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JANUARY
New Orleans Book 1
Kyle Schafer had to grow up fast. Being a daughter of a reluctant mother and an older sister on top of that had practically guaranteed it. When she discovers that the stories her mother told her about her recently deceased grandmother might not be true, she treks to New Orleans to find out the truth about her own history.
Melinda Andrews loves New Orleans. So much so that she runs NOLA Guides, the top tour company in the city, knowing it will be handed to her by the owner and her mentor soon enough. When her unlucky-in-love best friend suggests that they go out so she can meet someone, Melinda sees a woman, who she knows is a tourist, and now, she can’t help but think that she should have said hello.
Ending up in New Orleans with her younger sister, trying to uncover the truth about her family, was never part of Kyle’s plan, but maybe that’s okay because meeting Melinda on a tour and figuring out that there was more to the story than her mother led her to believe might just be worth it.
To contact the author or for any additional information,
visit: https://nicolepyland.com



CHAPTER 1
“Mom, you didn’t even tell us,” Kyle said as her mother rushed into the kitchen.
“What’s there to tell? You didn’t even know her.”
Kyle rose from the beaten-up sofa, nodded for her sister, Jolie, to join her, and watched as Jolie rolled her eyes at her and reluctantly stood.
“She’s being dramatic, as always,” Jolie muttered under her breath.
Kyle heard her but didn’t really take it in as she moved into the kitchen. Her mom placed a half-finished cup of instant coffee onto the counter next to the sink, but not in it, and didn’t dump the coffee out and clean the cup, either. It had always bothered Kyle that her mother had so little space in this trailer but insisted on packing it with more stuff than Kyle had in her two-bedroom apartment, rarely cleaning the place. She was awful with dishes and typically just wiped them off with a rag or ran some water over them as if that would make them instantly clean and offered them to Kyle or Jolie.
“Mom, she died, and you didn’t even tell us. I had to hear about it from Dad, and you’re her daughter.”
“She always liked him better than me,” her mother said.
“Mom, come on. Don’t be like this,” Jolie spoke, crossing her arms over her chest. “Just tell us.”
“She died. She was old. It happens. There’s nothing to tell.”
“But she was your mother and our grandmother,” Kyle argued.
“You never met her,” her mother stated a little louder this time. “And you should thank me for that. She was awful.”
“All you’ve ever told us is that you two didn’t get along and that you left the house when you were sixteen.”
“Yes, that’s true.” The woman turned back to the sink and dumped the coffee out of the cup she likely got from a thrift store.
“But you never told us what happened,” Jolie noted.
“Because it never mattered. I had Kyle to deal with, and your father wasn’t exactly helpful.”
“I always assumed she kicked you out because you got pregnant with me, and that’s how you and Dad ended up here,” Kyle said.
She watched as her mother turned on the water, ran it over the cup, and placed the cup upside down on the counter on top of a rag that had probably been there since she’d moved into this trailer years ago. Then, she turned, and Kyle caught something in her mother’s expression that had her doubting anything that was about to come out of her mouth. She’d seen it when her mother had told her that their father would be back in time to take them to the park or that she hadn’t spent their grocery money that week on cigarettes instead, and they’d be fine. So many times, they’d gone without dinner or had to rely on generous friends at school to give them things off their trays at lunch to make it through the day just in case they wouldn’t have anything for dinner later. She’d seen that expression when her mom told her that this time, it was going to work with her boyfriend of the month, but shortly after, he’d be gone, and at least twice, he’d left with either some of their belongings or whatever money he could find.
“Yes, that’s what happened. I’ve told you that before. She didn’t like that I got knocked up and told me to go. She was hoity-toity and didn’t want a pregnant teenager at home, so she gave me a hundred bucks and told me to get my ass to a hotel. So, that’s what I did. You act as though I haven’t told you that story before.”
“You haven’t,” Jolie reminded. “You just said that you left. You’ve told us that she was a bad mother and that you hated living there, but we put the rest together ourselves over the years.”
“Well, you were right.”
Kyle knew they weren’t. At the very least, they weren’t all the way correct, and something else was going on that their mother wasn’t telling them. She thought about leaving and having Jolie talk to her. Jolie, as the baby of the family, was the one her mother felt more comfortable opening up to on the rare occasion she did actually open up about something. Kyle, on the other hand, had been the reason the woman had gotten kicked out of the house, or at least, that was what she’d always believed because her mother hadn’t ever been particularly kind to her. Three years after Kyle was born, when her mother was close to twenty years old, she’d had Jolie, named after her father’s mother, and they’d been a happy little poor family for another couple of years.
Her mother had even been relatively nice, and they’d each gotten a couple of birthday and Christmas gifts during those years. Then, the arguments had started. A year later, her father had moved out, and she’d only seen him once every month or so. Eventually, he had remarried, and after sending child support payments for a while and finding out that their mother hadn’t used them on their children, he’d started giving them money on the side. Kyle had been nine years old when her father had handed her twenty dollars each week and told her to keep it a secret from her mother. For a while, he’d given her Jolie’s money, too, and when Jolie got old enough, Kyle would hand it over to her, so he began giving her the twenty dollars himself.
“She’s still our grandmother,” Kyle said, pushing those memories out of her mind and getting back to the point.
“She never wanted me. And she never wanted either of you. Did you ever even see her here? Did she come for a visit? Write you letters? Send money when we desperately needed it? No. I took care of both of you. I did that. Your father left, and I took care of you.”
“Mom, we see Dad all the time.” Jolie uncrossed her arms. “He helped both of us get through college.”
“And I didn’t?” she asked, louder still. “I came to your graduations.”
“Dad helped us pay for it,” Kyle added. “And I’m not mad at you because you couldn’t. It’s just that–”
“He got some high-paying job and bought a house with that younger wife of his, and I’m stuck here? Is that it? You’re too good for a trailer now?”
“Mom, she’s, like, three years younger than him. And no one said that. We just want to know about our grandma,” Jolie replied.
“Well, there’s nothing to know. She didn’t care, so that’s the story. Now, if we’re done with this little visit, I have to get ready for work.”
“I thought you were off today,” Kyle said.
“I took an extra shift for the overtime,” she replied, crossing her arms over her chest.
Kyle laughed silently because she and Jolie looked so much alike when they did that.
“Fine. Whatever.” Jolie turned to grab her coat from the chair next to the ragged sofa. “I’ve got to go, anyway.”
“Since when?” Kyle asked.
“Since now. Are you ready?”
“I guess so,” Kyle said.
Having driven Jolie over to the trailer to ask their mother these questions, she was Jolie’s ride, so before her younger, fierier sibling started full-on fighting with their mother about this, Kyle wanted to get them both out of there. It just wasn’t worth it. She knew her mother was lying about something, but they weren’t about to get the truth out of her when she was like this. Perhaps they could get her drunk later and get it out of her. She was always more open when she’d had a few. It was wrong to do, and they had other options, like going to their father, but he didn’t like talking about that time in their lives, either. Kyle got the impression that he didn’t know all that much. He’d always been kind toward their mother’s family, not bad-mouthing them, but he also tried to respect their mother’s wishes to leave that life behind and not mention them.
“Sometimes, she’s infuriating,” Jolie said the moment they were out of the trailer and their feet crunched in the gravel of the trailer park.
“Just sometimes?” Kyle teased. “Where do you need to go?”
“Oh, nowhere. I just wanted out of there,” Jolie admitted.
Kyle laughed and asked, “Do you want to see if Dad has any more info? He just told us what he heard from his cousin.”
“We missed the funeral,” Jolie replied, walking toward the car. “She was our grandmother, Kyle.”
“I know. I don’t like it much, either. Maybe she was as bad as Mom is saying she was.”
“Oh, please. That woman was lying through her teeth, and you know it.”
“There’s got to be a reason, though, right? Something had to have happened that made her hate her or for them to hate each other. And she’s right about one thing: our grandmother didn’t exactly request a meeting with us or ask us to visit her. I never got a single birthday card or Christmas gift from her. Did you?”
“No, but there’s still something we have to be missing. I get that she might have been mad at Mom because she got pregnant with you, but Dad said she was nice, from what he remembered. Would she really kick Mom out and tell her never to come back?”
“I don’t know,” Kyle said, pressing the button on her key fob to unlock the car. “Maybe. It happens.”
“I get her being shocked and maybe doing the whole ‘hundred bucks, go away’ thing initially, but making Mom stay away when she was four months along with you? Mom doesn’t exactly have any real-life skills, so I doubt she had any before this happened. Maybe if Grandma really did that to her, we shouldn’t want to learn more about her.”
“So, are you saying that you believe Mom now?” Kyle asked, opening the door.
Jolie opened the passenger door and said, “No, I stopped believing her the third time she told us that she was getting married, that we were moving out of the one-bedroom trailer, and that we’d each have our own rooms.”
Kyle nodded and climbed inside the car.
“Sometimes, I wonder how we both came from that woman. We’re so different than her,” Jolie added.
“Well, I think we both grew up wanting more than what we had, and to change our circumstances, we had to do something about them because she couldn’t or wouldn’t,” Kyle said as Jolie buckled her seat belt.
“She hates that Dad helped us with college, you know?”
“I know. But it’s not like he paid for everything. He gave us a few hundred bucks a semester.”
“She didn’t have anything to give,” Jolie replied. “And if she did, she would’ve spent it on herself.”
“Addictions are addictions,” Kyle offered, starting up the car.
“And cigarettes and booze are more important than making sure your kids have food to eat? I swear, Kyle, I will never do that to my kids. They will always have food to eat. I don’t care if I have to work four jobs, give up Netflix, and never do anything fun in my life again – my kids will always have food.”
“You’re going to make a great mom one day,” Kyle said, smiling at her younger sister as she pulled them through the gravel toward the main road.
“One day. I’m only twenty-seven. I’ve got time. I’d like to have fun while I can.”
“Do you want to try to talk to Dad again?”
“No,” her sister replied, sighing. “He’s got a wife and another kid now. I don’t think he likes it when we bring up the past. His face scrunches up a lot whenever we mention Mom.”
Kyle laughed and said, “It does do that.”
“We can just drop it. We missed the funeral, anyway.”
“We could always visit the cemetery.”
“Why? What’s the point?” Jolie asked. “We never met her. What would we even do? Talk to the headstone or something?”
“Why not?” Kyle asked.
“Are you expecting her to say something back about why she never reached out? Explain herself, maybe?”
“No,” Kyle said, laughing a little. “It’s more about just getting some closure, I guess.”
“How can we do that when we don’t know anything about her?”
“Dad mentioned her house. He said it’s empty and that she left the key to the place with the neighbor.”
“So?”
“So, we could fly down and check it out. Maybe we’ll get some answers there.”
“Just show up and ask the neighbor for the key, telling them that we’re the grandchildren she never acknowledged? The neighbor probably knows nothing about us.”
“I haven’t exactly thought it out, but that’s the gist, yeah: we just go and see.”
“You’re serious?” Jolie asked.
“Yes. I feel like I need to know, Jol. Mom isn’t telling us the truth, and I don’t know why or what that means, but there’s this whole part of our history that we don’t even know. Dad’s family is pretty much gone, besides that distant cousin he told us about, and Mom, from what she told us, only had her mom left. That house might be our last chance to learn about where we come from.”
“So, you want to just pack and go? I’m sure that house will sell soon or is still owned by the bank or something, and they’ll have it all locked up.”
“That’s why I think that we have to leave soon. We might only have a few days to check it out before it’s gone.”
“You want to go now?”
“Before the new year, yes,” she replied, pulling them to a stop at a light.
“For real?” Jolie asked. “You’re really serious about this?”
“Can you take time off work?”
“You want me to go with you?”
“Yes. What have I been saying?” Kyle laughed.
“I guess I could. I’m allowed five days off when someone dies, and I still have a couple of weeks of vacation saved up. I don’t want to use it all, though, because I’d like to take a real vacation this year.”
“It’s New Orleans, Jol. It is a real vacation. We don’t have to just learn about where we come from by digging through her old house. We can learn about the city and have fun, too.”
“Oh, there’s an idea,” Jolie replied, leaning back in her seat. “Bourbon Street, beads, booze, and boys.”
Kyle laughed and said, “Sure.”
“Well, girls for you, but I had some good alliteration going on there.”
Kyle laughed again and asked, “So, you’re in? You’ll come with me?”
“Yes. But what will we tell Mom?”
“Nothing. We just made our monthly pilgrimage to the trailer. She won’t expect another visit for a while. And if she calls or texts, we just lie.”
“Well, turnabout is fair play. She lies to us all the time,” Jolie noted.
“So, we’re going to New Orleans?” Kyle asked.
“When I get home, I’ll look up everything I want to do, so be prepared, sister.”
Kyle laughed again.



CHAPTER 2
“Jill, have you seen my list?” Melinda asked.
“Nope. Have you seen mine?”
“I’ve got them,” their boss and company owner said, laughing as she held out two pieces of paper. “I swear, you two.”
“If you’d only get an app, we’d have our lists on our phones, and we’d never lose them,” Jill remarked.
“I like it,” Melinda said, taking her list from the boss lady. “It’s old-school, and I appreciate simple.”
“There you go. See, Jill? Simple.”
“Yeah. Yeah.” Jill laughed and took her own list. “So, cemetery today. Where do you go?”
“Garden District,” Melinda replied.
“Your favorite,” Jill said.
“I do love it.”
“A lot calmer than the Quarter,” Jill replied.
“And it’s a longer tour, so I only have it while you have the cemetery and Jackson Square today.”
“True. But we take a break at Café Du Monde, so I get coffee and beignets that are often bought for me by tourists who also still tip me.”
“I like my tips in cash,” Melinda pointed out. “I can’t pay my rent in beignets.”
“But if I eat ten beignets, I won’t be hungry for dinner later, so I’ll save money there.”
“Okay. I know I pay you both well enough to pay rent and eat,” their boss said, rolling her eyes at them.
“Do you want to grab lunch before we have to be back here?” Jill asked Melinda as she stared down at her list. “Only seven today?” she asked her boss.
“Off-season,” the woman replied. “And I’m going to run to the bank to drop off the deposit.”
“I only have six,” Melinda replied, looking down at her list of people who had signed up online for her tour. “We could get some walk-ins.”
“Likely, a few, but you two go to lunch. I’ll be back in ten minutes and run the desk if we do.”
Melinda was grateful for both her job and her boss. She’d been working at NOLA Guides since she first turned nineteen. Growing up in the city had given her an innate love for it, but over the years, she’d recognized that even if she hadn’t grown up here, she’d still be in love with the people, the music, the art, the atmosphere, and yes, even the humidity. Sometimes, it was so thick, Melinda brought a second uniform shirt to work because she’d sweat through the first one while walking around the city. They offered over a dozen different tours at NOLA Guides, and over the first year, she’d trained to give all of them and even made up one of her own that had since been added to the roster. Skipping college had been a risk, but it had been a good one, in her opinion. Now, she was twenty-five, and she knew she wanted to do this for a long time.
“You really like the Garden District tour?” Jill asked when they left the office and turned right toward their favorite Po-Boy place.
“Yes. Why?”
“I don’t know. It doesn’t really change all that often. Every once in a while, a new celebrity moves in, and I guess that’s exciting for a few tours, but I prefer the Quarter because it’s different each time.”
“Not really. Same bars. Same galleries just on the other side of those bars. Same drunk tourists.”
“No, the old tourists go home, and new tourists show up.”
“Same behavior.”
“Maybe. But I like to think about each of them having a different story. Yesterday, I made up at least ten reasons why people were in town. One of them had her heart broken by her boyfriend and was sitting at a table, looking all forlorn, until a woman approached her.”
“Ah. I can guess how you turned that story around,” Melinda said, laughing a little.
“She left more than satisfied, and her broken heart was broken no more,” Jill replied.
“Was that in your story or in reality, though, Jill?”
“A woman did approach. She just borrowed an empty chair and walked off. But, in the story, the broken-hearted girl had a very sexy time on the dance floor before she got taken into the bathroom, causing a longer-than-usual line to form outside. They left after that, and the hotel room smelled like sex the next morning.”
“My God, you have an active imagination,” Melinda said, laughing some more.
“You don’t do that at all?”
“What? Imagine people having sex?”
“No, make up stories when the tour is dull and the tourists you’re walking around with aren’t really all that interested in what you’re saying.”
“Not really. I’m usually focusing on what I’m saying, even when a pre-teen is on his phone behind his parents, hoping they aren’t watching him post about how bored he is to his friends.”
Melinda pulled the old blue door open, practically feeling the wood contract from the unusual cold for the beginning of the new year. Whenever it was humid, though, the door expanded, and they had to leave it open during operating hours because it stuck so much that people would assume the place was closed, causing them to lose out on business. She couldn’t wait until they installed the new glass doors to replace this one soon, but she knew she’d miss the old blue gal at the same time. Melinda wasn’t sure New Orleans truly ever had an off-season, but the spring and summer months were certainly busier than the fall and winter, which made her love the winter months more than most. The lines weren’t as long, and she could chat up the proprietors to find out how things were going more easily.
“Hey, Mel!”
“Hey, Henry,” she greeted back with a wave.
The tall, lanky man with a graying mustache and little puffs of hair on his head gave her a smile and a laugh, despite her not saying anything funny.
“Usual?” he asked her.
“And Jill’s, too,” she replied. “How’s business?”
“Good. Good.” He went to enter their order on his old-timey cash register.
The old man had refused to upgrade to the newer models that had wireless payment options. He took credit cards, and that was as far as he would likely ever go.
“Hi, Mel,” Henry Jr. said as he walked out from the back.
“Hi. How are you?” She offered him a polite smile.
The owner’s son, Henry Jr., had just turned twenty-two, and as Jill constantly pointed out, he had a massive crush on Melinda, which made her feel bad for the guy since she was a lesbian. Had she been at all interested in men, she might have gone on a date with him. He was lanky like his father but had bulked up a little in his arms and chest. His brown skin was darker than his father’s and his mother’s, which gave him some Hollywood-star vibes, and his smile lit up any room. She remembered him telling her that when they’d shot a film nearby, he’d had not one but two people from the set ask if he was an actor or a model. He preferred the simple life, though, just like Melinda, which was another reason why, had things been different, she might have considered going on a date with him.
“I’m good. One more semester of school left,” he said.
“And then, you’re done with studying,” she joked.
“And then, it’s back here to help take over for the old man.”
“Hey!” Henry lightly punched his son on the shoulder. “This old man has a lot of years left in him. Besides, someone’s got to teach you how to make Mel’s order right because you always mess it up.”
“I do not,” Henry Jr. argued.
“He’s so in love with you,” Jill whispered to her. “Look. He’s all embarrassed now.”
“Leave him alone,” Melinda whispered back.
Henry Sr.’s father had been the one who had opened the sandwich shop, which had been more of a window back then, and Henry Sr. had since expanded it a bit, but it was still only three indoor tables and the window that allowed people to buy even if they didn’t walk inside. On busy days, Melinda could call ahead and walk past the window, and they’d hand her the order. She’d always pay them for it later, but having that kind of relationship with the local business owners was yet one more reason why she loved it here.
After grabbing their sandwiches, they decided to sit at the last empty table and eat before going back to the office, where they both knew they’d just end up eating and working instead of taking a real break. Jill got them both bottles of water, and they sat down, unwrapping their food and looking out at the street through the window.
“So, what are you doing tonight?” Jill asked.
“I don’t know. Why?”
“I was thinking about staying in and watching a movie or something. Want to come over? We can make popcorn.”
“Oh, shit,” she said. “I forgot. I’m supposed to hang out with Bridgette tonight. She’s single and, apparently, ready to mingle now.”
“I thought she was still getting over her ex,” Jill noted, taking a bite.
“Me too. But she told me yesterday that she wanted to go out and was at least ready to rebound. Do you want to come with us? I’m sure having both of us there to help her find someone would be better than just me.”
“Nah. I’m not really in the going-out mood. I think I’ll just do the movie-and-popcorn thing alone. Text me if you need me to walk you home if she ends up meeting someone. That, I can do.”
“We’ll be three minutes from my apartment. You know how safe I am.”
“I do. I don’t know how safe everyone else is, though.”
“I told her that we could go out, and if she doesn’t meet anyone, she can at least get drunk and crash at my place. So, we’ll be fine.”
“You so lucked out with that apartment,” Jill noted.
“I did.” Melinda smiled. “If it had been you who started working at the company years ago, maybe she would’ve let you rent it from her instead.”
“I doubt it. You’re like the daughter she never had. You know that NOLA Guides will be left to you when she goes, right?”
“She’s only sixty. Let’s not talk about that, okay?”
Their boss had bought the tour company from someone who had left before Hurricane Katrina and hadn’t ever returned. It had come with the office and two apartments above it. Those two apartments hadn’t had any damage from the hurricane, and after a few years of them being rented out individually, they’d been combined together with an added staircase, making the two units into more of a one-unit townhome instead. Melinda hadn’t ever even seen the space, but when she needed a new place after her lease ended, her boss had walked her up the stairs behind the office and showed her the unit. Melinda had fallen in love with it instantly but hadn’t understood why she was being shown it when she’d been about to be homeless if she didn’t find something she could afford.
