridgette said softly to her as Melinda sat down next to Kyle.
“Monica is moving here,” Kyle said to her girlfriend.
“I heard. Bridge just told me. Congratulations.”
“Thank you,” Monica replied with a chuckle.
“It’s a whole thing. She’s got to transition from taking over this giant company and helping her dad before he retires, but she’s sticking around.” Bridgette smiled at her.
“The sex is that good?” Jill joked. “Maybe we should’ve hooked up, after all, so that I could’ve experienced it myself.”
“Hey!” Monica said with a laugh she only half-meant.
“And yes, it’s that good,” Bridgette added.
“Bridge!” Monica tapped her on the leg.
“Hi.”
Monica looked up and saw Sophie standing there.
“Oh, Sophie, hi,” she said. “Everyone, this is my friend, Sophie. She used to work with me at Arnette a long time ago, but she lives down here now, so I thought I’d invite her to join us, if that’s all right.”
“Thank God! I don’t have to be the fifth wheel now. Please, sit down,” Jill said.
Sophie sat down next to Kyle and Melinda in the six-seater booth, and when the group started in on some small talk, Monica turned to Bridgette.
“It’s really okay?”
“Babe, she just wanted to apologize to me,” Bridgette told her with a smile.
“Apologize?”
“Yes. She’s been distant since she met Kyle, and we’ve hardly had any time to hang out, just the two of us like we used to, so she was apologizing. I told her it’s not really a big deal because I’ve been doing the same thing because of you since you got here, and I don’t see that changing much anytime soon.”
“Bridge, I want you to spend time with your friends.”
“I will. I am. We’re with them now,” Bridgette replied. “We also set something up for just the two of us this weekend.”
“Yeah? Good,” Monica said.
“So, Sophie and Jill?”
They turned back to the conversation to see that Sophie was at one end of the booth, across from Bridgette, and Jill was at the other end, across from Kyle. They hadn’t planned this setup very well. The women couldn’t really talk without yelling across the table, but Jill also didn’t seem all that interested. Mostly, she just slowly sipped her drink and listened, occasionally turning her head to watch the dueling pianos on the platform behind them, so it seemed clear to Monica that Jill either wasn’t interested in Sophie or was playing it incredibly cool.
“Hey, are you all right?” Monica asked her when they both decided to line up for the bathroom at the same time.
“Yeah. Why?”
“You just haven’t said that much tonight.”
“Oh, I’m fine. Just a little sad.”
“Sad?”
“It’s great that you and Bridge are together and that Mel and Kyle are a couple planning a future, but I’m still all alone and wondering where my Princess Charming is, I guess.”
“You know, Sophie is–”
“Gay? I kind of figured out the whole setup angle,” Jill replied.
“Not truly a setup. Just an idea. Sophie’s single, too, so I thought–”
“I appreciate your thinking. And she seems nice… I’m just in an off mood tonight.”
Monica then watched as Jill disappeared into the bathroom and waited her turn. When they were both finished, they headed back to the table, where Bridgette and Sophie were laughing about something.
“And she was–” Sophie stopped when she saw Monica standing there.
“Was what?” Bridgette asked.
“Uh… Nothing. She was just the best boss in the entire world and did nothing worth making fun of ever.”
Monica sat down next to Bridgette and said, “Hi, babe.”
“No!” Bridgette laughed. “Soph was just about to finish telling me an embarrassing story about you.”
“I gathered,” she replied and playfully glared at Sophie. “Did you want to continue?”
“Yes, but not with you sitting here. I’ll call Bridgette later and tell her the rest.”
“You two exchanged numbers?” Monica asked.
“We’re starting a group text,” Melinda said.
“Just to make fun of me?”
“No, babe. So that we can all talk easily. You’re in there. You didn’t check your messages, did you?”
“While I was peeing? No, I didn’t,” she replied.
A little while later, Monica was tired, but she was having fun, too. Normally, she’d excuse herself to go home and get some sleep, but Bridgette appeared to be having fun as well, and Monica liked that their hands were joined under the table. She liked it even more when Bridgette’s hand left hers and slid up her thigh, and she loved it when Bridgette gave her upper inner thigh a squeeze, indicating something Monica was more than up for.
“I think I’m ready to go,” Bridgette said. “Mon?”
“Yes. I mean, whenever is fine with me.”
“Have a good rest of the night,” Melinda teased.
“Oh, I will,” Bridgette stated.
Monica looked at Sophie, who seemed to be fine, and when Sophie nodded that she was, Monica stood up with Bridgette and took her hand. Then, she looked around at her friends, some new and one old, and decided that she did feel like she fit in here, after all. Bridgette led them outside, and they walked at a leisurely pace despite the fact that they both had things in mind for when they got back to Bridgette’s place.