Her boss, the woman who had hired her all these years ago, trained her up and, yes, treated her very much like the daughter she’d never had, giving Melinda the keys and telling her that she’d remodeled the place just for her. The rent was more than reasonable, too, and came out of her paycheck. Making jokes about Melinda paying her rent was something special between the two of them, and Melinda often wondered if she’d ever move out of the place. It was old and beautiful, and, thanks to the stonework, it was relatively soundproof, so she rarely heard the goings-on down on street level. It had a back balcony overlooking the courtyard shared by all the buildings surrounding it. She’d made it her own, but she’d also hardly had to do anything to it to accomplish that goal. It had always just felt like it had been built for her.
“I’m thinking about maybe going back to school,” Jill blurted out randomly.
“Huh?”
“For my master’s degree.”
“Why?”
“I don’t know,” Jill said. “I guess I’m just a little bored. I like giving tours. I just don’t know if I want to do it forever.”
“You went to college. You have a degree.”
“In marketing. I hate marketing.”
“Why did you major in it, then?” Melinda laughed.
“Well, I thought I liked it at some point,” Jill replied. “Anyway, I was thinking about something else, but I haven’t decided yet. I thought I could get the degree while I work, and maybe in a few years, when I’m done, I’ll find something I really love.”
“You could always take over the place with me, assuming she does leave it to me one day. It’s a long way off, probably. I know she says she’ll retire at sixty-five, but she won’t.”
“Please, that woman will work up until her second line. But that doesn’t mean she won’t sell it to you before that and just cut back or something,” Jill said, referring to the type of parade historically associated with jazz funerals, because their boss would undoubtedly get one as she’d been a New Orleans institution for her entire adult life.
They finished their sandwiches and said goodbye only to Henry Sr. on their way out since Henry Jr. had already disappeared into the back. Taking the short walk back to the office, Melinda looked around. Tourists were wandering in and out of buildings and chatting about what they’d bought or what their evening plans were. She smelled seafood and heard jazz coming from one of the bars. To her, New Orleans was always bathed in sound, and she loved that about this place. It was different than Manhattan, for example, which was also bathed in sound, but there, it was city noise. In New Orleans, it was art that surrounded her and kept her safe somehow.
“Looks like we’ve got a few walk-ins,” Jill said, nodding toward the front office door that a family had just pulled open.
“Yours or mine?”
“Family, so I’m guessing Garden District,” Jill replied.
“You’ll get some frat boys soon for your Quarter tour, so don’t be jealous,” Melinda teased as they approached the door.
Jill laughed, and they headed inside, where they walked behind the counter and grabbed their lists. Melinda put on her name tag and walked back outside, where she’d meet her tour group in five minutes. As people slowly began to gather around, she checked their names off her list, and when it was time to start, the family of walk-ins joined them and handed her their tickets. She laughed silently at how easily she and Jill could predict who would join which tour and began her welcome speech.
“Hello, everyone, and welcome to NOLA Guides! I’m your guide today. My name is Melinda, but you can call me Mel, if you’d like. Today, we’re going to be heading to the beautiful Garden District, so if you’re looking for another tour, now is the time to join my colleague, Jill, who is about to head out to the cemetery and Jackson Square.”
“Mom, I want to go to the cemetery,” a boy of about twelve said to his mother.
“Shh! Be polite,” the woman whispered back to him.
Melinda smiled and began the tour.



CHAPTER 3
Kyle’s eyes were closed, but she wasn’t asleep. She had never been able to sleep on planes, so she was just resting and thinking. She’d been doing a lot of thinking lately. From the moment she heard from her father that her grandmother had passed away, she’d been thinking. She wondered what she’d missed by not knowing the woman, what possible lies her mother had told them over the years, and what had really happened so long ago between the two of them to cause them to never speak again.
“Hey,” Jolie said.
Kyle didn’t open her eyes.
“Hey,” her sister repeated. “I know you’re not sleeping, Ky.”
“I’m almost sleeping,” she lied, still keeping her eyes closed.
“Come on. You said we could talk about what I wanted to do while we were in New Orleans once we were on the plane. We’re on the plane.”
“Why do we need to talk about this?”
“Because you said this wasn’t just us breaking and entering, but a vacation for me, too. I’ve made a list.”
“Jolie, we’ll do your list. I just want some time to think.”
“And you’ve had that for days already. I know you want to learn about our family history and everything, but this is a vacation, too.”
“I’m aware. And you are free to do whatever you want to do. You don’t have to worry about me.”
“Oh, no. You’re not getting out of this. You sold me on a vacation to Bourbon Street, and I’m getting that. Don’t think I’m trying to party there solo.”
“I’m not partying every night, Jolie. I’ll go out a few times, but not constantly. Besides, New Orleans isn’t only about partying,” she replied.
“I know. And if you open your eyes, I can show you the list I made that demonstrates that fact.”
Kyle opened her eyes reluctantly and turned her head toward her sister, who had chosen the aisle seat. She looked down toward the tray table and saw Jolie’s phone, which was unlocked and showing her notes app.
“Okay. Go.”
“So, there’s the Garden District, the food, the museums, and the swamps.”
“The swamps?” Kyle asked with a lifted eyebrow.
“Yeah. I was thinking we could do a swamp boat tour. Supposedly, you get to see alligators.”
“Why would I ever want to see an alligator?”
“Why not? It’s an experience,” Jolie replied. “I heard they feed them marshmallows.”
“Sorry, what?”
“They throw them in the water to attract them. I read about it after we booked the trip.”
“Didn’t we do that with raccoons that one time Dad took us camping? Works for alligators, too?”
“Apparently,” Jolie said, lifting up her phone. “There’s Jackson Square, the riverboat casinos, and I also want to hit up that voodoo shop in the French Quarter everyone always talks about.”
“How long are you planning on being here, exactly?” Kyle asked.
“I don’t know. I took off two weeks, so we’ll go from there. You’re the one who didn’t book a flight back.”
“I’m freelance,” she reminded. “I can work from anywhere. And it just seemed like the right idea, booking an open ticket.”
“But the house is going to be gone. Even if we get the key and can get in to check it out – and that’s a big if, too – it’s not like it’s just going to sit there for us to pilfer or keep going back to. I’m sure it’ll be sold at auction or something.”
“We’ll find out, I guess. Either way, I didn’t want to book a week only to decide that I wanted to stay longer and then have to change my ticket. This was just easier.”
“Well, not all of us have cushy freelance jobs,” Jolie replied.
“Cushy?” Kyle laughed. “I own my own business and make enough to get by, but nothing is cushy in my life. You know that.”
“Mom again?” Jolie asked. “When did she hit you up?”
“Last month,” Kyle replied. “She played the mom card and talked about how she’d given up her body and life to have me.”
“How many times has she used that one?”
“More than I can count,” she admitted. “I gave her a thousand bucks.”
“Ky, why?” Jolie asked in a louder voice.
“She needed work done on the trailer.”
“That thing is made of cardboard and chewing gum. It will always need work.”
“I know. I actually called the company myself and gave them the money instead of her directly, thinking I was being smart to do that, but then they called me back and told me that she refused the service and somehow conned them into giving her my money in a refund.”
“And they did it?”
“She’s very persuasive. You know that. When I asked her about it, she said she wanted to do the work herself.”
“What did she really spend it on?”
“She went to the bar,” Kyle replied.
“And ran through a grand in a night?” Jolie asked.
“I think she said she bought a round for the crowd, but I was so angry, I didn’t exactly listen.”
“I can’t really say anything; I’ve given her more money than you. She just has that way of getting under my skin and somehow convincing me to do whatever she’s asking. I hate it.”
“Me too,” Kyle replied. “But for us to do something about it, we’d actually have to do something about it.”
“Do you think we’re going to actually discover anything about what happened between them there? Why Mom is a total mess?”
“I have no idea. I just feel this pull that I need to explore.”
“And I’m with you, Ky, but we’re both kind of spending money we probably shouldn’t be spending on this, so I at least want to have some fun while we’re here, okay?”
“I know. We will,” Kyle replied.
They talked more about the activities Jolie wanted them to do while in town, and as the plane began its descent, Kyle closed her eyes again, thinking now about Jolie’s questions. Would they discover anything? Would they even get into the house by using that neighbor’s key? Would they get arrested for trying to uncover a little bit about their past? Kyle didn’t know. And she only had a few more minutes to think before they landed. Then, she’d need to start putting those thoughts into action.
◆◆◆
“Hello?”
“Yes, Dear,” the old woman replied when she opened the front door but kept the screen door with an ornamental fleur-de-lis on it closed between them.
“My name is Kyle Schafer. This is my sister, Jolie.” She motioned toward an anxious Jolie, who kept turning around to see if someone was watching them.
“I’m not interested in buying anything.”
“Oh, no. We’re not selling anything. Our grandmother lived next door to you. We heard from a family member that you might have a key to her house, and we–”
“Oh, my word! I see it now.” The woman pulled open the screen door. “You’re Lorraine’s grandbabies.”
“Babies?” Jolie said, looking confused.
“Oh, she showed me pictures of you when you were little.”
“She had pictures?” Kyle asked.
“A couple. Not many. What happened between her and your mother was a tragedy, but she loved the two of you so much. Come in. Come in.”
“She loved us?” Jolie asked.
“Of course. You were her only grandchildren. She loved you. Of course, she did. Come on in. I’ll make us some iced tea or lemonade. I have both. Which would you prefer?”
“Actually, we still need to check into our hotel. We just wanted to know if you had the key,” Jolie replied.
“The lawyer hasn’t given you one yet?”
“What lawyer?” Kyle asked, stepping inside the house.
“Kyle!” Jolie glared at her.
“Oh, I won’t bite,” the woman said, laughing at Jolie’s strangeness. “And yes, her lawyer. His name is Beaufort, I think. Mr. Beaufort. Nice man. Funny suits, but nice man.”
“Funny suits?” Kyle asked, taking another step inside the modest house to allow Jolie to join her and the door to be closed behind them.
“No man needs to spend that kind of money on suits and ties.” The woman chuckled. “So, tea or lemonade? It’s sweet tea. This is the South, after all.”
“I’m okay, but thank you,” Jolie replied.
“I’ll have sweet tea,” Kyle said.
“Good. Good. I have cookies, too, I think. Shortbreads, maybe? Oh! I’ve got pralines. I just picked those up at Rouses.”
“What’s Rouses?” Jolie asked.
The woman just laughed and left the room through two swinging doors.
“Have a seat. Have a seat,” she said loudly from the kitchen, Kyle guessed.
“Ky, we don’t even know this woman. What are we doing here? We were supposed to grab the key and go,” Jolie whispered.
“She invited us inside. What was I supposed to do?”
“Tell her we just need the key; say we’re from the city, and we’re rude city people.”
“We need the key. Had I done that, she wouldn’t have given it to us.”
“And what was that about, by the way? A lawyer? An expensive one, it sounds like, according to her.” Jolie nodded to the kitchen, where they could hear the sounds of an old woman milling about.
“No idea. Another reason for us to have a drink.”
“What if it’s poisoned?” Jolie asked.
“Then, you’ll be fine because you didn’t ask for one.”
“Here we go. Here we go,” the old woman said, walking back into the room. “Oh, you didn’t sit down. Have a seat. Have a seat.”
Kyle laughed a little at how their host seemed to repeat things a lot. Then, she sat down on a small sofa in the corner of the room, and Jolie waited an extra second before sitting down next to her, her body language tight and untrusting.
“So, your grandmother’s attorney should have given you your key.” The woman set the tray down on the table and went to sit down in the comfy chair across from them. “Help yourself. I got you a sweet tea, too, just in case.” She nodded to Jolie.
“You said that he would give us our key?”
“Yes. She told me she had everything ready to go, but if he hasn’t done that yet, he will. In the meantime, you can have the one she gave to me to keep an eye on things, of course. And you mentioned a hotel before?”
“We still have to check in, yes,” Jolie said. “People are expecting us.”
Kyle rolled her eyes at her sister.
“Why are you staying in a hotel?”
“Should we be staying somewhere else?” Kyle asked.
“Yes, in the house.”
“Her house?”
“Well, it’s your house now, isn’t it?”
“It is?” Jolie asked. “Kyle’s?”
“She left it to both of you. It’s in good shape. She did her best keeping it up, so I don’t expect it will be much work. You could still sell it, though, and get some decent money for it. We were lucky here: no flood damage for the last several hurricanes.”
“Hold on,” Jolie began. “She left us her house? Why? She didn’t even know us.”
“But you’re her family, her blood.”
“So was our mom,” Kyle said.
“Well, you know that story, I’m sure.”
“You know it?”
“I know your mom left.”
“Yes. But do you know why?” Kyle pressed.
The neighbor shook her head and said, “She never did tell me. I got the impression it was too difficult for her to talk about, so I left it alone to give her some peace. She was feeling sickly a few months ago and got everything straightened out with Mr. Beaufort, like I said, so I’m pretty sure the house belongs to both of you now.”
Kyle turned to Jolie, who was taking a long gulp of that sweet tea with one hand and holding on to a shortbread in the other while she stared at the woman.
“Anyway, I’m glad you two caught me today. I’m leaving tomorrow for my trip.”
“Trip?” Kyle asked.
“Florida. I go every year to visit my son and my own grandchildren. I even have a great-grandbaby now. I was supposed to leave a couple of weeks ago, but I wanted to stay for the funeral and everything. I leave tomorrow, though, so I’m glad you stopped by today.”
“Good timing, I guess,” Kyle replied.
“So, I’ll get that key for you now, if you want. You can drop your things off at the house and tell that hotel you’re canceling your reservation.”
Kyle smiled politely and gave her a nod. She wanted to ask her more questions about her grandmother, but Jolie appeared to be dazed and confused, so when the woman mentioned that she needed to do some last-minute packing, Kyle took that as the opportunity to thank her and leave. Then, she turned to the house next door that had belonged to her grandmother and stared at it. It was a shotgun-style home, which made it significantly longer than it was wide. Kyle had learned about shotgun houses during her own research on the city. They were called that because of their room format. It was said that a bullet shot from the front door would pass through the house without hitting anything and exit through the back door because the rooms weren’t connected by hallways but directly instead.
“We’re homeowners now, apparently?” Jolie said, standing there, looking at the house next to Kyle and snacking on a praline.
“I doubt it. We’ll stay at the hotel. I’m not risking the cops getting called on us because it turned out that she just thought she was leaving us the place.”
“But what if she was right?”
“Then, I guess, we’ll find out. I’ll look up that Beaufort guy later. Right now, I just want to check into the hotel, take a shower, and–”
“Get ready to go out?” Jolie asked, finishing her sentence hopefully. “It’s our first night here. I’ll let you pick the bar.”
“Not tonight, okay? It’s already getting late. Let’s find a place to order in some dinner or something, and we’ll go out tomorrow night, I promise.”
“Fine. But this whole thing is weird now. We met someone who knew her, Ky.”
“I know.”
“And she said Grandma had pictures of us.”
“A couple, yeah.”
“How did she get them? I know Mom wouldn’t have sent any.”
“Probably Dad. I bet he sent her a few back in the day when he was trying to get them to mend fences or something.”
“Seems like something he would do,” Jolie agreed. “I’ll order us a car. Also, do you even realize that we just left our luggage outside of a house in a strange city?” She tugged on her roller bag handle.
“She surprised me when she invited us in. I guess we got lucky it didn’t get stolen,” Kyle replied.
“I’m ordering Uber Comfort. We deserve it,” Jolie said.
Kyle smiled at her sister before she returned her glance to the white house with light-blue doors and shutters.



CHAPTER 4
“In 1718, the French Quarter was founded as a military-style grid of some seventy squares by a naval officer named Jean Baptiste Bienville. The French Period legacy endures in the town plan and central square, church of St. Louis, Ursuline Convent, and street names like Bourbon and Royal. You’ll also see it in the mix of Creole culture, everyone’s favorite Mardi Gras, and more as you continue on with your trip. I hope you enjoyed our tour today. If you have any questions, I’m happy to answer them, but if not, this is where I leave you to go about the Quarter on your own,” Melinda said.
She gave nearly the same speech at the end of every tour as well as began with similar words, liking the idea of bringing everything full circle when it ended. She had completed the Garden District tour earlier and had planned to wrap up her day in the office, but an influx of walk-ins had the office in need of another Quarter tour. Jill was already out on another, and Melinda was the only one around, so she took the fifteen college-aged people who were likely still on their winter break and wanted one last weekend of fun. While they did get college students on tours often, they didn’t always get them for the Quarter tour. Typically, they just walked around, entered the bars, left the bars with drinks in hand, and entered new ones. This group hadn’t had any questions, which didn’t surprise her, and when she wrapped it up, they all dispersed. Two of them had tipped her, so at least she’d made a little extra by doing the additional tour.
“Hey, you’re still wearing your work clothes,” Bridgette noted, walking up to Melinda in the middle of the street.
“I was going to go home and change. Had to take an unexpected tour. And you’re early.”
“I was going to start without you,” Bridgette replied, her green eyes hitting the old lantern light, allowing the golds to bounce around the orbs.
“That bad of a day?” she asked.
Bridgette looked her up and down and said, “Actually, you’re hot, and I plan to go home with someone tonight, so keep the uniform. I don’t want you to distract them.”
Melinda laughed and said, “Thank you?”
“Oh, please. You know you’re gorgeous. I’d date you if I were at all interested.”
“I think there’s still a compliment in there somewhere,” Melinda replied.
“Obviously,” Bridgette told her sarcastically. “But if you must change, I can get us a drink and find a table before the place fills up.”
“I guess I’m not looking to take anyone home, so it doesn’t matter how I look,” Melinda replied.
“That’s the spirit,” Bridgette joked, looping her arm through Melinda’s and turning them around to head toward the part of the street where there were rainbow flags.
There were gay places all over the city of New Orleans, but most of the gay bars were in the north section of the Quarter along the Lavender Line, a strip of St. Ann Street that intersected with Bourbon Street. When Melinda did go out on the Quarter, which wasn’t all that often anymore, she typically ended up there, where she felt more comfortable.
Her friend, Bridgette, was a couple of years older than Melinda’s twenty-five, but she hadn’t grown up in New Orleans. Her family had come here from Baton Rouge when she was in high school, which was where Melinda had met her. Despite Bridgette being two years older, they’d become friends until she’d graduated, and they’d kept in touch until Bridgette was out of college. Her family owned a small, independent greeting card company where Bridgette worked and would take over one day. If someone had just met the woman, though, they likely wouldn’t have pegged her as someone who enjoyed writing and drawing greeting cards that spoke of love, well wishes, and happiness, but Bridgette loved the company and her job. She knew she’d never be a millionaire, but Bridgette wasn’t the kind of person to care about that. She liked seeing the cards that her company had created in the small gift shops in the city and around the state of Louisiana, which was primarily where they were sold.
“Okay. I’m ready,” Bridgette told her.
“I know. That’s why we’re going out.”
“No, I mean, I’m really ready.”
“Bridge, you’ve said that. You’ve got me wondering if you’re maybe saying it a few too many times because you’re not actually ready.”
“Well, I just had my heart broken, Mel. Give a girl a minute.”
“I’m not the one looking to meet someone.”
“For the night, not for forever.”
“Why don’t you just swipe right on someone and tell them your intentions?”
“I tried. No one struck my fancy. But I’m hoping if I see someone in person, they might, and I might finally have someone else touch me because my right hand is exhausted.”
Melinda laughed and said, “They make things for that, you know?”
“Yeah, I know. Those are exhausted, too. I’ve got three different ones charging right now, actually, just in case I need them later.”
“It’s been, like, six months, Bridge,” Melinda noted as they walked.
The crowd wasn’t yet massive, but it would be soon. Even in the off-season, the streets would be packed.
“I loved her, Mel,” Bridgette replied. “And I know we were only together for six months, so I should be over her by now, but I’m not yet.”
“But I thought you were ready.”
“For sex, yes. Sex with a hot tourist who I never have to see again. For a relationship? I don’t know that part yet. But I don’t have to answer that question tonight because I plan to be honest with any of the ladies I talk to.”
“Where do you want to go?” Melinda asked.
“Anywhere. I plan to hop.” Bridgette pulled Melinda into a bar. “There. A table. Grab it. I’ll get us drinks.”
Melinda headed to the small two-top table and pulled up the chair. Surprised to even find a table and chairs available, she yanked the empty one over closer to her, making it clear that it was hers and that she was waiting for someone she knew to come back and take it. She’d grown accustomed to claiming her space from tourists a long time ago. Then, she watched as Bridgette ordered them drinks and waited for them to be made. Looking around and seeing the mix of men and women in the place, Melinda had a feeling they wouldn’t be hanging out here long. That was confirmed when Bridgette walked back over without their drinks in hand and nodded toward the door. Melinda sighed and followed her out.
“I wasn’t feeling it,” Bridgette said.
“We’re in the Quarter. Do you want to go somewhere else, maybe?”
“I don’t know,” Bridgette replied, sighing and looking up and down the street.
“What about that pub off Magazine? It’s touristy and local.”
“It’s also straight,” Bridgette added.
“But I’m starving, and they have food there. They will also have tables, and they have that balcony where we can sit and check out people walking by. Maybe you’ll find someone there.”
“Doubt it.”
“Well, it could happen when you least expect it.”
“Now, you sound like one of my greeting cards.”
Melinda laughed and walked them out of the Quarter toward where she knew they could order a car. Usually, she walked or took public transit nearly everywhere in the city, but she’d been walking all day and had to take that extra tour, so she was exhausted and didn’t want to have to wait for the bus. Cabs were still everywhere, but shared rides were even more common these days, making it easy enough to hop in a car for a couple of miles when her feet were tired or if she’d had too much to drink. Tonight, she guessed, Bridgette would be the one to do the drinking, so getting some greasy food in her might not be a bad idea.
They got out of their shared ride at the corner of Magazine and Poydras due to a traffic back up and turned away from the casino and in the direction of the pub Melinda had been to at least a thousand times by now. Bridgette followed her inside through the shutter doors after their IDs were checked by the bouncer. The full bar downstairs was already packed, but Melinda knew the upstairs one would be less so. She pulled Bridgette up the stairs and around a corner to the balcony, where there was a line of tables, half of them empty.
“Here,” she said, walking to the one at the end, where they’d have a full view of the street below.
“You stay. I’ll go inside and grab drinks,” Bridgette replied.
Melinda sat down at the metal table that wobbled and waited for Bridgette to return. A few minutes later, her friend walked down holding two beers and looking gleeful.
“What happened in there? Did you get laid in the three minutes you were gone? If so, you really were hard up, if it happened that fast.”
“Shut up,” Bridgette said, chuckling. “No, I didn’t get laid. But I did see the woman who I’m kind of hoping will be responsible for my orgasms tonight. And yes, I said orgasms, plural, because I want more than one.” She sat down at the table and passed Melinda her beer.
“Who?” Melinda asked.
“She’s inside. I had to go downstairs because the line up here got long, and I saw her walk in. Technically, she walked in with someone, but it didn’t seem like they were together. I’m hoping it’s a friends thing.”
“Then, why are you here and not down there, talking to her?”
“She’s on her way up. They ordered food to-go, and the bartender told them to wait up here for it.”
“Should I disappear for a few minutes so that you look like you’re alone?” Melinda asked, picking up her beer.
“No, just sit here. There’s only one other empty table now, and it’s right behind us, so I’m hoping they take it, and I can eavesdrop and find out if I’m right about it not being a date.”
“I feel like I’m playing a spy game or something,” she joked.
“Shut up. She’s here,” Bridgette said, nodding.
Melinda turned her head.
“Don’t look.”
“You just said she’s–”
“Yeah, but I don’t want her to think I’m being creepy or something.”
“You are being creepy,” Melinda replied, turning back again. “And I’m not allowed to look at her?”
“Hold on. They’re going to sit down. Shit.”
“What?” she asked, looking at Bridgette.
“I missed an empty one. They’re sitting, like, three tables away from us instead. I can’t listen in now.”
“You might have to actually walk up to her and ask if you can buy her a drink,” Melinda replied.
“But she’s with someone. What if I’m wrong and they’re together?”
“What if you’re really wrong and she’s straight?”
“This is why I wanted a gay bar.”
“As if no straight woman ever walks into gay bars.”
“But the odds would’ve been more in my favor, though,” Bridgette argued. “She’s cute.”
“Can I at least turn around and look now?”
“Fine. But quickly. And don’t be weird about it.”
Melinda laughed and turned her head around.
“Which one?”
“Blonde. About my age or maybe younger. I can’t tell ages.”
“There are two blondes, Bridge.”
“The one that’s facing us right now.”
Someone walked by the table, blocking Melinda’s view for a moment, but once they were gone, she was able to see her. The woman’s blonde hair was down and had frizzed a little in the humidity the city still offered this time of year. To Melinda, this made her think that she was a tourist since a lot of the locals understood how to deal with the humid climate when it came to going out and doing one’s hair. She couldn’t tell the color of her eyes from where she was, but they looked soft and kind. Her nose was cute, all buttoned up and the perfect size for her somewhat round face. Melinda smiled and lowered her eyes because she didn’t want to risk getting caught.
“See? Hot, right?” Bridgette said.
Melinda wasn’t sure she’d use the word hot to describe the woman she’d just blushed at the sight of. Cute, beautiful, adorable, and some other words like that? Yes. But hot? She wasn’t sure yet. There was something about calling her hot that made it feel like it was about what Bridgette wanted to do with her and not about how she actually looked. Was she really hot? Yes, she was attractive, so Melinda would call her hot, but right now, she thought she was beautiful.
“Yeah,” she said, turning back to Bridgette reluctantly. “She is, Bridge. Good choice.”
She internally rolled her eyes at herself.
“What do you think I should do now?” Bridgette asked. “Maybe wait for one of them to go to the bathroom or something?”
“I honestly don’t know,” she replied, taking a drink of her beer. “She could be straight, Bridge.”
“Or, she could be a raging lesbian, out with her wife. She’s hot, and I’m horny, Mel.”
Melinda laughed and nearly spat out her beer.
“Too much information?” Bridgette asked.
“Just go talk to her,” Melinda suggested, feeling a tinge of disappointment.
“Okay. I can do that. Will you talk to the other one if they are friends? Be a good wingwoman?”
“Talk to her? Yes. Sleep with her? No,” she replied.
“You drive a hard bargain, Andrews,” Bridgette said. “Okay. What’s my opener?”
“How about you just say, ‘Hello?’”
“Too basic.”
“Basic? It’s a greeting. Are you going to go with some lame pick-up line she’s heard before?”
“No, I can’t do that, either.” Her friend sighed and took a long pull from her beer. “I guess I can just do a walk-by.”
“A walk-by?”
“Where you walk by them, give them the look, and see if they follow,” Bridgette explained.
“You do that?”
“I haven’t yet, but I’m thinking about it right now,” her friend replied, standing up. “No, I’m going to just do it.”
“Oh, okay. I guess I’ll just sit here and wait.”
“Yeah. I’ll call you over if I need you. If not, I’ll text. Are you good to get home?”
“I was planning on walking when we were in the Quarter, so I’d have to–”
“Shit,” Bridgette interjected.
“What?” Melinda turned around.
“Their food is here. And it’s to-go, remember?”
“They’re leaving?”
“Not yet. I’ll be right back.”
Melinda watched as Bridgette placed her beer down on the table and headed toward the two blondes, walking past them, glancing toward the woman she was interested in, and then entering the bar. Melinda waited because that was what she was supposed to do. A minute later, her phone buzzed in her pocket.
Bridgette Musgrave: She didn’t even look up. Not a good sign. Maybe I’m not really ready for this. Can we go? I can try again another night.
Having read the text, Melinda stood, picked up both of their unfinished beers, dropped them into the nearby trash can, and on her way out, she walked by the table in question. Not meaning to, she looked down at the woman who was in conversation with the other blonde at the table, and when the woman looked up and met Melinda’s eyes, she offered her a small smile. Melinda smiled back before she quickly averted her own eyes and made her way into the bar to leave.



CHAPTER 5
“It’s a daytime tour, Ky,” Jolie said as she pulled on a T-shirt over her head and checked herself out in the bathroom mirror. “You agreed last night when I booked it. Besides, it’s a Groupon: buy one, get one half off. So, you have to go.”
“It’s a boat in the swamp,” she argued, tucking her feet into her tennis shoes while she sat on the hotel bed.
“We’re not jumping into the swamp,” her sister replied, walking out of the small bathroom.
They’d gotten a room on a deal at the last minute in a small, boutique French Quarter hotel, which meant the room was equally small, as was the bathroom. It had a tiny sink that was nearly on top of the toilet and only a stall-style shower. The bedroom had two full beds instead of the more common queens, and the TV was tinier than Kyle’s laptop screen and clung to the wall with one of those mounts that she could pull out and swivel. Other than that, there was only a wall-mounted table between the two beds where a lamp and an old-style hotel stationary rested, and a desk was in the corner along with the chair that went with it. The building itself had been here since the eighteen-hundreds, which meant it was solid stone, so they’d been relatively protected from the partying that had occurred just down the street from them the previous night and well into the morning. Kyle found that she liked the place and was impressed that they’d managed to find it.
“Kyle, I know you want to go check out the house and figure out this whole lawyer thing, but last night, you said–”
“You’re right. Sorry. I was only half-paying attention to you, to be honest. I was looking up Mr. Beaufort when you asked. I should’ve said no, but it’s whatever now. Let’s just go.”
“A little more enthusiasm might be nice,” Jolie noted, slipping on her own shoes after sitting down on her bed. “And what do you wear to a swamp boat tour? It’s warm, not hot, but we’ll be on a boat, so it’ll be breezy, and there’s water, so it could be cold. Is the breeze off a swamp hot or cold air?”
“I think you’re getting this wrong. We’re not going on a yacht. It’s a swamp. Bring a sweater and tie it around your waist.”
“Gross, Ky. What if I see a cute guy there?”
“On a swamp boat tour?” Kyle replied, standing up and stretching.
“It’s for tourists like us. Why not?”
“Just grab a sweater and put it in your backpack, then.”
“I’m not bringing mine. I thought you could bring yours, and I could toss my stuff in there.”
“What? Why? You have a back. Use it.”
“Ky, if there’s a guy there, I don’t want to be wearing a bulky backpack. I have a purse.”
“God, straight people… You’re exhausting,” she joked.
“You are literally wearing a short-sleeved flannel shirt right now, a pair of jeans, and white tennis shoes. You want to take that back, picture of lesbian perfection?”
Kyle laughed and looked down at her shoes.
“Yeah… You didn’t think that through, did you?” Jolie asked. “White shoes, busy streets, swamps.”
“I only brought these and some sandals,” Kyle replied. “They’re new, but not brand-new, so I guess they’ll just come home with some scuff marks.”
“And likely, vomit,” her sister pointed out. “Or, at least, booze all over them.”
“You’re really selling me on going out with you tonight, aren’t you?” Kyle picked up her backpack off the floor and threw it over her shoulders. “Okay. Throw your crap in here, and let’s go.”
“You’re the best sister,” Jolie teased.
Minutes later, they were in the hotel lobby, where Kyle found a carafe of free coffee for guests.
“I don’t know how you drink that stuff,” Jolie scoffed as Kyle poured herself a cup.
“I was up late, so I’m tired. Plus, I need caffeine to get me through the day with you.”
After taking her first sip and burning her tongue, Kyle felt more than awake. Then, when they walked outside, she breathed in the light stench of garbage mixed with rancid beer. It wasn’t the best way to wake up, but she was hopeful that once they got out of the Quarter, the air in New Orleans would be better. Earlier, they’d decided that since they had some time before their tour, they’d find a restaurant and have a big breakfast. Walking until they found one that looked like it fit the bill, they headed inside and were sat immediately.
“Nice. Everyone partied last night, so we’re the only ones up right now,” Kyle said when they sat down at the blue table in the corner of the small restaurant.
After slathering her French toast in more maple syrup than was necessary, Kyle dug in and was grateful. The food in this city was amazing. She was certain the food from the bar last night had been the best dive bar food she’d ever eaten in her life. They served house-made jalapeño cornbread that tasted like it had just come out of a cast iron pan that the city’s very own grandmother had put it into hours before. The eggs, which she’d ordered alongside her French toast because she’d been feeling a little like this was supposed to be a vacation, tasted light and fluffy and just spicy enough with the Tabasco sauce they had on the table.
After breakfast, they walked out of the Quarter to get rid of some of those calories and found Canal Street. Where the Quarter’s streets were just wide enough for the crowds of people and maze-like, Canal Street was a wide road with palm trees in the middle running up and down it. There was music coming from several shops that appeared to be much bigger than the ones in the Quarter, and while some were tourist shops, others were well-recognized names.
“Want to get an iced coffee there?” Jolie pointed at a fast-food chain across the street. “I know I’ll like their coffee.”
“You came all the way to New Orleans to go to a chain? We just ate breakfast,” Kyle replied.
“But I didn’t have coffee. Come on. I’m getting a pie, too.”
“There are pies everywhere here; this is the South,” Kyle said as Jolie tugged on her hand to get them to a light, where she pressed the button to get the sign for walking to light up.
A few minutes later, they were standing in a line at the fast-food restaurant where Jolie did order two apple pies but changed her mind on the coffee and got sweet tea instead. Thirty minutes after that, they were getting out of an Uber at the location for their tour, and Jolie hadn’t stopped talking since they’d gotten in.
“Okay. No more sugar for you.” Kyle took the near-empty cup and dropped it into the trash can.
“Hey!” Jolie exclaimed. “I was drinking that.”
Kyle rolled her eyes at her younger sister and walked to an old-looking wooden building, where she saw people gathering. Jolie followed behind, and they showed someone their phones to scan their tickets and were instructed where to go. The boat was long and flat, and Kyle was grateful Jolie hadn’t booked a trip on one of those boats with the big fans in the back where they had to wear headphones. This one appeared to be a little more relaxing, even though they’d be on a swamp with alligators and snakes. Fifteen minutes later, the driver of the boat, a man named Jack, introduced himself loudly and began telling them the history of the swamp and the alligator hunting that went on.
Kyle mostly didn’t listen. It was fascinating, to be sure, but she had other things on her mind. She turned her head and stared out at the landscape, which was more beautiful than she’d anticipated. When she thought of swampland before this trip, she had the idea that it was dirty and murky water all around, where nothing was visible. And while the water was a bit murky at times, and sure, muddy, too, the trees, tall grass, and the sky above it, along with the wildlife she saw as the boat crept along in places, made the difference.
As Jolie talked to a group of women, who appeared to be about her age and were also here on vacation, Kyle thought of her grandmother and the house that was, apparently, partly hers now. She tried to push the confusing thoughts away, but they kept creeping in along with the image of the attorney who, even in his website headshots, was wearing expensive suits. He appeared to be a named partner in a big law firm in Baton Rouge, but when Kyle’s mother had spoken of her life in New Orleans prior to being kicked out of the house, she’d always described it as a house where they had less than nothing. How had her grandmother been able to afford this top-of-the-line attorney?
They hadn’t gone inside the house yet, but it looked like a well-maintained home from the outside. She was itching to get in, but she’d made promises to her hardworking sister, who had asked for this to be a vacation and not just a deep dive into their family history. She could give her this tour and some shopping later, which she expected Jolie to ask for once they got back into the city.
“Hey, they’re from Cincinnati,” Jolie said, leaning over to Kyle.
“Cool,” she replied.
“They’re here for a week or so. They invited me to hang out with them later if I wanted. You, too, but I told them you probably wouldn’t want to go.”
“What are you going to do?”
“They’re shopping on Canal Street, dinner, and then, out on Bourbon,” Jolie shared.
“Would you mind if I skip it?”
“I figured you’d say that. Are you going to go to the house?”
“I won’t if you want to go with me for the first time,” she said.
“Nah, I’m okay. I think you need this more than I do, Ky. But I also don’t want to skip out on you if you need me there.”
“Actually, time alone might be nice. I have no idea what I’ll find there.”
“Okay. Well, I’ll stop by the hotel later to change and stuff. Do you maybe want to join us for dinner, at least?”
“I’ll let you know,” she said and leaned over to look at the women more closely. “You trust them?”
Jolie nodded and replied, “Not to give my ATM PIN to, but to hang out with, yeah.”
“All right.” Kyle nodded back. “Just text me a bunch, okay?”
“Yes, Mom.” Jolie laughed.
Jack, the man who kept yelling at them from the helm of the boat, began talking about alligators again and stopped the boat to check for his favorite alligator, whom he’d named Buddy. The bag of marshmallows came out, and they spent ten minutes sitting there, watching him toss them into the water until the largest alligator Kyle had ever seen approached slowly and cautiously. She marveled at the fact that as he swam by to pick up a marshmallow, Jack reached down over the side and lifted Buddy’s tail out of the water to show them all just how long the creature was. Kyle prepared for Buddy to yank this man into the water and tear him to shreds, but the animal just kept swimming around the boat even after the marshmallows were all eaten. They each got to hold a baby alligator with its mouth banded shut, and she was certain she was taking part in something that wasn’t exactly good for the alligators, but Jack had assured them that they often removed the babies from the swamp because they would get eaten otherwise, and by the time the boat was back at the dock, Kyle had to admit that she’d had fun.
Jolie had agreed to meet the women back at the Canal Street chain restaurant in an hour, giving them time to return to the hotel and change. Kyle didn’t need to, but she decided to take a few things with her to the house. She wasn’t sure if there was heat or air conditioning still turned on and also wasn’t sure about the food situation, so she filled her backpack with some extra clothes and the few snacks they had. Then, she said goodbye to her sister, asking her again to check in often, and decided she’d walk to the house, which was only a couple of miles away from the hotel, it turned out. Normally, if Kyle walked somewhere, she’d put her headphones in, but she wanted to listen to the sounds of New Orleans. She smiled every time the music changed from place to place, and she picked up a new sound. Stopping in an art gallery, she saw paintings of the Quarter and Jackson Square. She didn’t have enough time today to truly check things out, but she decided she wanted to come back here and look more. Maybe she’d buy something small that she could take back with her. Then again, she’d heard about the artists that often hung their stuff around Jackson Square. She might find something there, too.
Hours later, her feet were tired, but she’d arrived. Key in hand, Kyle approached the home her grandmother had, apparently, lived in for decades. She took a deep breath and put the key in the door. When she turned it, she wasn’t sure why she was surprised that it worked, but with the door unlocked, she pushed it open and took a step inside. What greeted her wasn’t the smell of must, dust, and mold how she’d expected, given the climate here and the fact that it had been vacant for weeks now. Instead, it smelled like coffee and maybe cinnamon or nutmeg. Kyle didn’t know if the electricity was still on, but she flicked the light switch next to the door to check, and the living room illuminated in light.
She looked around and noticed an old white leather sofa that looked comfortably worn in, a real fireplace that looked as if it had been used but maintained, a glass cabinet with knickknacks, and an old recliner. A light-wood table sat between the sofa and the chair, and there was a small TV in the corner that had an actual foil antenna on top of it that had Kyle laughing to herself. She closed the door behind her, locked it just to be safe, and set her backpack on the chair. The floor creaked a little when she took a few steps, but she’d expect that in a place like this.
Directly in front of her appeared to be the open door to the kitchen, so she walked inside and turned on another light. It was clean. Not a dirty dish in sight and not a speck of dust on the kitchen table that had a bouquet of fake flowers in the middle of it inside a white vase with a fleur-de-lis on the side of it. Kyle wanted to spend more time in each room but needed to get an overall understanding of the house first, so she left the kitchen and walked directly into a bathroom, which was small but neatly kept. There were two bedrooms. One was obviously her grandmother’s and was again, surprisingly, well attended to. The second bedroom was the biggest surprise of all, though.
“Mom?” she whispered to herself.
The room was for a teenager and had several pictures of her mother pinned to the walls and taped to the mirror of what looked to be a makeup table with very old makeup still sitting on it, waiting to be used by a teenage girl who would never come home.



CHAPTER 6
“How did it go last night? Did Bridgette get lucky?” Jill asked.
“No. We went to a couple of places, but nothing. I don’t think she thought it through.”
“What do you mean?”
“That she’d actually have to talk to them,” Melinda replied, grabbing her list for the second tour of the day.
“Did she think she wouldn’t have to say a word and lesbians would come running?”
“I don’t know.” Melinda chuckled. “I think she is still working up the courage. She did see a woman that she thought was hot, though. She did this whole walk-by thing.”
“She did a walk-by?”
“Am I the only one who didn’t know that was a thing?”
“I mean, it’s a risk because there’s a good chance that they don’t even notice you, so then you’ve got to back up and introduce yourself, but if you can’t figure out what to say, it’s a good way to find out if they’re at least somewhat interested. Did nothing happen?”
“Nope. She walked right on by the table and said that the woman didn’t even look up. Then, she texted me that she wanted to go and gave up.”
“That’s it? She walks by one table, and she gives up?”
“It wasn’t even a gay bar. And the woman was there with someone else, too, so I told her not to take it as an insult.”
“She was there with someone, and Bridgette still pulled a walk-by?”
“I guess she thought she was really hot.”
“Was she?”
Melinda thought about that for a minute. She’d been thinking about the woman from the bar all morning, and if she was being honest with herself, last night after she’d gotten home, too. She had no idea why, but the look the woman had given her as Melinda had walked past the table had been locked inside her brain, and Melinda hadn’t been able to focus on much else.
“Yeah, she was,” she admitted.
“Tourist or local?”
“Don’t know. Likely, tourist, though.”
“Bridge missed her shot, I guess,” Jill replied. “Are you going out again?”
“Probably. I’ll let you know when we do if you want to come. You’ll probably just be watching me nurse a drink while Bridge points out hot women, with no real plans to talk to them.”
“Where are you going today?” Jill asked.
“I’ve got food today,” Melinda replied.
“That’s the best of them all, isn’t it?” Jill noted. “Time for my next one. I’ll see you later?”
“Yeah,” Melinda said.
She checked the list and noticed that she only had eight participants for this smaller group tour of food in the French Quarter. It was a good way for people to get to know the local cuisine, and she usually got to benefit from wherever they went and got some great free food out of it. With this tour, she had to check dietary restrictions, and thankfully, finding none, she planned to take them to Henry’s place first and get them Po-Boys. After that, she’d ask them about the cuisine that they wanted to try and take them to the best spots nearby. It was a three-hour tour that usually left everyone full and in need of a nap, which was why it was offered in the afternoon.
“Hello, everyone. My name is Melinda. I’ll be your–” She stopped when she saw her. Then, she cleared her throat and looked away. “Tour guide today. If you’re not here for the food tour, you’re likely looking for the cemetery tour, which is led by my colleague, Jill, who is standing over there.” Melinda pointed.