“So, I’m going to need help finding an apartment,” she said.
“I’m the wrong person for that. You’d be looking in the rich part of town. Maybe Sophie. Is she rich, too?”
“Babe, I’m not looking for a realtor. I meant that I want you to go with me when I look at places so I can make sure you like it, too.”
“I can do that,” Bridgette replied. “But can you make sure it has appliances I’ll know how to use?”
“Oh, I cannot wait to take you to my place in New York. It’s going to be hilarious.”
“What? Why?”
“The in-wall espresso machine and you will not get along.”
“You’ll just have to bring me a cappuccino in bed, then. No soy, though. I drink the hard stuff.”
Monica laughed as they turned the corner and said, “I can buy regular milk for you, but just for you.”
“Then, I’ll figure out how to use the damn in-wall espresso machine for you. Mon, who has an in-wall espresso machine? I mean, a bookshelf, sure. But an espresso machine? What happens if you have to replace it, and the new one you want is a different size? Are you so rich that you just redo the wall every time you get a new machine?”
Monica laughed before she stopped walking and said, “I love you.”
Bridgette stopped and stared at her then. Yes, they’d told one another that they were in love, but neither had said those exact three words yet.
“I love you, too,” Bridgette replied.
“Yes, you would.”
Monica heard that voice and turned to her right to see the fortune teller standing there with a smile.
“You?” Bridgette asked. “Are you following us around or something?”
“Babe,” Monica said, pointing down.
Bridgette’s eyes followed her finger. The fortune teller was out walking her dog.
“Oh,” Bridgette let out.
“Right on schedule,” the woman told them and patted Monica on the shoulder before she walked off, leaving them there on the sidewalk.
“That’s weird, right?” Bridgette asked then. “Like, really weird?”
“I don’t know. I think it’s kind of nice now. Maybe she does have a gift.” Monica pulled Bridgette along.
“A gift? Come on.” Bridgette chuckled. “Like, she sees two people and just knows they’re meant to be?”
“Yes, just like that,” she replied.
“Say that again in about twenty minutes, over and over again.”
Monica laughed and said, “I’m sure I will.”
“Mon?”
“Yeah?”
“Do you really believe that?” Bridgette asked. “The part about people being meant to be?”
“Yes. Don’t you?”
“Yeah, I always have. I–” She pulled Monica over into an alley and pressed her against the wall like they’d done the day they’d first made love. “I’ve always believed it for others, but I wasn’t sure I’d ever have it for myself. Having Mel find Kyle has been harder on me than I let on. I had this misplaced, broken heart, and, in a way, I lost my best friend a little there, too. I was lonely, and I thought I just always would be.”
“Which is why you had sex with your ex?” Monica said with a lifted eyebrow. “Never again, Bridgette.” She wrapped her arms around Bridgette’s neck.
“I don’t plan on having any more exes, Monica.” She lifted an eyebrow right back at her.
“That was a really good line,” Monica told her, pulling Bridgette in for a kiss.
Not everything was set in stone yet, and they still had a lot to figure out, but when Monica made love to her girlfriend that night, it felt like a fresh start, a new beginning. They whispered that they loved each other for the first time after, and neither of them qualified it by saying that it was too much or too soon, or that it wouldn’t make sense to anyone else. They just said it and let it sink in that they had found their person in the most unexpected way.
When Bridgette fell asleep, Monica went to the living room to find her laptop in her bag. She didn’t want to wake Bridgette, but she had this urge to write her official resignation letter for Arnette, knowing she wouldn’t even need it for a few weeks. Then, she started looking for an apartment.
“Babe?” Bridgette mumbled when she walked into the living room, looking exhausted and completely naked.
“Sorry. Go back to sleep. I’ll be in there in a minute,” she said.
“Everything okay?” Bridgette sat down next to her on the sofa and rested her head on Monica’s shoulder.
“I couldn’t sleep. I got the urge to find a place to live.”
“My apartment isn’t fancy enough for you? I knew it.” She wrapped an arm around Monica’s waist.
“It’s plenty fancy.” Monica chuckled. “But we’re not moving in together right now.”
“I’m too tired to argue. Those four orgasms you gave me knocked me out.”
“Go back to bed,” Monica replied.
“Not without you.” Bridgette settled into her side.
“Do you want to help me look?”
“If it means you’re staying here, I’ll look for anything you want,” Bridgette said, shifting to kiss Monica’s neck. “I love you.”
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