The woman from the bar, along with the woman she’d been with, both turned toward Jill, and for a moment, Melinda was worried they’d leave to join Jill’s tour. When they turned back and didn’t move to leave, Melinda smiled and went on with her introduction and explanation of the tour. Now that they weren’t in the dark at the pub, she could see the woman more clearly, and yes, she was hot, but she was also every other adjective Melinda had used the previous night to describe her. She was beautiful, and Melinda needed to focus because she couldn’t just stare at a stranger all day.
“So, our first stop is one of my favorite places in the entire city. I’ll give you background on the history of the shop and the history of the Po-Boy itself as we walk. I didn’t see any dietary restrictions on my list, but if you are allergic to anything or are a vegetarian, vegan, or something else, let me or the restaurants we visit know, okay? This place will have seafood, as will most of the places we visit, so double-checking that there are no shellfish allergies in the group today.” No one raised their hands, so Melinda began walking and told the group about the Po-Boy. “The Poor Boy sandwich, now known as the Po-Boy sandwich, was created in 1929 during a streetcar strike at Martin Brothers’ French Market and Coffee Stand. They were streetcar conductors before they opened their restaurant in 1922. The Poor Boy sandwich was then created in 1929 when the Electric Street Railway employees went on strike, and the Martin brothers gave away sandwiches to the strikers. The original sandwiches were typically fried potatoes, gravy, and spare bits of roast beef on French bread. Today, there are many more options.”
Melinda had the speech memorized and timed so that by the time she was finished, she could answer a couple of questions if anyone had any, and then, they’d be at Henry’s door. She pulled it open for the group and allowed them all to walk in before her, but at the back of the group, the woman from the pub motioned for Melinda to go inside first and held the door for her. Melinda didn’t mean to blush, but she did.
“I didn’t see you open the door for me, Ky,” the other woman who had been with her at the pub said as Melinda moved past and back through the group toward the front of the shop.
“Find one of those cute boys you’re always talking about to do that for you,” the woman Melinda now knew as Ky said back.
Was her name really Ky? Interesting name if it was, but Melinda couldn’t think about that now. She needed to introduce Henry to the group and get them some food to start off the tour. Once Henry had given his ostentatious presentation, as he usually did, he went to supply everyone in the group with samples of their various sandwiches, and Melinda took a moment to pull her list out of her pocket. On the piece of paper, she saw only one K name. It was Kyle Schafer. Ky. Kyle was a woman. A hot woman, who seemed to have a Jolie Schafer with her as well.
While the group ate, Melinda took in both women, recalled the comment about cute boys, and determined that they had to be related somehow. Sisters or cousins, at least. She smiled at the thought and tucked her list back into her pocket. Then, she thought of Bridgette, who had been interested in Kyle last night, and how Melinda hadn’t stopped thinking about her since.
“Are we ready for the next place?” she asked when their time at Henry’s was up.
“Are we going to go to Café Du Monde?” one of the tourists asked her.
“Not on this tour. This one just takes us through the Quarter, but our Jackson Square tour covers there,” she answered. “We’re going to go to a local favorite next, though. The best Creole cuisine you’ll ever taste, I promise.”
As they walked, Melinda talked and tried not to make eye contact with Kyle, but when they got to the next location, there had only been one seat left at the bar where they were usually placed for tours, so Melinda took it and chatted up the owner while everyone sampled.
“So, do you not eat anything on these tours?” Kyle asked a few minutes later.
Melinda turned to her, smiled, and said, “Sometimes, I do.”
“Do you want some of mine? I had a big lunch.”
“Oh, no, thank you. And you had a big lunch before you went on a food tour?”
“My sister booked this. I’m mainly here because she told me to tag along.”
“The food is delicious,” Jolie noted, leaning over Kyle to be able to talk to Melinda. “That’s what she meant. She’s rude sometimes without meaning to be. Hi. I’m Jolie, the polite one in the family. This is my sister, Kyle.”
Melinda laughed softly and said, “Nice to meet you both. Are you enjoying the tour so far?”
“Yeah. I didn’t mean to suggest that I wasn’t. Sorry,” Kyle replied.
“It’s okay. How long have you been in New Orleans?”
“A couple of days,” Jolie said.
“Is this your first tour?”
“We did a swamp boat thing,” Kyle shared.
“Did you like it?”
“Yeah, it was surprisingly peaceful,” Kyle replied with a smile. When her sister leaned in the other direction to talk to the owner behind the bar, Kyle leaned toward Melinda. “I saw you at the bar, right? You walked past my table?”
Melinda cleared her throat and nodded.
“I thought so.” Kyle smiled warmly at her, and Melinda caught the depth of her green eyes.
“So, how long are you in town for?”
“I don’t know. She’s kind of here on vacation, but I’m here to do some family history research.”
“Your family is from here?”
“My grandparents were, yeah. My dad’s parents moved away a long time ago. My mom’s dad died years ago, but my grandma on her side passed away recently, so we’re here to take care of some things. She and our mom didn’t really talk, though, so there’s stuff I’m hoping to learn.”
“About your family or New Orleans?”
“Both, I guess,” Kyle replied. “I’ve never been here, and it’s… interesting so far.”
Melinda chuckled and asked, “Is that interesting good or bad?”
“Both as well, I guess.” Kyle laughed. “Mostly good, but does the Quarter always smell like bad beer and manure?”
Melinda laughed louder and said, “It comes and goes, but mostly, yes. It’s just the Quarter, though. The rest of the city smells amazing, I promise. Besides the swamp, have you gone anywhere else yet?”
“Not really. Just my grandma’s house that’s not far from here.”
“You have to explore more of the city than just the Quarter. I tell everyone that.”
“I plan to, but she’s booking the tours,” Kyle replied, hooking her thumb toward her sister.
Melinda swallowed and said, “I can take you around, if you want.”
“Like a private tour or something? Does your company offer that?”
“We have small group stuff, but no; I just meant me,” she replied. “I’ve lived here my whole life. New Orleans isn’t just home. It’s my favorite place.”
“And you’re a tour guide?” Kyle smiled and took a drink of her water. “That kind of works out, huh?”
“It’s why I do it.” Melinda smiled back. “And you can say no, obviously, but I can show you some of my favorite places, and you can pick some out, too.”
“How much?” Kyle asked.
“Sorry?”
“How much would that cost? I wasn’t planning on–”
“No, I don’t mean for money,” Melinda interrupted.
“You’d just show me around for free?”
“Why not?”
“Because you do this for a living. It’s your job. You should get paid for it.”
Melinda looked past Kyle and noticed that the group was finished and ready to go to the next restaurant.
“I really wouldn’t mind. Now, we have to move on, but if you’re interested, just let me know before we end here, okay?”
“She’s interested,” Jolie said.
“Jolie!” Kyle turned to her sister.
“I want you to get out of the house, Ky, and you won’t unless you’re told to. So, if she’s offering, you should do it.”
“I’m out of the house right now. We’re on a tour.”
“And after this, you don’t want to go out and enjoy yourself. Hell, I had to force you to come to this thing and the swamp boat one. Just take the kind and generous woman up on her offer already.”
“And what about you?”
“I’ve got my new Cincinnati friends, remember? I’m good.”
Melinda stood and gathered the group, wondering where her invitation had come from. She’d never volunteered to give someone a private tour of her city before, nor had she ever thought to offer. She couldn’t take it back now, though, and she wasn’t sure she wanted to. As they walked and she introduced them to the next place on their tour that had some of the best shrimp in the city, she thought about how she could get out of it if she wanted to. She knew she could come up with some excuse. But when they arrived back at the office at the end of the tour to say goodbye to everyone, she waited, hoping the woman would approach her and bring it up again.
“Um… Hi,” Kyle said as the group dispersed and her sister stood back.
“Hi,” Melinda replied with a smile.
“So, did you mean it? From before, when you–”
“Yes, I did,” Melinda said.
So much for trying to take it back…
“Well, if you’re really okay with it, I’d like to get to know the city.”
“With me?” Melinda checked, trying not to sound like an idiot.
“Yes. I can pay you if–”
“No, I meant what I said earlier. I’d like to just show you around. No strings.”
“No strings? Um… Okay.”
“Okay,” Melinda repeated for some reason.
“Can my sister come along sometimes?” Kyle asked then. “She’s busier than me on this trip, but I think we could both learn–”
“Oh. Sure.”
“So… Do I just give you my number or something?”
“That could work. I could text you later, and we could arrange something,” Melinda replied.
As they exchanged numbers, she thought about how Bridgette hadn’t been able to figure out how to introduce herself last night, and now, Melinda had Kyle’s phone number just because of her job.
“I guess we’ll talk to you later,” Kyle said.
“I’ll text you,” she repeated.
Then, Melinda watched as Kyle and her sister walked down the street and turned a corner.



CHAPTER 7
What exactly had she agreed to? A private tour with a complete stranger of a woman who was also incredibly attractive and had that slight Southern accent that had Kyle listening intently to every word she said? The woman she’d seen and smiled at one night at a bar because she couldn’t not do it? Kyle’s mouth had turned up ever so slightly when the woman she now knew as Melinda had walked by their table. Had Jolie not been there with her, Kyle was certain she would’ve stood and maybe followed after Melinda. Not in a creepy way, of course, but maybe to see if she went to the bar to get a drink, and Kyle could walk up next to her. She’d thought about that as she and Jolie had continued their conversation about their grandmother and mother that night at the bar, and since she always tried to be honest with herself, Kyle had to admit that she’d been thinking about the smile that had been directed back at her ever since.
She’d been surprised or, really, shocked to see the same smile while standing in the middle of the street, waiting on the food tour her sister had set up for them to start. Kyle hadn’t been resistant to good food. She’d just not spent enough time in their grandma’s house to get a feel for the woman and what had happened between her and their mother. The bedroom that had been left as a shrine had been tempting for Kyle to dive into, but she’d wanted Jolie to be there for that. They’d agreed to meet Melinda in Jackson Square, and she’d walk them to the water and show them around a bit between the two tours she was leading that day, and then Kyle and Jolie would go back to the house to see what they could find so their real search could finally begin.
“So, this is the Riverwalk,” Melinda said when they joined her on a platform of sorts that overlooked the Mississippi River.
Behind them now was the famous Jackson Square and St. Louis Cathedral, which Kyle had seen in thousands of pictures over the years. Jolie pulled out her phone and began snapping shots of the hustle and bustle of the artists displaying their work, the café serving up beignets and coffee, and the riverboat to their right.
“How did you sleep?” Melinda asked.
Kyle looked at Melinda and said, “Well. You?”
“Yeah, good,” Melinda replied.
Clearly, they were both great at small talk.
“So, thanks for squeezing us in. This is great. Are you sure we can’t pay you for this?” Kyle asked.
“I would’ve been over here anyway. I just dropped my tour off at the Square. So, for the tenth time, no, you don’t have to pay me,” Melinda replied, smiling wider.
“Remember that joke I made yesterday that my sister isn’t polite, and I’m the polite one?” Jolie asked, joining their conversation.
“Yes.”
“Well, it’s kind of the opposite: she’s the extra polite one. I think it’s a first-born thing in combination with the massive guilt our mother laid on her, but she’s not great with favors or free things. Don’t be surprised if she offers to translate something for you later to help pay you for this.”
“Translate?” Melinda asked, returning her gaze to Kyle.
“My job. I’m a translator. Mostly, instruction manuals, verifying website content, and I’ve done a few books.”
“What language?”
“French,” she replied.
Melinda laughed and said, “You speak fluent French? God, my pronunciation of everything on these tours must be really bothering you, then.”
“It’s not,” Kyle said softly. “Really. Your pronunciation is pretty good, actually.”
“It is? Even with my accent?”
“Your accent is very slight. I hardly noticed it at first,” Kyle said.
“My parents weren’t born here; maybe that’s why. They moved here before I was born, but they’re from Chicago, so they didn’t have an accent. I picked it up around here growing up, but at home, I was surrounded by Yankees.”
Kyle laughed and asked, “Why did they move here?”
“Oddly enough, my grandparents were from here originally, but when my grandpa got a new job, they moved to Illinois. When my parents met, it was like fate because my dad got a job down here, and they moved.”
“So, should we get beignets now or later?” Jolie asked.
Kyle turned to her then, wanting to roll her eyes because she knew Jolie could tell that Kyle was trying to get to know Melinda and didn’t exactly care about a tour of the city.
“It’s always busy there, but it’ll die down in a bit. If we walk for about an hour and come back, there will be a good enough lull that I can sneak us in.”
“Sneak us in?”
“I know just about every business owner in the city. Perk of the job. We don’t usually visit during the food tours because it’s too busy, and I can’t sneak a group that size in, but just the three of us, I might be able to manage. Easier if it’s in a lull, though.”
“You don’t have to do that,” Kyle replied. “We can wait for donuts.”
“Did you just call them donuts?” Melinda chuckled. “So, first lesson of New Orleans: beignets. I would’ve thought a French translator would be able to get that right,” she teased.
“Oh, I like her,” Jolie said, laughing at Melinda’s joke.
They walked down the other side of the platform, with Jolie taking more pictures of Jackson Square and the statue of the man on horseback. Melinda walked and pointed out things she thought they might be interested in learning about, and Kyle found that she was really starting to enjoy this city. Melinda had been right. Now that they were out of the Quarter more, Kyle could see it. It was beautiful. It was alive. That was the only way she could think to describe it. Where Kyle came from, and maybe it was because of her life growing up with a mother who seemed to always be wrapped up in chaos, but that place felt dead to her. New Orleans was a whole different part of the world, and it was alive with its art, music, food, and people who had all been so nice. None more so than Melinda, who was pretty cute in her tour guide polo shirt and khaki pants, along with white-and-green tennis shoes.
“I have to get going back to the office,” Melinda said once they’d returned to Jackson Square.
“We can walk you. We’re staying in the Quarter,” Kyle offered.
“You are? I thought you mentioned something about a house.”
“I thought we were getting beignets,” Jolie noted.
“I’m sorry; the walk took longer than I thought it would. But I can get you in another time. Either way, there is a lull now, which means a line only to the street and not all along it, too, but it’s better than how it was, at least.”
“I’ll go grab us some and meet you at the hotel,” Jolie offered. “I want to find out where my Cincy friends are, anyway.”
“Okay,” Kyle replied gratefully. “I can walk you back, at least,” she said to Melinda.
“You don’t want to wait with your sister?”
“She’s fine on her own. Honestly, sometimes she’s best on her own.” She turned to Jolie. “Can you get me a coffee?”
“Oh, it’s chicory coffee there. Thought I should warn you,” Melinda said.
“She knows. She’s weird. She actually loves it.”
“You love chicory coffee? Most people haven’t even heard of it.” Melinda smiled at Kyle.
“I had it years ago for the first time and liked it, yeah. I don’t usually buy it for myself or anything, but down here, it’s all over the place, including at our hotel, so I’ve been drinking it by the gallon.”
Melinda’s smile grew before it faded, while Jolie bounced on her feet, indicating that she was anxious to go.
“Go for it. I’ll see you back at the hotel. Then, we’ll go to the house,” Kyle said to her sister.
“Cool. Melinda, thank you. This was great. I really appreciate it.”
Jolie turned to walk toward the line, and Melinda and Kyle stood there, facing one another.
“So, chicory coffee?” Melinda began.
Yeah… Small talk was definitely something neither of them excelled at.
“Yes, I like it.”
“And you speak French?”
“Yes.”
“I might have to ask you to say something to me in French, then,” Melinda said.
“Do you not hear enough of it around here?”
“Depends on the day. And I doubt Creole French is the French you were taught.”
“True,” Kyle replied. “But I’d love to learn that, too. I know enough Spanish to get by, and I can speak some Italian and Portuguese – that’s mostly because they’re all Romance languages, so they have similarities – but I love learning dialects, too.”
“That’s pretty impressive,” Melinda said. “Should we go?” She motioned in the direction of the stairs.
“Yeah, I don’t want you to be late.”
They started down the stairs and continued walking across the street when there was a lull in traffic.
“So, how did you end up deciding to become a translator?”
“Honestly, it’s kind of weird, maybe. I don’t know. My mom would randomly say words around the house that I didn’t understand when I was a kid. She’d speak a full English sentence with one or two different words in it, and I had no idea what they meant. Eventually, she told me they were French, and I liked how they sounded, so when it was time to pick a foreign language in high school, I chose French. I loved it and kept going.”
“So, she picked it up from your grandmother?”
“Yes, but she’d never admit it. From what my dad has told me, my grandmother spoke it fluently. Her parents came down here from Quebec before she was born, and she taught my mom some of it, but it seems like my rebellious mother might have resisted learning too much, and she left here when she was sixteen and pregnant with me, so I don’t know how much of it truly stuck.”
“Wow. Sixteen and pregnant?” Melinda said. “I cannot imagine. I’m twenty-five now, and I’m making ends meet okay, but having a kid to support while being a teenager? That’s a lot.”
“She did the best she could, I guess. Then, three years later, Jolie came along, and things were good for a while. When she and my dad split up, though, my mom kind of went off the rails. I think she’s been there ever since. Something happened between her and my grandmother, too, but she won’t tell us about it, so I came down here to see if I could figure it out for myself.”
“The family mystery?” Melinda asked as they walked by the grassy square.
“Does every family have one?” Kyle asked her.
“I don’t think mine does, but maybe I’m just not asking the right questions.”
“Is this too much information for someone you pitied into giving a private tour to be sharing with their tour guide?”
Melinda laughed and said, “I didn’t pity you. I just love showing off where I’m from. If anything, you gave me something to do on my lunch break. Jill, my colleague, has a tour right now, so I probably would’ve been eating alone at the office or something.”
“You didn’t even eat lunch,” Kyle realized, stopping in her tracks. “Can you get something quick here?” She looked around the Square for a restaurant.
“I’m okay,” Melinda said, laughing. “But thank you. I have the food tour up next.”
“Oh, okay.”
Kyle didn’t know what else to say to keep the conversation going, so she just started walking again, and Melinda joined her.
“So, any other tours coming up for you?” Melinda asked. “If not, I can recommend some.”
“Jolie is really the tour planner.”
“Well, you can tell her, then,” Melinda said. “We could do my version of the food tour. There are some amazing places outside of the Quarter that I’d love to show you.”
“Oh, you meant another tour with you?” Kyle asked, surprised.
“If you want,” Melinda replied.
Kyle nodded and said, “That would be great.”
◆◆◆
“This was Mom’s room?” Jolie asked later, entering the room of a teenager.
“I think it still kind of is Mom’s room. It looks like it hasn’t been touched. It’s clean, but everything looks as though it hasn’t been used in about thirty years.” Kyle stood back and watched Jolie walk around the room. “Oh, and I found this book or journal thing in Grandma’s room.”
“A journal?” Jolie replied, turning around. “Mom’s?”
“I haven’t read it all the way yet. It doesn’t look like it, though. Grandma’s, I think.”
“Do you think Mom had a journal? That could tell us a lot,” she replied.
“I didn’t go through this room. I thought you should be here for that.”
“Yeah. Thanks. Hey, are you mad at me because I’m not as into this as you are?”
“No,” she replied, sitting on the end of the small twin bed. “I think it’s different.”
“Why?” Jolie ran a fingertip along the makeup table.
“Because I’m the reason she left. At least, that’s what she’s always told me: it’s my fault she ran from here. You came along later.”
“I wasn’t exactly planned, either,” Jolie pointed out.
“But you’re not the reason she had to flee this house. I am.”
Jolie sat down next to her and said, “Ky, Mom is a bitch for putting that on you. Mom and Dad had sex as teenagers and likely didn’t protect themselves, so she got pregnant. Don’t get me wrong: I’m glad they did because I have a great older sister, but they made those decisions. You didn’t. I don’t know what happened here or why, but you weren’t even born yet, so none of it is your fault.”
“I feel like it’s still something I need to know.”
“I get it, but I hate that she’s blamed you for everything when none of her drama is on you.”
“Me too,” she replied, clearing her throat. “Oh, I found something in the journal thing. She had it tucked in the front cover.”
Kyle stood, left their mother’s old room, entered her grandmother’s bedroom, and found the journal where she’d left it on the dresser. She opened it and pulled out a piece of paper that she handed to Jolie, who had followed her into the room. Jolie unfolded it and read through it for a minute.
“Do you know what this says?”
“I read it, but you’re the paralegal,” Kyle replied.
“This is just a piece of paper that says there’s more to it, but essentially, it says that she owns another house.”
“I thought so, but I was planning on calling the lawyer to see if he can explain all of this to us. I just wanted to show you first.”
“You think she left us two houses?”
“That’s assuming that the woman next door was even correct about her leaving us this one. There’s a key pressed in between a couple of pages there, though. I’m wondering if that goes to that house. It doesn’t look like a car key, and from what I’ve seen, she doesn’t have a car, anyway.”
Jolie pulled up her phone, went to Google Maps, and typed in the address.
“It’s in the Garden District. That can’t be right.”
“Why not?”
“Those houses are huge, Kyle. That’s the rich part of the city. Celebrities live there.”
“Then, it can’t be right.”
Jolie’s phone buzzed with a text message, and she said, “That’s them, my new Cincy friends. They want me to go out with them tonight.”
“You should go.”
“You’re coming with me,” Jolie stated. “We’re going to have dinner first. It’s a meal, Kyle. And if you don’t want to stay out late, we’ll go back to the hotel. But maybe we should stop paying for the hotel and just stay here. It’s free.”
“Let’s make sure it belongs to us first, at least,” Kyle suggested. “The Garden District? Really?”
“What if it’s true?” Jolie asked.



CHAPTER 8
Melinda had the day off, which was a rare occasion. Because she lived just upstairs, if they got a lot of walk-ins or someone called out sick, she was often asked to come downstairs and do a tour or two. She didn’t mind most days, but there were a few where she just wanted to relax in her apartment and think about something other than walking tourists around the city. She’d been assured that she wasn’t needed for today and that if there were a lot of walk-ins, they’d either add them to existing tours or the boss herself would give the tour. Melinda appreciated the woman who had become her second mother. She also appreciated a good cup of coffee first thing in the morning, along with a book she’d been planning to read for years.
As she sat back on her sofa across from the windows that gave her a view of the building across the street and a sliver of the city beyond it, she inhaled deeply and breathed in the scent of her coffee with just the right amount of cream in it and prepared to take her first sip. Before she could, though, her phone buzzed on her coffee table. She grunted because this could only mean that the first tour of the day had a lot of walk-ins or that Jill had called out sick. It was later than she usually woke, but it was still before ten, so there wasn’t anyone else who would be calling her. She picked up the phone and nearly choked on that sip of coffee when she saw that it was Kyle. It wasn’t just Kyle. Kyle wasn’t texting. She was calling her. Melinda moved her mug to the table and stared at the screen as if it would tell her what to do. Answer it. She should answer it, obviously.
“Hello?” she said, likely sounding confused.
“Melinda?”
“Yes.”
“Hi. It’s Kyle Schafer,” Kyle replied. “Sorry to bother you.”
“You’re not bothering me,” she said, sitting forward on the sofa. “What’s up?”
“Um…”
Melinda smiled. For some reason, Kyle said that a lot, and Melinda loved it. She found it absolutely adorable.
“So, I found out something about my grandmother. Jolie and I were going to check it out today, but I can’t get ahold of the lawyer, and I don’t know if I should go on my own because Jolie decided she wanted to hang out with those new friends she made. They’re doing some tour outside of the city or something, so she said I didn’t have to wait.”
Melinda laughed a little and replied, “I know you just said a lot, but I’m not sure I understood any of it.”
“Sorry,” Kyle said, laughing a little, too. “Are you busy today? I’m sure you are. Am I bothering you at work?”
“No, I’m…” Melinda looked around her apartment, trying to figure out what she’d been doing or what plans she’d had. She shook her head at herself. “I’m free.”
“You don’t have to work?”
“No, I have the day off.”
“Shit. I’m bugging you on your day off. I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be,” she replied. “Kyle, it’s fine. Can you maybe just explain what you were talking about before?”
“So, according to something I found in her house, my grandma owned another property, and I have the key.” Kyle paused. “Jolie is a paralegal, and she says it looks legit, but I called the attorney my grandma’s neighbor said she had and left a message. He hasn’t gotten back to confirm yet. I was going to go over there to check it out today with my sister, but–”
“She decided to go on a tour with her new friends?”
“Yes. It’s fine, though. She’s here for the vacation more than anything. But I’m here to figure this all out,” Kyle said.
“So, you want company?” Melinda asked.
“You can obviously say no, and I don’t want to guilt you into anything just because you were nice enough to give us a free tour yesterday.”
“No, I’d like to,” she said. “Where’s the other house?”
“That’s the thing… It’s in the Garden District.”
“It is?” she asked, standing up.
“Yes. I already looked it up online. It’s huge, and I… There’s just so much I don’t know.”
Melinda sighed and asked, “When do you want to go?”
“Whenever,” Kyle replied. “I’m at my hotel now. I wasn’t planning on calling you. I know we said we’d do another tour together, but this wasn’t what I had in mind. I just… I don’t really have anyone else.”
Melinda smiled at the thought that even though they’d just met, Kyle had called her.
“Do you want to meet there?” she asked, glancing down at her perfect cup of coffee and hoping she could recreate it later.
“I can come get you. I don’t know. You know the city. What makes more sense?”
Kyle in her apartment? Yeah, that made sense. But it also didn’t because while it was relatively clean, there were still dishes in the sink, and her bed was unmade. She was also pretty sure she had at least one vibrator lying around on a table somewhere from her time alone last night. She’d left it in the kitchen, maybe. Or, her bathroom. No, it was on the dining room table. Why had she left it there?
“I can meet you at your hotel,” she blurted out, turning around and finding a pink vibrator sitting in the middle of her small, round table.
She knew she had a black one still in her bedroom, lying on the bedside table, charging. It had died on her, so she’d pulled out the other one, and after giving herself three orgasms with it, she’d gotten up for a snack, and she’d ended up carrying it with her in a post-orgasmic haze and forgetting all about it until now.
“Okay,” Kyle said. “Have you had breakfast? We could grab something. I’m buying, obviously.”
“I haven’t,” she replied.
“There’s a good place down the street from my hotel.”
“Can you give me about thirty minutes?”
“Of course,” Kyle replied.
They said their goodbyes, and Melinda took another sip of her coffee as she walked into her bedroom. She hadn’t gotten dressed yet, and her sweats and T-shirt wouldn’t be appropriate for breakfast and the Garden District later, so she found a pair of her nicer jeans and a Tulane T-shirt. It wasn’t supposed to be cold today, according to the weather app, but she made sure to grab a sweatshirt, too, just in case, and after making sure her hair wasn’t a mess in the ponytail she’d pulled it up into that morning, she left her apartment and walked the short distance to Kyle’s hotel. Minutes later, she was in the lobby and texting Kyle that she was there.
“Hey,” Kyle greeted as she exited the old-style elevator that gave the building that authentic feel even more so than the rest of the original architecture.
“Hi,” Melinda replied, looking at Kyle’s all-white tennis shoes and thinking that it was cute if she expected to make it out of this town with them still looking that way.
“Breakfast?” Kyle asked, tucking her hands into the front pockets of her jeans.
Her eyes appeared vulnerable to Melinda somehow, and Melinda didn’t know Kyle well enough to feel that way, but that was how they looked to her. Kyle was wearing a dark-green hooded sweatshirt that went really well with them, too. She looked ever the tourist, and Melinda had to smile.
“Yeah. Let’s go,” she replied.
They left the lobby, and Melinda let Kyle lead the way, but by the time they got near the restaurant, Melinda knew where they were going, and it was one of her favorite breakfast places in the city.
“So, I know you’ve lived here forever and that you’re a tour guide, but I don’t know what is your… favorite movie?”
Melinda laughed as she placed a napkin in her lap and said, “Favorite movie?”
“I don’t know.” Kyle laughed, too. “Do you have any siblings? Is that better?”
“I have two sisters and a brother,” she replied. “And I know you have a sister.”
“I have a younger brother, too,” Kyle shared. “Well, he’s a half-brother. Same dad, but his mother is my dad’s new wife.”
“Are you close?” Melinda asked.
“Not really. My dad and I are somewhat, but my brother is so much younger than me that we don’t exactly have anything in common. I’m sure when he’s older, we will be.”
Melinda listened intently as they talked while waiting for their drinks and then their breakfast to be brought to them. Kyle ordered scrambled eggs and bacon, and she ordered pancakes. Then, Melinda watched as Kyle added Tabasco to her eggs and thought that this woman was looking more and more like a local to her all of a sudden.
“Love hot sauce?”
“Not normally. I read that this was made in Louisiana, though.”
“Avery Island, yes,” Melinda confirmed.
“I thought I’d try as much local stuff as I could while I’m here.”
“And how are you liking it so far?”
“Other than the beer and manure smell I mentioned before?” Kyle asked.
Melinda laughed and said, “Yes, other than that.”
“It’s really growing on me.”
“Yeah?”
“I mean, it’s muggy all the time, it seems, but that just makes my hair look frizzy. No big deal.” Kyle pointed to the ponytail she’d pulled it back in. “See? I’m learning.”
Melinda smiled and continued eating, letting them settle into a comfortable silence until they finished. A few minutes later, when her phone buzzed on the table next to her plate, she looked down and saw that it was Bridgette texting.
“Do you need to get that?” Kyle asked.
“No,” she replied. “Just a friend texting.”
“Did I interrupt plans? You can tell me, Melinda.”
“Mel.”
Kyle nodded and said, “Okay. Mel.”
“And no. I was just about to crack open a book when you called, and I had nothing to do after that.”
“Sometimes, those are the best days, though,” Kyle replied.
“But being here with you and showing you around the Garden District can also be a pretty great day, right?”
Kyle nodded, and when their check arrived, she paid it. Then, they left, walking slowly as if they had no destination in mind, and for the first time in a while, Melinda actually felt like a tourist. She always had a destination when she walked around. She was either giving a tour herself and on a tight deadline to get everyone to everything included, heading to meet a friend, or going to the grocery store, but she rarely, if ever these days, just wandered around anymore. When they arrived at the edge of the massive houses and oak-shaded streets, Melinda stopped and waited for Kyle to decide how to proceed.
“Um… It’s that way, I think.” Kyle pointed.
The woman looked anxious all of a sudden, so Melinda followed her.
“Did you know this was once a bunch of plantations?” she asked, turning on tour-guide mode to help alleviate Kyle’s anxiety.
“No,” Kyle replied.
“Yeah. When some rich white people didn’t want to have to live around the Creoles, they turned the properties into homes, but there were only a couple on each block and massive gardens everywhere. That’s how it got its name.”
“Is that why people still talk about how segregated the city is at times?”
“Because it was literally set up that way? I don’t think that’s any excuse to keep things the same, but things move a lot slower down here, and progress, unfortunately, takes time, even though I don’t like that.”
Kyle didn’t say anything for a while as they kept walking. When she stopped, she turned and looked up at a two-story Greek Revival home with four white columns in the front.
“Is this the place?” Melinda asked her.
“I think so, yeah,” Kyle replied.
Melinda had passed by this very house every few days for the past several years, and while she hadn’t highlighted it on the tour, she often thought about who’d lived there in the past. The long shutters lining the windows were a pale yellow and made the house look welcoming. The landscaping was impeccable, as was most of the landscaping in this part of the city, but the hanging plants off the porch were pinks, reds, and blues, giving it a vibe that said this was a home.
“It’s empty,” Kyle told her. “She rented it out, I guess, but it’s empty now. I think renting this house was how she supported herself in her retirement. At least, that’s what I was able to find while reading a little of a journal she wrote.”
“Do you want to go inside?”
Kyle just stood there quietly, though, staring up at the house, and Melinda didn’t know what else to say, so she just stood there next to her, waiting, giving the woman whatever time she needed to process the thoughts in her head.
“Yes, but… I don’t know,” Kyle said after a while.
“Okay. Do you want to walk around more?”
“I feel like I’m the reason.”
“The reason for what?” Melinda asked.
“My mom lives in a trailer. Jolie and I grew up in it. My grandma had all of this.” Kyle motioned to the house. “I’m the reason.”
“Because your mom got pregnant with you and left town?”
“She said she was kicked out.”
“But you don’t believe her?”
“I did until I saw the house.”
“The house?”
“Not this one; the one my grandma lived in. My mom’s bedroom is still there, perfectly preserved, as if she expected a teenage daughter to return to it any day now. Would she really do that if she kicked that daughter out? Maybe initially, but not after all these years, right? She would’ve given up by now.”
“I don’t know,” Melinda said, feeling like she couldn’t judge such a thing from the outside.
“I know I asked you to come with me and check it out, but I don’t know if I’m ready. I’m sorry.”
“That’s okay,” Melinda told her, reaching her hand out to stroke Kyle’s lower back through her sweatshirt in a feeble attempt to comfort her. “We don’t have to.”
“Can we walk around, like you said?” Kyle turned to look at her.
Melinda nodded and asked, “Do you want the full tour-guide mode activated or just a mild one, where I give you a few facts every couple of blocks?”
“Oh. No tour-guide mode,” Kyle said. “Can we just be two people walking around, getting to know each other?”
“Yes, we can,” Melinda replied, smiling at her.



CHAPTER 9
“You didn’t even go in?” Jolie asked.
“I don’t know what happened. We walked all the way over there, and I–”
“Wait. We?”
“Yeah, Melinda and I.”
“Melinda? The tour guide?”
“Yes. Do I know another Melinda in New Orleans or at all?” Kyle asked sarcastically as the car made its way along the street.
“I didn’t know you were asking her to go with you.”
“You didn’t want to, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to go alone. Turns out, I didn’t even go in with her there, so…”
“It’s just a house, Ky.”
“I know. But it’s kind of weird, isn’t it? Grandma had two houses. One is pretty modest. Then, there’s this mansion in the middle of a rich part of town, and she’s just renting it out to vacationers.”
“It is weird, but maybe she didn’t want to have to deal with it. She did live alone all these years.”
“Why did Mom make it sound like they had nothing when she was growing up? Her room looked like a typical teenage room from back then. She had a lot more than we did growing up.”
“Mom is a liar. You know that,” Jolie replied.
“I just have a lot of questions.”
“Do you think you’re going to ask her?”
“Why would I waste my time? She’ll only come up with a new lie.”
When the car pulled over outside of the office building, Jolie and Kyle thanked the shared-ride driver and got out, standing on the sidewalk for a moment, looking up at it.
“Now or never, huh?” Jolie said.
“Let’s go and find out what we can,” she replied.
Inside, the lobby was expansive, with a round security desk and one of those screens where they could check on the location of the suite number and the elevator they should take to get there because there were, apparently, certain elevators that took people to floors two through six and others that went to floors seven through eleven. Finding the right one, Kyle hit the button and waited with Jolie at her side.
“So, Melinda?”
“What about her?”
“Was she mad that you basically dragged her along for nothing?”
“No. She was great. We ended up walking around for a while.”
“What did you talk about?”
The elevator arrived, and after three people exited, they got in and pressed the button for their floor.
“A little of everything, I guess. She’s twenty-five.”
“She’s younger than me?” her sister asked.
“Yes,” Kyle replied with a nod.
“I wouldn’t have guessed,” Jolie said. “She seems more mature somehow.”
“Than you? Yeah, that’s not hard.”
“You’re hilarious.”
The elevator arrived on their floor, and they stepped out. Greeted by a reception desk and a young man with a headset, looking like he was answering forty phone calls at once, Kyle stood there and waited for him to look up.
“Are you seeing her again?”
“Melinda? Yeah, after this. And you’re coming with me.”
“I am?”
“Yes. She invited us on the cemetery tour she’s doing tonight. Her company has exclusive access to stuff and is able to do night tours when most others have to stick to the daytime.”
“You’re taking me to a cemetery? No, thanks.”
“Can I help you?” the man finally said, looking up at them.
“Yes. We have an appointment with Mr. Beaufort.”
The man nodded and pulled up something on his computer screen.
“Name?”
“Kyle and Jolie Schafer,” Kyle replied.
“You can have a seat. He’ll be right with you.”
Minutes later, they were ushered back through winding hallways toward what appeared to be a corner office, where the door was opened for them, and a man who looked to be in his early sixties with white hair and one of those expensive lawyer suits stood up and buttoned his jacket.
“Hello, Kyle and Jolie. I’m Brian Beaufort,” he said in a thick Southern accent. “I was planning on calling you next week to discuss your grandmother’s passing. I am sorry for your loss.”
“Thank you,” Kyle replied.
Mr. Beaufort walked around his desk and gave them a polite smile, shaking their hands with his much larger one in turn. Then, he motioned for them to sit on the sofa at the back of the room, and he took the straight-backed chair across from it.
“I’m glad you’re here. It makes things a lot easier.”
“How so?” Jolie asked.
“Well, your grandmother left you certain items in her will, and you’ll have to make decisions on how you’d like to deal with those. It’s easier that you’re here in person, though you could’ve handled it from home as well. My firm is happy to help take any of this burden off your shoulders, if you’d like.”
“Can we start at the beginning, please?” Jolie requested. “Kyle and I never met our grandmother and didn’t know anything about her, really.”
“I understand. She explained that your mother and she were estranged, which is likely why she didn’t leave anything in her will to your mother.”
“Do you know what happened?” Kyle asked, leaning forward on the sofa.
“She didn’t tell me much, no. I was her lawyer, not her confidant, of course. I only met with her a few times after she first got sick and wanted to ensure she took care of her affairs before she passed.”
“She has two houses,” Jolie replied.
“She does, yes. The one she lived in is probably worth a little, but the house in the Garden District is worth a pretty penny.”
“And she left them to us?”
“She did. She split everything between the two of you right down the middle, so to speak. The money as well.”
“There’s money?”
“Oh, yes,” he replied. “A nice sum. You likely won’t be able to retire right away, but if you invest some of it, you should be able to have a nice life for yourselves. I have all the paperwork and details right here. I can go over it with you now, if you’d like.”
“Yes, please,” Kyle said eagerly, not because she wanted the money but because she wanted any story that could possibly come along with it.
An hour later, both Kyle and Jolie were stunned to know that their grandmother was a millionaire on paper. Her assets, combined with the money in her accounts, would definitely make their lives easier, but now, they had decisions to make.
“What do you want to do?” Jolie asked once they were outside the building.
“I have no idea,” she said, ordering them another car to take them back to the hotel while still in shock herself.
“He said we could sell pretty easily. One or both.”
“She rented out the big house. Should we keep doing that, too?” Kyle asked. “It would be good money coming in regularly.”
“But we’d be landlords. Do you want to be a landlord?”
“Not really. But you could help with it, right?”
“I guess. But, Ky, my job keeps me busy as is. I’m kind of hoping I’ll meet someone soon, and I’d like to have time for a relationship.”
“We could hire a property management company to take care of it.”
“True,” Jolie replied. “It’s a lot to think about.”
“We shouldn’t make any fast decisions,” she suggested. “We just found out that our grandmother was rich, didn’t ever give us any help or money, and now that she’s gone, she left us everything. It’s a lot to process.”
“Are you really going to make me go on some creepy cemetery tour?” Jolie asked.
“You’ve been all about the tours since we got here.”
“Yes, but we’re going to the casino tonight. I thought you’d come with us. I didn’t realize you’d made plans with Melinda.”
“You’ve been busy,” Kyle reminded.
“Are you mad that you’ve put more time into this than I have?”
“Not mad, no. I just made plans. I thought you could come with us, and it would be fun. The place is supposedly haunted. There could be ghosts,” she said, wiggling her eyebrows at her sister.
“And at the casino, there could be money and drinks. I’ll take the casino,” Jolie replied.
“Fine. But just because we might have some money coming in, doesn’t mean you should lose everything you have at the slots tonight.”
“Do you really want me to go with you?” Jolie asked.
Kyle thought about it as the car she’d ordered pulled up. If Jolie was there, she’d have someone to enjoy the tour with since Melinda would be busy giving it, but if Jolie wasn’t there, she’d have Melinda to herself whenever there was a gap in the tour or maybe after if Melinda was free. She thought about asking if Melinda wanted to grab a drink once she was finished with work for the night, and if Jolie was there, doing that would be a little easier because it wouldn’t sound like she was asking Melinda on a date. Kyle hadn’t asked Melinda specifically if she was into women, but the look she’d given her at the bar the other night, combined with some of the light flirting they’d done, had her believing it was at least a possibility. Of course, Kyle hadn’t asked her if she was single, so there was always the chance, even if Melinda was interested in women, that she had one of her own already.
On top of all that, Kyle was going home soon. Maybe not tomorrow, but eventually, she’d leave New Orleans, and Melinda would still be here, so asking her out on a date was pretty much a waste of time since nothing could come of it. The thought of leaving New Orleans had Kyle feeling something she couldn’t quite explain, though, as she climbed into the back seat after Jolie.
“Ky?”
“Huh?”
“I asked you if you really wanted me to go with you.”
“Oh, sorry. No, you don’t have to if you’d rather go to the casino.”
“Really? I don’t want to keep ditching you. I just really like these girls. They’re fun and like the same things I do.”
“It’s fine. I’ll have fun on my own,” she replied.
◆◆◆
“What are you doing?” Melinda asked when she spotted Kyle in the line to pay for the tour.
“Trying to get my ticket. Why?”
“Kyle, I told you…” Melinda pulled her aside. “You’re just with me tonight, okay? No ticket necessary.”
“Won’t you get in trouble for that?”
Melinda chuckled and replied, “No. It’s fine. If you wait outside, I’ll be right there, and we’ll get started.”
“Okay. If you’re sure,” she replied.
“Just go outside.” Melinda gave Kyle’s shoulder a light shove.
Kyle smiled at her in response and followed Melinda’s instructions. Within a few minutes, around fifteen people were waiting on the street as Melinda began with her introduction. This one was a bit different than the one she’d given on the food tour. She was attempting to make things a little scarier for the group by referencing ghosts, vampires, and witches. The three kids under thirteen seemed to be eating it up. Kyle just stared at Melinda and hung on her every word. At first, she remained at the back of the group as the tour began, feeling guilty that she was getting the experience for free while the others were paying customers, but by the time they entered Lafayette Cemetery No. 1, which was the most famous one in New Orleans, Melinda had motioned for Kyle to join her up front as she proceeded to show people the famous mausoleums and explain a bit about the history of the cemetery and New Orleans but also focused on the rumors of hauntings to make it more interesting for the kids. Then, before the tour ended, Melinda gave everyone a few minutes to look around in one area to see if they could spot a ghost.
“So, what did you think?” Melinda asked her when she and Kyle were standing off to the side.
“This was fun. Thank you for letting me tag along,” she replied, watching the kids and their parents attempt to locate ghosts.
“Have you been there yet? I’m guessing no, but thought I’d ask,” Melinda said, pointing across the street to a restaurant.
“No. Is it good?”
“Commander’s Palace?” Melinda laughed a little. “Yes, it’s one of the best restaurants in the country.”
“Oh. Really? Shows how much I know,” Kyle said.
“If you want to go while you’re here, I can get you a table for you and Jolie.”
“You really do know everyone in the city, don’t you?”
“My boss is the owner of the tour company. She’s a New Orleans institution and basically a second mother to me. She knows a lot of people, too, and I’d be asking her to call and get you the table.”
“What about you?”
“What about me?”
“Will you join us?”
“I’ve already been.”
“I don’t really want to go if you’re not going with us,” Kyle replied.
Melinda smiled and said, “Want to talk more about it when we get back?”
“Yeah, I’d like that,” Kyle replied. “Hey, what are you doing after this?”
“This is my last tour of the night, so I was going to go home. Why?”
“Would you maybe want to get a drink instead?” Kyle chanced.
“Oh. Yeah. Sure. That sounds like fun,” Melinda replied. “Just let me wrangle this group, and we’ll head back.”
“You can pick the place. You’d know better than me.”
“Are you looking for something in the Quarter or something quieter?”
Kyle smiled and replied, “Well, I’d like to hear whatever we might be talking about, so I’m thinking quieter.”
“I’ve got a place, then,” Melinda said. “Okay, everyone, it’s time for us to leave the ghosts alone and get out of here before the vampires spot us. Are we ready?”
Kyle laughed to herself as Melinda looked at a photo on a little girl’s phone. She’d found a ghost and had taken a picture of it. Melinda made sure to make a big deal out of it for the girl’s benefit, and then it was time for them all to go.
“So, there’s a dueling piano bar, if you’re interested,” Melinda said when they arrived back at the office. “They have great martinis.”
“I’m not picky.”
“It’s a bit of a walk. Do you want to take a car instead?”
“You walk for a living all day, so I’ll leave that up to you, but I’m good. I really like walking around, and I haven’t done much at night.”
“The city is different at night, isn’t it?”
“It is, yeah,” Kyle agreed.
“Can you give me five minutes to change into a pair of jeans and a different shirt?” Melinda asked.
“Oh, sure; we can stop by your place, if you want.”
“Great. Come on up,” Melinda said.
“Up?” Kyle asked.



CHAPTER 10
“So, what kind of martini do you want?” Melinda asked.
“Do I have to get a martini at all?” Kyle asked her back, sitting down across from her.
“Oh, no. Sorry.” She chuckled and tucked the martini menu back between a lit candle and a holder meant for it. “Not a fan?”
“I tried one once. Regular one, I think. I didn’t know how to order, so I just told them, ‘Yes,’ when they asked me questions and said, ‘Gin.’”
Melinda laughed and said, “Once? You’ve only had one martini?”
“Where I’m from, you don’t really drink martinis. Besides, my mom isn’t exactly an alcoholic, but she’s pretty close to it, so drinking wasn’t really something I did regularly until I knew I could handle it.”
“Do you want to go somewhere else? Less swanky?” she offered, worrying she’d brought them to the wrong place.
“No, this is great,” Kyle said, smiling. “Just don’t be surprised if I order a cheap beer.”
“I’ll get one with you, then,” she said.
“You can get whatever you want,” Kyle replied, leaning over the table.
“If I get a martini, will you try it for me? Just to see if you like it when it’s made well.”
“If you want me to, sure,” Kyle said. “I’ve never really understood the whole ‘love of expensive drinks’ thing, but that’s probably more due to the fact that I wasn’t ever able to afford them.”
“Well, this place isn’t bad when it comes to cost. New Orleans has the benefit of a ton of tourists, which means the drinks aren’t exactly cheap everywhere, but they don’t have to be crazy expensive because they sell so many of them.”
“I guess that’s true.”
“So, your mom…” Melinda began but paused to give Kyle the chance to either glare her off the topic or tell her if she didn’t want to talk about it. “Are things okay?”
“Not really,” Kyle shared, and Melinda loved how open this woman appeared to be with her. “She’s been laying a guilt trip on me since I was born. Before I was born, probably; I just don’t remember that. Jolie has a better relationship with her. Not by much, and it comes and goes, but she’s the baby and not the one who got Mom kicked out of the house, so it’s different for her. My mom isn’t going to win any Mom of the Year awards, but she did the best she could, I guess.”
“You mentioned your dad before,” Melinda said.
“Yeah, he’s all right. They split up a long time ago, and we aren’t always the closest. It’s hard. He has the life he always wanted, and that doesn’t really involve his two daughters. My mom didn’t make things easy on him, either, but he helped us pay for college and did what he could when he was able. I think that pisses my mom off more somehow.”
The waiter arrived and placed two napkins on the small round table.
“Can I get a beer? Whatever is local,” Kyle requested. “Light, preferably.”
“I’ve got something you might like. Do you like citrus beers?”
“Yeah.”
“Tap?”
“Sure,” Kyle replied.
“Do you like cucumber?” Melinda asked Kyle.
Kyle nodded.
“Cucumber martini for me,” Melinda told the waiter. “Can you make it extra good for this one here? She’s never had one, and she’s going to try mine.”
He laughed and said, “Will do.”
When the waiter walked off, leaving them alone, her phone buzzed, so she checked the screen. It was Bridgette, asking her what she was up to for the night. Melinda swallowed because while she hadn’t exactly been avoiding her friend, she also hadn’t volunteered the fact that she’d started up a possible friendship with the woman from the pub.
“Just one second,” Melinda said. “Sorry. It’s my friend, Bridgette.”
“No problem,” Kyle replied, looking around the bar.
The pianists were about to start their duel, so they’d timed their trip perfectly. Melinda replied to Bridgette, letting her know that she was out with a friend, hoping that would be enough, but shortly after, Bridgette asked her where she was and if she could join them. She probably should’ve told her that it was a date, but that would’ve been a lie, and she didn’t want to lie to her friend. Melinda told her where they were and glanced up at Kyle, who was still staring off at the pianos on the small stage.
“So, my friend wanted to know if she could join us. Is that okay?”
Kyle turned to her with those green eyes, and for a second, Melinda thought she seemed disappointed.
“I can tell her no,” she added, wondering how she could take back what she’d already typed to Bridgette.
“No, it’s fine,” Kyle replied.
It didn’t feel fine, which gave Melinda hope that she shouldn’t have. If Kyle was disappointed in them having a third wheel in a few minutes, that meant that she might be interested in more than just friendship. The part Melinda had to keep reminding herself about, though, was that Kyle didn’t live here. She’d be leaving after taking care of her grandmother’s stuff, and that would be the end of her vacation friendship with a local woman she’d soon forget all about.
“Here you go,” the bartender said, placing their drinks on top of their napkins.
“Thanks,” Melinda replied at the same time Kyle said the same thing, and they both smiled at each other for a second as the bartender walked away.
Melinda then pushed her martini toward Kyle and nodded to it, so Kyle picked it up and took a sip. Her face after was priceless. Her eyes squinted. Her nose scrunched. And her tongue swiped along her lips.
“So, that’s a no, huh?” Melinda laughed.
“People drink these?” Kyle asked, sliding the drink back across the table.
“Yes. And they’re delicious.”
“I’ll stick to my beer,” Kyle said, taking a drink.
“How do you like that?”
“It’s good,” Kyle said. “Beer’s easy for me, though. I’m not a fan of dark stuff, but if it’s light, I’ll probably like it. This has a hint of orange, I think.”
“It’s not Abita. Have you tried that one yet?”
“Abita? No.”
“It’s local, and they’ve got a ton of flavors. You can buy it in the store cheaper than you’ll get it here.”
“Oh, that’s good to know.”
“It is?”
“I think we might check out of the hotel and stay in our grandma’s house instead while we’re here.”
“The Garden one?”
“No, the smaller one. We’d save a lot of money, and I have stuff I want to go through there, anyway. We found out that we own both of them, though.”
“You do?”
Kyle nodded and said, “Apparently. It’s crazy. I’m thirty years old, and she didn’t so much as send me a birthday card with twenty bucks in it, but she left us two properties and some money, too.”
“Wow. That’s great, though, right?” Melinda asked, leaning forward just as the pianos began their dance.
The music caused Kyle to have to lean forward, too, in order for them to keep talking, and with the table being so small, it meant that they were very close. Kyle stared into Melinda’s brown eyes, and Melinda stared back into Kyle’s green ones.
“It’s confusing,” Kyle told her, and Melinda wasn’t sure what she was talking about at first. “Anyway, I think I’ll want some food and beer in the refrigerator.”
“Oh, right,” Melinda replied. “What are you going to do with the properties?”
“We don’t know yet. We could rent them out, sell them, or keep them, but no matter what we decide, we need to go through everything there first and see what to keep, what to donate, and what to throw out. Such a hard thing to do when you have no idea what all the stuff is or how much it would have meant to her. There’s this glass cabinet thing she has of knickknacks and such, like those little Precious Moments figurines. Did she love each of them like they were her own children? Were they just novelty purchases so that she’d have something on a shelf?”
“They might be worth something. You should check that out before you donate them.”
“But what if I want to donate things to a charity she didn’t support or like? Would that be wrong?”
“Who wouldn’t like a charity?”
“I was thinking about selling things, and any money they made would go to a local LGBTQ+ charity or a shelter or something.”
“You think she’d have a problem with you donating to that cause?” Melinda asked, taking a sip of her cucumber martini?
“I don’t know because I never knew her,” Kyle told her and sighed. “But can we maybe talk about you for a bit? I feel like all we’ve done since we met is talk about me. Tell me more about growing up here or your own family.”
“Oh, wow. Well, that’s a lot. Where do I start?”
“Hey.”
Melinda looked up and saw Bridgette standing next to the table. She’d completely forgotten about the fact that her friend was on her way.
“Oh, hey,” Melinda replied. “Um… Bridgette, this is Kyle. Kyle, this is my friend, Bridgette.”
“Nice to meet you,” Kyle said, nodding.
“Yeah, you too.” Bridgette turned her eyes to Melinda and lifted an eyebrow. “So, where did you two meet?”
“On a tour,” Kyle answered first. “Although, technically, we saw each other at a bar before that, huh?”
“You did, did you?” Bridgette asked.
“Yeah. But the tour was where we really met,” Melinda added. “She and her sister did the food tour, and we got to talking.”
“Now, you’re having drinks?” Bridgette said. “Speaking of, I’ll head to the bar and get one for myself.”
“I’ll join you for a second. Kyle, I’ll be right back.”
“Okay,” Kyle said, returning her attention to the pianos.
“What’s going on, Mel?” Bridgette asked when they arrived at the bar.
“Nothing. She was on the tour, and we talked, and I’ve hung out with her and her sister and–”
“Is she gay?”
“I think so. We haven’t talked labels. She’s into women, though. I know that much.”
“So, is this a date?”
“What? No. She came on another tour while her sister hung out with some friends, and she asked if I wanted to have a drink.”
“Mel, that’s a date. You invited me on your date.”
“She doesn’t even know that I’m gay, Bridge.”
“She doesn’t?”
“It hasn’t come up. She hasn’t asked.”
Bridgette sighed and rubbed her face.
“What?” Melinda asked, worried that she’d screwed up.
“It’s fine. I have no right to be mad at you about this. It’s not like she and I even said a word to each other. Hell, she didn’t even look up when I walked past. But, apparently, she did when you walked by.”
“She saw me, yeah.”
“And you didn’t mention it to me?”
“No.”
“Because you were trying to spare my feelings?”
“We’re just having a drink, Bridge.”
“You looked pretty close when I walked in.”
“The music just got loud. We were trying to hear each other,” Melinda offered.
“I should go,” Bridgette replied.
“What? Why? You just got here.”
“Because there’s something happening at that table. I could see that much. I could tell right when I walked in.”
“Would you stop?” she replied, laughing a little. “She’s a tourist, Bridgette. I’m not a one-night stand kind of gal, and she’s leaving, so we’re just two new friends having a drink. Now, we’re three new friends having a drink, okay?”
“She’s hot, huh?” Bridgette noted.
Melinda nodded and said, “Yes, she’s gorgeous.”
“And you’ve been hanging out?”
“A few times, yes. There’s more to it than that, but she’s here for some family stuff, too.”
“It’s fine. I’m sorry. I was just a little surprised when I saw the two of you there. No one’s done anything wrong here, though. I was a wuss and didn’t talk to her. You, apparently, weren’t, and you got at least a friend out of it, so that’s good,” Bridgette said.
“Come back to the table, and let’s have a drink together. Maybe Kyle is into one-night stands. You and she can…” Melinda couldn’t finish that sentence because the thought of Bridgette and Kyle having sex made her stomach rumble and her heart pound.
Her face must have shown as much because Bridgette laughed wildly, red hair kind of swaying as she did.
“Yeah, you’re definitely not into her or anything.”
Bridgette ordered a drink while Melinda stood there and turned toward Kyle, who was still watching the pianos and drinking her beer. She just met this woman, but there was something about Kyle that had Melinda smiling just staring at her. Then, Kyle looked down at the table and her phone, so Melinda worried that she’d need to go soon, and now that Bridgette was here, they wouldn’t get any more time alone together. When Kyle looked up from her phone, she found Melinda’s eyes and smiled warmly at her. Melinda smiled back, enjoying these few seconds of their connected gazes.
“Hey, Jolie texted and asked if I’d go to the casino with her,” Kyle said when they both arrived back at the table. “Are you interested in finishing this round and walking over?”
Melinda looked at Bridgette and then back at Kyle.
“I’m not much of a gambler.”
“Me neither. But I’m thinking about watching her lose her own money,” Kyle said. “That could be fun.” When Melinda sat back down across from her as Bridgette pulled over a chair, Kyle asked, “Is it a stupid tourist thing to do, so you don’t want to go?”
“No, we go sometimes,” Bridgette said. “But Melinda is a chicken, so she sticks to penny slots mostly.”
“As if I have a ton of money to be gambling away.”
“Do you want to watch my sister lose her money at the tables?” Kyle asked.
Melinda laughed and replied, “Sure. Sounds like fun. Bridge?”
“Yeah, I’m in. I’m exhausted, though, so I might not last long.”
“Me neither,” Kyle said. “Honestly, I kind of want to go there just to make sure I can get her back to the hotel safe later.”
“Is she not being careful?” Bridgette asked.
“No, she is, but she’s made new friends that I don’t know, and I’m the older sister, so even though she’s an adult, it will always be my job to protect her.”
“That’s sweet,” Melinda noted. “I wish I had an older sister who would’ve protected me.”
There was a moment where they just looked at each other again, and Melinda thought that those moments seemed to be happening a lot tonight. In fact, she wasn’t sure Kyle had given Bridgette so much as a short glance or two since she’d arrived because she’d been giving Melinda all of her attention. And maybe that wasn’t very polite, but Melinda didn’t care. She loved being the one Kyle looked at like that.



CHAPTER 11
“You’re here!” Jolie said excitedly the moment she saw Kyle approach the table. Then, she stood up and hugged her as if she hadn’t seen Kyle in weeks. “My new friends are here, too.” Jolie motioned toward three women who were sitting down at the blackjack table next to her.
“Hi,” Kyle said, waving at them. “Are you drunk?”
“Definitely,” Jolie said, giggling. “But I thought you’d be here a long time ago, so I had another drink, and now, I’m tipsy.”
“How much have you lost, exactly?” Kyle asked.
“None. I’ve made money, you bitch,” her sister told her, laughing. “I’m up a hundred bucks. Oh, hi, Melinda.”
Melinda laughed and said, “Hi, Jolie. Sounds like you’re having fun.”
“We are. If I break even, I’ll be happy, so I’m going to play a little longer. Want to join us?” Jolie looked at the table. “Oh, only one more seat.”
“It’s okay. I think I’ll just watch.”
“I’ll join you,” Bridgette said, smiling at Jolie. “Hi. I’m Melinda’s friend, Bridgette.”
“Her girlfriend?” Jolie asked a little louder than was necessary.
“Uh, no,” Bridgette replied, laughing. “I’m single. She’s single. We’re just friends.”
“Oh, okay. Well, nice to meet you.”
“You too,” Bridgette said.
“She’s straight,” Kyle added to Bridgette. “Just in case you had any ideas.”
“Well, that’s a bummer, isn’t it?” Bridgette winked at Kyle.
Kyle lifted an eyebrow in her direction and replied, “Nope.”
Bridgette laughed and said, “I’m not going after your baby sister, Kyle. Her friends, though, are another story entirely.” Bridgette turned back to Jolie. “Can you introduce me to your friends?”
“She’s harmless,” Melinda noted, leaning over against Kyle. “She’s really more of a relationship person, but she got her heart broken about six months ago and is looking to rebound. She’d never do anything with your sister, though.”
“Well, Jolie’s about as hetero as they come, but are you sure? She seems like she’s on the prowl tonight.”
“She is,” Melinda said, laughing a little. “But she knows we’re friends, so she wouldn’t do anything to make Jolie uncomfortable.”
“And you two never…” Kyle asked, turning to Melinda to check her reaction.
“Bridgette and me? No way. We’re just friends. Always have been.”
“I thought I might have picked up on something back at the bar,” Kyle admitted.
“No. But can I ask you something?”
“Sure.”
“Have you always known that I was gay?”
“I didn’t know you were gay until you said it just now,” she replied.
“Touché. But the attraction to women thing; did you know it from the start?”
“No,” Kyle replied honestly. “I had my suspicions, but at the bar earlier, Bridgette mentioned her ex-girlfriend and then something about an ex-girlfriend you had, too, so I guess I thought that there was a pretty good chance that you dated women.”
“I do. Exclusively. So, gay,” Melinda said.
Kyle laughed and said, “Me too. Gay.”
Melinda watched as the dealer dealt the cards, and Kyle turned to check on Jolie. Bridgette had taken a chair between Jolie and one of her new friends and was now leaning over, talking to the other woman.
“Do you want to go play some cheap slots or something?” Melinda asked. “This table is five dollars a hand.”
“Do you want to maybe skip the gambling part and sit over there instead?” Kyle suggested, nodding toward the bar that overlooked the casino. “We could pick up the conversation we were having earlier, before Bridgette showed up.”
Melinda nodded in response, so Kyle checked on Jolie one more time before they went, and she smiled at her sister’s exuberance. She wasn’t sure she could remember the last time Jolie had taken any time off. It made her think of how Jolie had wanted to be a lawyer and had planned to go to law school, but it was too expensive, so even though she’d worked through her undergrad, she still wouldn’t have been able to afford it. Their dad couldn’t help out much, and while Kyle had offered to help her pay for some of her tuition, Jolie didn’t want to take her money. Now, it seemed they had enough of it, and she could finally go if she wanted to. Maybe Jolie wasn’t thinking about that at all, but Kyle definitely was. She wanted her younger sister to have everything she wanted in life, and if going back to school was one of those things, Kyle would help her get there.
“Are you okay?” Melinda asked when they sat down in a booth that gave them viewing access to the entire casino floor.
“Yes. Sorry. I was just thinking about Jolie.”
“You’re worried about her, aren’t you?”
“Not right now, no. In general.”
“Why?”
“We have this money now – or, we will when the dust settles – and Jolie is closer to our mom than I am.”
“You worry she’ll give your mom some of it?”
“I worry my mom will con her out of some of it,” Kyle said. “But that’s more about me and my messed up family. Tell me all about yours now.”
Melinda laughed and said, “You want to find out how messed up we are?”
“Yes, please; make me feel better about myself,” Kyle joked.
“It’s pretty boring.”
“I doubt there’s anything boring about you,” Kyle said just as the bartender approached and asked them what they wanted to drink. “Can I get an Abita?”
Melinda laughed and said, “I’ll have the same, I guess.”
“Two sisters and a brother,” Kyle offered when they were alone again.
“Huh?”
“That’s what you said the other day; that you have two sisters and a brother.”
“Oh, yeah. All younger,” Melinda said. “Me, my brother, Michael, my sister, Meredith, and my baby sister, Michelle.”
“All Ms,” Kyle noted.
“Yes, they went with a theme. Mel, Mike, Mere, and Mich. I guess it works.”
“So, you’re the oldest, too?”
“By about twelve minutes,” Melinda shared.
“You’re a twin?”
“Mike is my twin, yeah. It feels like we’re twelve years apart sometimes and not twelve minutes, given how immature he is at times, but after him is Meredith, who is twenty-three, and Michelle is nineteen.”
“Do they all live here?”
“No, I’m the only one now. My parents moved to Fort Lauderdale right after Mike and I left the house. Mike went to college at LSU, and he moved to Texas last year for work. Meredith is in graduate school at Miami, and Michelle just left for school at Florida State.”
“Where did you go to school?”
“I didn’t,” Melinda said. “Thank you,” she added when the bartender dropped their beer bottles on the table. “I got the job at the tour company, so I didn’t see the point in going to college when I’d already figured out what I wanted to do.”
“That’s pretty awesome,” Kyle replied, taking a drink of her beer. “This is good.”
“You should come back in the fall when they release their autumn beers. They’re better.”
Kyle’s face fell when she, again, realized that she’d be leaving soon.
“Yeah, maybe I will.” She paused to take another drink. “If I could’ve skipped college, I would’ve, too, but I needed it for what I wanted to do.”
“Is it required for translators?”
“Not technically, depending on what you want to do with it later. But I went to a pretty bad public high school, and we barely had a language program, so if I wanted to be a translator, I needed more classes. I also wanted to get out of the house, so moving into a dorm allowed me to do that, and my dad helped pay for it then. Well, he helped a little. I probably could’ve skipped it and just studied for the language exams on my own, but to get credentialed, you have to pass those, and if I’d failed the exams, I would’ve at least had my French degree to fall back on, and I could’ve taught somewhere.”
“So, how does it work? Do you work for a company that assigns you jobs?”
“I own my own business. I’m listed on sites where people can check out my previous work and reach out. I actually have some work I should be doing right now, but I can do it tomorrow.”
“You didn’t take time off, like Jolie?”
“No. When she takes time off, she’s off the clock, so to speak. She gets paid for her vacation. I don’t.” Kyle took another drink and asked, “Do you think you’ll always enjoy giving tours?”
“I hope so,” Melinda replied. “But that’s not the plan.”
“What is the plan?”
“The owner that I mentioned before? When my parents moved away, she kind of took me under her wing. She owns the building, including my apartment.”
“That apartment is nice, by the way. I meant to tell you that before. I only saw it for a minute while you changed, but it’s great.”
“She rents it to me for, like, a third of what she could get for it, and she pays me well. She doesn’t have any children of her own, so she wants to leave the business to me one day.”
“Really? That’s amazing,” Kyle said.
“She’s been teaching me what I need to know for years, and the business always does well. Even post-Katrina, when it took a bit for the tourists to return, she’s set it up so well that it was fine. It wasn’t making money, but it didn’t come close to going out of business.”
“She sounds pretty brilliant. Can she teach me things?” Kyle asked.
Melinda took a drink and said, “If you stick around for a while, I’m sure she’d teach you everything she knows.”
“Maybe I will,” Kyle said.
“Don’t tease me if it’s not true,” Melinda replied.
“Hey,” Jolie said, bouncing around the booth and sitting down next to Kyle.
“Hey,” Kyle said, surprised.
“So, I just won five hundred bucks.”
“What?”
“I know. I can’t believe it, either, but I’m doing great.”
“You should stop now, then,” Kyle suggested.
“I’m going to buy my new friends and your new friends drinks to celebrate. Then, we can go, okay? Melinda, since I’m buying, do you want something better than that beer my sister probably bought you?”
Melinda laughed and said, “I’m good, actually, but thank you.”
“Okay. But top-shelf is on the table, if you want it.”
“Thanks.”
“Let’s move to a bigger booth,” Jolie said. “So we can all sit.”
“Oh. Everyone’s joining us?” Kyle asked.
“Yes, Ky.” Jolie stood, turned, and pointed. “There. I’ll grab the girls.”
Bridgette and the three women Jolie had made friends with made their way to the round booth that they all slid into.
“I guess we’ve been summoned,” Melinda spoke, sounding as disappointed as Kyle felt.
“I guess.”
Kyle knew that had her sister been sober right now, she would’ve understood that Kyle and Melinda were getting to know each other and would’ve left them in peace, but drunk Jolie wanted to buy everyone drinks and celebrate the money she’d won and was now spending. When Kyle slid into the booth, she realized that there was no space on the other side for Melinda, so she scooted over, giving her just enough space to sit down and cramming Kyle up next to some stranger that her sister was, apparently, now friends with.
“So, who’s drinking what?” Jolie asked.
“Sorry,” Kyle said to Melinda.
“It’s okay,” Melinda replied.
Kyle couldn’t exactly get comfortable, given how she was sitting, so she wrapped her arm around the back of the booth to give her a little more space and glanced at Melinda, who looked at the arm and smiled. She nudged Kyle a little, and Kyle smiled back. Well, if Jolie wanted to buy everyone drinks, and that meant that Kyle got to put her arm around a beautiful woman, she’d take it.
◆◆◆
“Why are you awake?” Jolie asked groggily.
“Because I’m working,” she replied from her seated position on her bed.
“But it’s before noon…”
“Yes. And only one of us got drunk last night,” Kyle said.
“Do you have to be typing right now, though?” Jolie asked, covering her head with her pillow.
“Yes, that’s how I do my work,” she replied, laughing at her sister. “I got you some regular coffee from downstairs, water, and an apple if you can keep it down.”
“I just need to sleep for another day, and I’ll be fine.”
“Why did you do this to yourself?”
“Because I’m on vacation,” Jolie replied, removing the pillow and glaring at Kyle. “How did it go with Melinda last night?”
“You were there.”
“And I saw you with your arm around her.”
“You made us sit in a cramped booth.”
“But she’s into girls. You’re into girls. You seem into each other,” Jolie said, slowly sitting up.
“She’s great. I like her.”
“Like her, like her?”
“Are we twelve?” Kyle asked.
“Are you annoying?” Jolie teased. “And are we going to the house today?”
“After I get this done, yeah. You up for it?”
“I’ll need a long shower and to down this coffee, but I should be. When will you see her again?”
Kyle saved her work and closed her computer.
“Is it crazy?”
“Is what crazy?”
“Melinda and me.”
“No, you look good together. Why would it be crazy?”
“Because I don’t live here. I’m leaving. She’s staying.”
“Oh, that.” Jolie stood up and ran her hands over her face. “Do you want to see what could happen?”
“I don’t know. We have fun together, and we kind of flirted a little last night before you interrupted us.”
“Sorry about that. I got a little carried away.” Jolie was stretching now. “Maybe you should just ask her out and see what happens.”
“Ask her out? Just like that?”
“Sure. Why not?” Jolie replied. “Look at it this way: if she says no, you’re going home, anyway, and you won’t see her again, so it’s not embarrassing or anything.”
“And if she says yes?”
“Maybe you’ll get laid while you’re on vacation. Lord knows I haven’t had any luck.”
“You’ve been hanging out with women the whole time you’ve been here,” Kyle pointed out.
“Yes, trying to meet men,” Jolie replied. “Or, one man, really. Preferably, one that could give me a decent orgasm.”
“Well, I’m not trying to just get laid,” she said.
“I know. You like her. Just ask her out, Kyle. If she says yes, you go out on a real date like a grown-up, and you see what happens. Maybe you’ll get a goodnight kiss or something. Who knows? A lot can be said about a make-out session and some under-the-bra action.”
Kyle rolled her eyes in response as her sister walked into the bathroom to take her shower. Then, she opened her laptop and got back to work, but she couldn’t stop thinking about that possible under-the-bra action with Melinda if she asked her out and Melinda said yes.



CHAPTER 12
“So, you’re into the woman Bridgette saw first?” Jill asked.
“I’m letting it go,” Bridgette said.
“Hey,” Melinda replied, chuckling. “I’m not into her.”
“Yes, you are. It’s obvious.”
“Why wasn’t I invited to this little night out where it was, apparently, easy to see that you were mooning over a tourist?” Jill asked.
“It wasn’t supposed to be a night out. I was just giving a tour, and Kyle asked me to go for a drink. When Bridgette texted, asking what I was doing, I didn’t want to lie, so I told her, and she showed up. Suddenly, Kyle’s sister is asking us to go to the casino with her and a few friends, we’re having a big booth, Kyle has her arm around me, and I’m having a beer and leaning into her so I can hear her over the sound of the women who were drinking too much and trying to sing along with the music playing in the bar.”
“She had her arm around you?” Jill asked.
“And she’s not into her,” Bridgette teased.
“She’s not staying here,” Melinda stated the obvious. “So, I’m not going to start something with someone who lives hundreds or maybe thousands of miles away from me.”
“But no one’s saying it has to be some epic love story,” Jill suggested. “Why not just have some fun while she’s here?”
“Have you met me?” She laughed. “I don’t just have fun with someone. I’m the reason the lesbian stereotype exists about moving in on the third date.”
“You’ve never lived with someone,” Bridgette argued.
“No, but I got pretty close. When I was with Aggie, we were about there. I asked her to move in with me, and we’d been together for three months.”
“You did? I didn’t know that,” Bridgette replied.
“She said no, and it was embarrassing, so I didn’t tell anyone.”
“Why did she say no?” Jill asked.
“She wasn’t ready. And we broke up before she was,” Melinda replied.
They’d gone to lunch at a restaurant near the tour office, which Bridgette had recommended when she’d joined them at the last minute, and in hindsight, Melinda wasn’t sure she would’ve accepted this invitation had she known she’d be dealing with an interrogation about her new friendship.
“So, if she’d been ready, you really would have let her move in with you?” Jill asked.
“Yes, I was in love. I’ve gotten ahead of myself a few times in the past, and I’m just not going to do it anymore.”
“If that’s true, then that means you already know how you feel about Kyle, and you’re just not admitting it to yourself,” Bridgette reasoned.
“I like her, yes. It’s obvious. She’s beautiful, funny, and kind, and there are these moments when she’s vulnerable, but she’s so open with me. I’m not sure I’ve met anyone like her before, and it’s nice,” she admitted, smiling softly, mostly to herself. “But we’re friends. It’s not like she’s asked me out. And I haven’t asked her out, so we’re friends, and that’s good because she’s leaving.”
“That sounds sad to me,” Jill replied. “I mean, if you like someone, you should just tell them, right?”
“Yes,” Bridgette agreed.
“As if you two have always done that,” Melinda said.
“Do as we say, not as we do,” Bridgette replied.
“So, you still haven’t found anyone to hook up with?” Jill asked Bridgette.
“No, and I don’t think it’s going to happen, either. Last night, I tried with some of the friends in that booth, and one of them seemed like they might be into it. We were flirting a lot, but nothing happened. I think she just liked that I was flirting with her and wasn’t actually interested.” Bridgette sighed deeply. “I’m tired, you know? I have a broken heart, but sleeping with someone else isn’t going to help with that. And as much as I’d love to have sex again, it’s not like one night with someone is likely to give me explosive orgasms. I just miss having someone to touch, you know?”
“Yes,” Jill said. “Are you giving up your little mission, then?”
“It wasn’t a mission. I thought if I met someone and it was on, I’d enjoy myself, but I’ve tried. I couldn’t even talk to Kyle that night at the pub. And it turns out that when Mel walked past her, Kyle looked right up and even smiled at her, according to what Melinda here told me last night. If I can’t talk to a woman who I think is hot and then try to flirt with another woman who I think is cute and nothing comes of either event, maybe it’s just better for me to relax and hope I meet someone who I’m supposed to meet soon and have something real again. I want that.”
“Because you’re a romantic,” Melinda replied simply. “You always have been.”
“Blame the greeting card company upbringing, where you’re always talking about love,” Bridgette said. “Anyway, are you really not going to do anything about Kyle?”
“Why? Did you change your mind already? Thinking about seeing if she’d want something?”
“No,” Bridgette told her seriously. “You’re into her. I wouldn’t do that. Besides, it’s not like she looks at anyone else in the room when you’re there, anyway.”
“That’s not true,” she argued.
“Yeah, it is,” Bridgette replied. “She only had eyes for you last night. At the bar, and then, at the casino, eyes on you. When you were sitting right next to each other, she leaned over, and you leaned over, and I swear, the rest of us could’ve left that booth, and neither of you would’ve noticed.”
“Oh, I want that,” Jill said.
“Me too,” Bridgette replied.
“I don’t have it. There’s not an it to have,” she argued.
“When are you seeing her again?” Bridgette asked.
“She’ll come by the office between my afternoon tours.”
“Did she invite herself, or did you ask her to come?” Jill asked.
“She texted and wanted to know what I was doing. I told her I was working but that I had a break if she was bored, and she said she could take a break going through her grandmother’s stuff and she’d stop by. It’s casual. She probably won’t even come. I told her it was only thirty minutes before I had to run the register. Not exactly fun to hang out with someone who’s behind a counter.”
“Well, I bet you a round of drinks that she shows up,” Bridgette stated.
“Really?” Melinda said, laughing a little as the check was dropped off at their table.
“And I’ll pay for a second round if she does show,” Jill offered.
“Oh, come on. You too?”
“And if we win, you have to buy us each three rounds,” Bridgette said.
“This is silly. I’m not agreeing to that,” Melinda replied, placing her credit card down on top of the check.
“Scared she’ll actually show?” Jill teased.
“She might. She said she would, and she seems like the kind of person who keeps her word.”
“So, you agree with us that she’ll show, then?” Bridgette said just as Melinda’s phone buzzed.
She looked down at it, and her face fell.
Kyle Schafer: Hey, sorry. I can’t stop by, after all. Jolie and I found some stuff in a closet that we need to go through.
“She’s not coming,” she shared.
“You have a sad puppy face. You really do like her, don’t you?” Jill asked.
“Yes, which is why I can’t ask her out,” she replied and typed back to Kyle that she understood.
After they paid and left the restaurant, leaving Bridgette to turn left to go back to work when they had to turn right, Melinda’s phone buzzed again.
Kyle Schafer: Can I make it up to you?
“She wants to make it up to me,” Melinda said to Jill.
“Oh, that’s sweet,” Jill replied.
“I know. What should I say?”
“I don’t know. Maybe ask her how? Is that too flirty? Would she reply with a winky face emoji or something?”
“I don’t know,” Melinda said, laughing.
“Then, just try it.”
Melinda typed and hit send before she could overthink it. The three little dots appeared.
“She’s typing.”
Jill leaned over to wait for Kyle’s response.
Kyle Schafer: Are you busy after work?
“Oh, say no,” Jill said. “Tell her you’re totally free. But, like, two hours after you get off so that you can shower and shave and pick out something nice to wear.”
“It’s not a date, Jill. She just asked if I was free.”
“Still. Tell her yes, and at least change out of your stupid work clothes.”
“Obviously,” Melinda replied.
◆◆◆
“Kyle? You’re early,” Melinda said when Kyle walked through the door just as Melinda was done for the day.
“Oh, sorry. I finished up at the house and kind of just started walking. I ended up here more than anything,” Kyle replied. “But I can keep walking if you need time to wrap up.”
“I’m done here. I was just going to change.”
“Why?” Kyle asked, looking adorable in a nice green shirt and a pair of jeans with those white shoes again.
“Because I’m wearing my work shirt and khakis,” she said as if it should be obvious.
“Oh. I think you look great,” Kyle replied, tucking her hands into her pockets.
“I do not,” she argued. “I look like a tour guide.”
“Which is what you are,” Kyle said.
“Not after I’m done with my shift,” Melinda replied.
“I can wait outside,” Kyle offered.
“I’d invite you up, but it’s a mess.”
“It wasn’t when I saw it last time.”
“Because I’d managed to straighten it up a little, but I haven’t today.”
“I don’t care,” Kyle said. “But I can wait down here.”
“Give me five minutes,” she replied.
“No problem.”
Melinda turned around to head through the back and saw Jill standing right behind her.
“Hello,” Jill said.
“I thought you left.”
“I was dropping the cash in the office and heard you talking, so I thought I’d come back out and meet Kyle here.” Jill tilted her head to the side, looking past Melinda. “Hi, I’m Mel’s friend, Jill.”
“Oh, hi. Kyle,” Kyle introduced herself.
Jill tilted her head back and mouthed, “She’s hot,” to Melinda with wide eyes.
“Jill, why don’t you come upstairs and get that thing you left at my place yesterday?” Melinda said, exaggerating her own eyes.
“What thing?” Jill asked, playing dumb. “I didn’t leave anything there. And I think I’d rather stay here and introduce myself to Kyle.”
“I’m going to kill you,” Melinda whispered to her before turning to Kyle. “I’ll be right back. Don’t believe anything she says.”
Kyle laughed and said, “Uh… Okay.”
“She’s great in bed,” Jill said.
“Jill!” Melinda nearly yelled.
“What? You said she wasn’t supposed to believe me.”
“Oh, my God!”
“It’s okay. I can handle her. Get changed,” Kyle said, laughing softly.
Melinda practically ran up the stairs to her apartment and into her bedroom and pulled out a sweater and a pair of jeans. She’d expected to have more time to get ready, so she hadn’t thought about what she’d wear yet, and now, she was really regretting not setting something out earlier when they’d gotten back from lunch. By the time Melinda made it back downstairs, only seven minutes had passed, and she was sure she looked like a mess, but Kyle and Jill were still standing there, talking.
“Hey. Are you ready?” Kyle asked.
“Yeah, I’m good,” she said, walking by Jill and moving to stand next to Kyle. “Good night, Jill.”
“Oh, Kyle invited me to hang with you two. I was kind of hoping I could borrow a shirt or something.”
“She invited–” Melinda turned to Kyle.
Jill laughed and replied, “Have a good night, you two.” Then, she leaned over a little and whispered to Melinda, “You looked so disappointed. That means something. Go with it.” When she stood up straight again, Jill added, “Nice to meet you, Kyle.”
“You too,” Kyle replied.
A minute later, Melinda and Kyle finally left the tour office and entered the semi-busy street.
“So, she’s fun.”
“Did she say something to you?”
“About what, exactly?”
“I don’t know. Just curious what you talked about while I was upstairs.”
“Nothing, really. She asked about my trip so far, where I was from, and then asked for my entire relationship history and professional and personal references. No big deal.”
“She did what?” Melinda stopped walking.
Kyle laughed and said, “I’m kidding, Melinda.”
“Oh,” she replied, looking down at the street.
“Listen, I know we’re going to grab dinner right now, but I wanted to ask you something, if that’s okay.” Kyle walked the two steps back to stand next to her.
“Okay.”
“I was wondering if tonight can be a date. If not, because I just showed up so you had to run upstairs while your friend grilled me, and it’s not the right time, I wanted to ask you out for another night. We could do dinner and a movie or something. Maybe outside of the Quarter, or you can show me another part of the city. Not as a tour guide, obviously, but as someone who knows this place better than I do. I’m rambling. Sorry, I’m nervous.”
Melinda watched as Kyle put her hands back into her pockets again and waited for her to say something. The only problem was that Melinda didn’t know what to say. She wanted to say yes. She knew that much. She wanted to go on a date with this ridiculously adorable woman who’d just admitted that she was nervous asking her out.
“Kyle, I don’t–”
“Okay. That’s cool. No big deal. I just had to try. We can pretend like I never said anything, though, right?”
“I want to, Kyle. I really want to. But you’re leaving.”
“Oh,” Kyle uttered.
“I don’t know that we should start something up.”
“Jolie suggested that we didn’t have to make a big deal out of it. It can be a date, you know?”
“I’m not great at just a date or casual things. Besides, I get the impression that that’s more Jolie talking than you.”
“It is,” Kyle admitted, looking anywhere but into Melinda’s eyes now. “And you’re right: I’m leaving at some point. I just… I like you.”
“I like you, too,” Melinda replied, smiling at her.
“So, how does this work now? Do we still go to dinner and pretend this part of the night didn’t happen?”
“We don’t have to pretend.”
“Can I ask you something?”
“Yes.”
“If I lived here, or if I wasn’t just some tourist, at least, would you really go out with me? You’re not just saying that to make it easier?”
“What? No. Kyle, I would definitely go out with you. I’ve made some mistakes in the past where I’ve jumped right into something that I shouldn’t have, and I get this feeling from you that you’re not someone who a person just goes on one date with and leaves it and is fine with that.”
“Many women I’ve dated would disagree with you,” Kyle said.
“Well, they’re idiots,” Melinda replied. “And for the record, so am I for saying no to you, but I think it’s better if we just stay friends.”
“Okay. Understood,” Kyle said. “I had to try.”
“Dinner?” Melinda asked.
“Um… Yeah. Sure. Let’s go.”
“Do you want to skip it now?” she asked, sensing the mood shift.
“Can I? I’m sorry. I think I could use the night. I guess I got my hopes up, and I don’t really know what I’m doing. I’m not exactly sure how to go about a dinner with you that isn’t a date now.”
“Of course,” Melinda replied.
“Can I call you or something?”
“I’m going to a wedding this weekend in Baton Rouge. It’s one night and mainly to be Bridgette’s plus-one since she was supposed to go with her ex and didn’t want to go alone, but I’ll be back on Saturday afternoon.”
“Okay,” Kyle said. “I guess good night, then.”
“Yeah, good night.”
Melinda watched Kyle turn around and walk back in the direction of her hotel. She waited for a long time, just watching her, before she returned to the office to find Jill reaching for her bag.
“What happened?”
“I made a mistake, but I don’t know how to fix it.”



CHAPTER 13
“It was worth a shot, Ky,” Jolie told her as she opened another box.
“Was it? After I asked her and she said no, I told her it was fine, but then I still left because I couldn’t just have dinner with her right after that. It would’ve been too weird,” she replied, closing a box of her own.
“But she said it was only because you don’t live here, and she wants a relationship. That’s something,” Jolie argued. “She likes you, Kyle. She just doesn’t think you should try anything because she likes you so much and doesn’t want to get her heart broken.”
“Well, I don’t want that, either, but we’ve been spending so much time together, and I really like her. It’s been a long time since I’ve been interested in a woman and thought it had a chance at being something.”
“But did it, Ky?”
“Did it what?”
“Have a chance? She’s right: you don’t live here. She does. You’re just supposed to be here to figure out this estate thing, and then you go home. She loves New Orleans. How would that even work? A couple of dates while you’re here, and then we go home, and you guys keep in touch? Do you date long-distance? How long until it’s too hard and it ends or until she asks you to move here?”
“Jolie, you’re the one who told me to go for it.”
“I was hungover,” Jolie replied. “And besides, you’ve never listened to me before. I didn’t think you’d start now.”
“Are you kidding me?” Kyle said, chuckling. “I asked her out because of you. I was embarrassed, and now it’s awkward.”
“Kyle, it’s no big deal. People ask people out and get turned down all the time. I do stand by my idea of you asking her out. At least, now you know, and you can decide what you want to do: be friends with her while you’re here, or just drop it and move on,” Jolie said. “Hey, this is weird.”
“What?” she asked as her sister’s tone had changed, and she’d turned to look down at the box. “Did you find something?”
“Yes, a box of journals.”
“A box of–” Kyle stopped when she looked over and spotted book after book after book.
And Jolie was right: they all looked like journals. Some of them were larger than the others. Some were small and hardback. Others were paperback. A few looked the same as if they’d been bought together in some type of bundle. All of them looked older than the one she’d found when she’d first stopped by the house.
“That’s a lot of writing,” Jolie noted.
“And a lot of reading,” Kyle replied. “It feels weird.”
“Going through her stuff?”
“Reading her journals to learn about a woman we never met,” she replied. “The one I found wasn’t a big deal. It was mostly just her writing down what she did every day. Breakfast, TV, visit with the neighbor, more TV, gardening, more TV, and dinner. That kind of a thing. I doubt all of these are the same, though.”
“God, what if in these, she talks about sex with Grandpa or even with someone else after he died?”
Kyle laughed and said, “I hope not. If she starts talking about sex, I’m skipping, like, ten pages.”
“Grandma had sex with men, Ky. You’d only need to skip, like, half a page.”
Kyle laughed hard at Jolie’s joke and reached down into the box to pull out one of the journals.
“Just help me see if there’s some kind of chronology here,” she replied.
They sat on the floor of the bedroom, pulling out book after book.
“So, I was thinking,” Jolie began.
“What about?”
“Well, going home,” her sister replied. “I’ve partied and had fun, and I’ve seen the city, so I’m kind of ready to go, Ky.”
“Home? Already? We’re just now starting to figure things out.”
“We’ve made the piles of stuff to donate, keep, and throw out here, and I want to keep helping, but… I don’t know. Every time I’m here, it sort of feels like you’d rather just do this alone.”
“What? Does it?”
“You want to learn more about her. I really don’t. I’m glad she left us stuff, but I think I’m still a little upset about the fact that there were nights we didn’t have dinner and went to bed hungry in a trailer, and she had all of this right here and didn’t even try to help Mom. What must have happened between them that she wouldn’t even send us something?”
“Maybe these journals will tell us,” she suggested.
“Maybe. But I don’t know that I really want to hear the excuses. I don’t want to ditch you, Kyle, but you really want to do this, and I just don’t.”
“What about the houses and the money?”
“We have to talk about that, yeah, but I don’t have to be here for us to do it.”
“We should make decisions quickly, Jolie. If we don’t, the houses will just be sitting here, doing nothing and not being kept up. They’ll be worth less if we do try to sell them later.”
“Do you want to sell them?”
“I don’t know.” She sighed, looking down at the pile of journals at her feet. “I think there are too many options.”
“What is your gut telling you?”
“That we shouldn’t sell yet.”
“Okay. Then, we won’t,” Jolie replied.
“The other house needs some work. Nothing major, but according to the paperwork Beaufort showed us, there’s some interior stuff to be done and a plumbing update that needs to be completed if we plan on selling one day. If not now, they’ll probably just ask us to include the cost of it in any sale.”
“So, you want to keep it and have the work done?”
“The money can come from my share of what she left us,” Kyle said.
“No way, Ky. We’ll split it. We’ll split everything, okay?” Jolie replied. “What about this place?”
“We should try to rent it out.”
“Again, with the landlord thing?”
“I’m thinking like a vacation rental for now. It’s two bedrooms, and it’s nice enough that we could charge a decent rate for it. Tourist season is coming up soon. If we get it ready, we can make good money on it and then use some of it to update this place and put it on the market.”
“You want to sell it eventually?”
“Maybe. I don’t know. It might make us more money to keep renting it out, and you could take that money and go to law school.”
“Law school? Why are you bringing that up?” Jolie asked, tossing the empty box aside.
“Because you wanted to go but couldn’t. Now, you can.”
“I gave up on that a while ago, Kyle.”
“But you can afford it now. And if we make money on this place, you wouldn’t have to spend the money she left us. You’d be able to save that for later.”
“I have a job, Kyle. I make good money. I have a 401(k) and full benefits and everything.”
“I know that, Jolie. You wanted to be a lawyer. It’s not about the money. It’s about the fact that you wanted that for years, and we couldn’t make it happen for you, but now we can.”
“We?” Jolie patted Kyle’s knee. “I know you’ve had to play mom for my entire life because our actual mother wasn’t any good at it, but Kyle, you’re my sister. I’m not your responsibility. I’m an adult. If I wanted to go to law school, I have options. I can go part-time and save money that way. I can go to a cheaper school. I could take out loans. I could use the tuition reimbursement the company offers that won’t pay for everything, but it would help a little each semester. I’ve chosen not to do any of those things because I actually like being a paralegal. It’s hard and sometimes thankless, but I like it more than I think I’d like being an attorney.”
“I didn’t know that,” Kyle said.
“Because you’re a good big sister. You want what’s best for me, and you want me to have all the things I’ve ever talked about in my life. But, Ky, I don’t want that pony I asked for when I was eight anymore, either. Too much work.” Jolie winked at her. “I’m okay. I promise you, I’m good.”
Kyle nodded and said, “Okay.”
“Do you actually believe me about that pony? Because that’s important, Kyle. You can afford to buy me a pony now, and I don’t want one.”
Kyle laughed and replied, “No pony. Got it.”
“And look, I’ll stay if you want.”
“No, it’s fine. You’re right: this is one of those things that I feel like I want to do alone. But I also don’t want to leave you out of it if you actually want to be involved. She was your grandmother, too.”
“Was she, though? I get your connection to this place. I just don’t feel it. You were inside Mom when she still lived here. Maybe that’s why you feel like you need to be here to work through this.”
“Maybe,” she said. “But you can go home, Jolie. If you don’t need to be here, I get it.”
“Will you be okay, though? On your own?”
“Yeah, I’ll be fine,” Kyle replied. “I have a lot of reading to do to keep me occupied. I don’t know if they’ll reveal her secrets or just what she had for breakfast every day for, like, forty years, but I need to go through them to find out.”
“Do you think these will tell you what really happened between her and Mom?”
“I hope so.”
“What if it’s bad news?”
“What exactly is bad news in this situation? Mom already blames me for her leaving.”
“What if it turns out Mom was telling us the truth the whole time, and we’ve assumed she’s been lying? What if it confirms that Grandma kicked her out because she got pregnant?”
“Then, that’s what happened, and at least I’d know,” Kyle said on a sigh. “And it would suck, but I want to know what happened.”
“You’ll be here alone, Ky. I don’t know that I like that. I should stay.”
“No, you should go home. I’ll be okay. Really.”
“There’s always Melinda.”
“Melinda?”
“Yes, the woman you like and asked out.”
“Shut up.” Kyle laughed.
“You could call her if you need someone to talk to in person. I’ll just be a phone call away, though.”
“I know. I just don’t know if I can really rely on her now.”
“Did she tell you that she didn’t want to see you again?”
“No, of course not.”
“She seems like a good person, Kyle. I don’t think she’d ditch you if you can get past the whole thing where you asked her out and she said no. That’s just your pride.”
“No, it’s more than that,” she said. “It’s disappointment and wondering if something could’ve been real between us, even though we just met.”
“But you’re sticking around for a while, right?”
“Yeah, until this gets figured out.”
“Kyle, do you know how long that’s going to take?” Jolie asked. “Her estate is fairly straightforward, but if you’re staying for clean-up and repairs, that’s months, not weeks or days.”
“I haven’t thought of what I’ll stay here for and when I’d leave yet,” Kyle replied.
“All I’m saying is that if the only reason Melinda said she didn’t want to go out with you is that she thought you were leaving next week, you’re not now. You’re probably staying for at least a month or so, right?”
“Maybe longer. I don’t have to go home to work, and you have my apartment key to check on the place.”
“I can even ship you some more clothes and stuff if you need me to,” Jolie replied. “What I’m saying is that if you really like her and think there’s something real, you should ask her out again. Tell her you’re staying.”
“It’s a few months, though. Wouldn’t that just make it worse? I leave, and we’re a couple or something, if everything goes well.”
“Ky, what’s back home for you? Mom? Dad? You’re thirty years old. You can move wherever you want. If it’s me you’re worried about, I’m fine. And I’d visit, or you’d visit me. Now that we have some money, we could visit each other a lot.”
“You’re suggesting I just pack up and move down here?”
“I’m suggesting you keep things open. And before you tell me that you took my advice before about asking Melinda out and that it was a bad idea, remember that I was tired and hungover. Now, I’m totally sober and wide awake. I think this is a good idea. Tell her you’re sticking around for a while. Tell her you’d like to see what happens.”
“She’s at a wedding in Baton Rouge. At least, that’s what she told me. I don’t know that she’s the kind of woman to lie about that, but she might have just wanted some time away from me.”
“I doubt that. She literally told you when she was coming back. She said Saturday afternoon, right?”
“Yes,” she replied, wondering where her sister was going with this.
“Kyle, she told you Saturday afternoon. She didn’t say Saturday and make it vague or even lie and say Sunday and that she’d be too tired to hang out. Telling you that she’d be home before the night suggests to me that she wanted you to know she’d be available.”
“That’s a big assumption,” Kyle replied.
“Will you just tell her you’re staying for a while and that I’m going home? If she knows your party-loving sister, who treated this place like a true tourist, is leaving, and you, the person who is genuinely interested in New Orleans and its history, along with some of its locals, are staying, she might take her no back and change it to a yes.”



CHAPTER 14
Baton Rouge was a short drive from New Orleans, but since there would be drinking at the reception and it would be late when they wanted to leave, Bridgette had gotten them a hotel room about twenty minutes away from the church where the ceremony would take place. On the drive there, Melinda couldn’t stop thinking about the look on Kyle’s face. The image in her mind would alternate between how Kyle had laughed and smiled when Melinda had gotten back downstairs after changing to then the look of disappointment when Melinda had turned her down.
“Had I known you’d just be sulking the whole time, I wouldn’t have invited you,” Bridgette said.
“I’m not sulking,” she replied, turning her head toward her friend. “I’m just looking out the window.”
“And sulking,” Bridgette insisted. “Why did you say no to her if you want to go out?”
“You know why.”
“But you’re clearly upset about it. You told Jill it was a mistake right after you did it.”
“It was a mistake because I’ve ruined whatever friendship we could have had.”
“But she’s leaving, anyway. So, what’s the point of being friends?”
“People don’t have to live nearby for you to be friends with them, Bridge. You can have friends all over the world now,” Melinda teased.
“Yeah, I get it. I just don’t understand why you can’t at least try to see if there could be something there. You’re already hurting not doing it, Mel. We’re about to go to a wedding where two people will profess their undying love to one another and agree to commit themselves to another person, and I will likely be rolling my eyes because I’m jealous they have what I want. What about you?”
“I plan to sit still and clap when appropriate until it’s time to drink,” she replied.
“But you like her.”
“Please say that again because I have no idea how much I like Kyle,” she replied sarcastically with a little bite in her tone that she hadn’t intended.
“Okay. Sorry, it’s just that if I can’t find happiness, I want you to.”
“You’ll find happiness, Bridgette,” she replied. “It’s not like you’re a hundred years old and you’ve been without love your whole life. You’re twenty-seven.”
“I’m being dramatic, yes,” Bridgette said, pulling into the hotel’s parking lot. “But, Mel, you didn’t see it.”
“See what?”
“How you two looked at each other in the bar. I did. I saw it.”
“Us looking at each other?”
“Yes. Deeply, annoyingly, like two people who are so attracted to each other that they want to maybe get out of there and show the other person just how much.”
Melinda laughed and said, “Let’s go check in and get ready. We’re already running late, and I’m not getting to this wedding while the bride is about to walk down the aisle.”
“Fine. I’ll let it go for now, but not forever.”
“By the time you bring it up again, though, she’ll likely be back home, so it’ll be irrelevant.”
They got out of the car and took their overnight bags into the lobby with them to check in. They’d saved money by getting one room with two beds, and since neither of them had any plans on hooking up with someone tonight, it wasn’t a problem. Getting ready with only one bathroom, on the other hand, was. They had to share the one outlet and sink and try to make their hair look as decent as they could, given the likely humidity they’d face from the walk to the car and into the church. Truthfully, though, Melinda didn’t care about how she looked today. She could only really think about Kyle and that face, that disappointed face, and how much Melinda wished she could wipe that all away and start over.
Bridgette and Jill were both right: she could at least try. But Melinda knew herself, so she was worried. She didn’t want a long-distance relationship. She didn’t want to do the back and forth and wasn’t sure she could even get away as often as Kyle could because of work and the expense of it, which meant that if something did become real between the two of them, it would inevitably end in a fight after fight about Melinda not being able to visit or not wanting to leave New Orleans.
“Are you with me?” Bridgette asked her as they took the stairs into the church.
“I’m here,” she replied.
“You’re still thinking about her, aren’t you?”
“I’m thinking about everything,” Melinda told her.
The ceremony had been nice and short, which was a very good thing because there had been no air conditioning in the small church, and it had been crowded. Old-school hand fans had been on offer as wedding favors, but she hadn’t been smart enough to grab one before the ceremony, so when it ended, she was really happy to leave, with Bridgette in tow, and get out into the slightly cooler fresh air. Thankfully, the car did have air conditioning, and she blasted it as they drove to the site of the reception, which was a park and, therefore, outdoors.
“Hey, pretend you at least want to be here, okay? For me?” Bridgette said as they stood in line for their first drink of the night.
“I do want to be here,” she argued.
“You’ve checked your phone about ten times since we left the church. You told her you’d be at this wedding. She’s not going to text you, Mel.”
“I know,” she replied. “I just… It doesn’t matter. Let’s get drinks and have some fun.”
A few minutes later, they got their drinks and sat down, talking to some people neither of them knew until it was time for the meal. Then, they ate, talked to more people, drank some more, and they danced. When it was time for the bride and groom to head out, Melinda helped celebrate them with bubbles before she looked at Bridgette and silently asked if they could go back to their hotel now. Bridgette was talking to a friend of hers, though, and not paying attention, so Melinda went back to the bar, ordered another drink, and sat down at a round table. As she watched a few remaining couples on the dance floor, she thought about how much she’d like to dance with Kyle but that she’d never get the chance now.
She hadn’t checked her phone for over two hours, and even though she knew Kyle wouldn’t text, she was bored and figured she’d scroll social media until Bridgette was ready to go. She nearly spat out her drink when she saw that she had not one but two texts from Kyle from over an hour ago.
Kyle Schafer: Hey. I know you’re busy, but can we talk when you get a chance?
Kyle Schafer: It can be when you get back. Tomorrow, maybe. I don’t want to bother you.
Melinda smiled because she could picture Kyle typing those messages and probably looking all concerned and nervous, and it made her want to reach out and take Kyle’s hands to tell her that she had nothing to be worried about.
“Hi,” Melinda said when Kyle picked up the phone.
“Hey,” Kyle replied. “I didn’t expect to hear from you tonight.”
“I’m still at the reception, but it’s winding down. I hadn’t checked my phone in a while, or I would’ve texted you back, so I thought I’d just call to see if you were still up.”
“It’s only midnight,” Kyle said.
“And you’re such a party animal,” Melinda teased.
“I’m at the house. I checked out of the hotel, so I’m just going to stay here now. I’ve been going through things all day.”
“Is Jolie helping?”
“She is, but she passed out a while ago.” Kyle paused for a moment and then added, “She’s leaving, actually.”
“Oh?” Melinda moved the phone to her other ear.
“Yeah. She told me she wanted to go home. She’s done with being a tourist, I guess.”
Melinda bit her lower lip and asked, “And you? Are you done, too?”
“No, actually. I’m going to stay for a while.”
“A while?” Melinda asked, ears perking up.
“We’re going to rent this place out, so I need to get it ready for that, and the other house needs some repair work.”
“You’re going to stay in town for all that?” she asked hopefully.
“I don’t know how long it will take, exactly, but yes. I really like New Orleans. It’s beautiful and has a lot to offer.”
“It does, yes,” she agreed, smiling wide.
“Including a beautiful tour guide.”
Melinda blushed and said, “Jill?”
Kyle laughed and replied, “She’s pretty, too, but I meant you.”
Melinda didn’t say anything this time, but she leaned over the table and waited.
“Mel, I… I know I don’t live here and that I don’t know exactly when I’ll leave, but I do know that I’ll be here for a while now. It’ll take me time to get this all straightened out, and there’s something keeping me here until it’s done. Jolie is flying home because she has a life back there and a job that requires her to be in the office. I don’t. And you told me the only reason you said no was that I was leaving, so I guess I’m putting that to the test. If I asked you out again, now that I’m staying for however long, would you still say no?” Kyle took a deep breath. “Would you give me a chance? Us a chance to see if this could be something? If not, I’d still understand. I’m sorry that I kind of ran off on you. I just didn’t think I could sit across from you at a restaurant and not think about the fact that you’d just said no.”
Melinda saw Bridgette, who was walking over to the table with her friend in tow, and she worried that they were about to get interrupted.
“Kyle, if we do this and it doesn’t work, can we still be friends?”
“I hope so,” Kyle replied. “But, honestly, I don’t know. I guess I’m just asking for one date. If it goes well, maybe a second. If it doesn’t, then we’ll know, and we can try to be friends and go from there.”
“Bridge is about to walk over here, and we’re probably about to head back to the hotel.”
“Oh, okay,” Kyle uttered.
“But we’ll be back tomorrow afternoon.”
“Yeah, I remember.”
“Do you maybe want to do something tomorrow night? Around seven?”
“Something? Like a dinner or drinks between friends?”
Melinda smiled and replied, “I was thinking something more.”
“Really?”
“I can’t stop thinking about you, Kyle. I’ve been sulking all day. Don’t tell Bridgette that she was right. I’ll never hear the end of it. And I don’t want to get my heart broken, but I wanted to say yes to you. I knew saying no was wrong the moment I did it. I felt it in my gut that I should’ve said yes. There was like this pull to follow you down the street and tell you that I was stupid and that I’d changed my mind.”
“You should have.”
“I know,” she said, laughing a little just as Bridgette and the friend made it to the table.
“Hey, we were thinking about grabbing tacos. You in?” Bridgette asked her. “There’s a great place on the way back to the hotel.”
“Tacos, huh?” Kyle asked, overhearing.
“Yes, I’m hungry,” Melinda replied. “And can I talk to you tomorrow?” she asked Kyle.
“Oh. You’re on the phone. Sorry,” Bridgette replied quickly. “Wait… Are you on with you-know-who?”
“Bridgette, shut up. Go away,” Melinda said, laughing.
“I’m a you-know-who now?” Kyle asked.
“You shut up, too,” Melinda replied, turning around and laughing. “Tomorrow?”
“At seven?” Kyle asked. “I’ll pick you up.”
“I can’t wait.”
“I bet you can’t!” Bridgette stated loudly from behind her.
Kyle laughed on the other end of the phone and said, “I can’t wait, either.”
“Good night, Kyle. I’ve got to go toss my drink into Bridgette’s face.”
After she hung up, Melinda turned around.
“Are you kidding me?”
“What? That was Kyle, right?”
“Yes. She asked me out again.”
“Determined, huh?” Bridgette noted.
“She’s staying.”
“Staying?”
“In New Orleans. For a while.”
“Yeah? How long is a while?”
“I don’t know. But I just had to say yes. You and Jill were right: it’s worth the risk.”
“I agree,” Bridgette replied and then turned to her other friend to explain, “She’s got the hots for a tourist, who also has the hots for her.”
“Cool. So, are we getting tacos?” the friend asked.
The tacos were delicious and filling, and after they were done, they dropped Bridgette’s friend off at her hotel next door and headed back to their own room. Melinda kicked off her shoes, and Bridgette went into the bathroom to get changed.
“So, a date?”
“Yes. Tomorrow,” Melinda replied. “So, I want to get back by, like, three or four at the latest. I need to get ready.”
“Will you be shaving?” Bridgette asked her, sticking her head out of the open doorway.
“Yes, but not because of that.”
“Then, why?”
“I’m going to wear a dress, Bridge.”
“Easier for her to slip her hand under. Smart.”
“I’m not thinking about sex, Bridgette.”
“God, why not? She’s hot. I bet she’s great in bed.”
“Because it’s a date to see what’s there.”
“And you can see what’s there in the bedroom.”
“How about I just focus on not trying to put too much pressure on it, and you leave me alone to do that?”
“Fine. Fine. But that’s boring.”
Melinda plugged her phone into the charger and caught sight of another text on the screen.
Kyle Schafer: I wanted to say goodnight again. Can you let me know when you’re back at the hotel? Just to make sure you’re safe.
“She’s adorable,” Melinda stated out loud.
“Who?”
“She wants me to text to make sure I’m back safe.”
“That is adorable, damn it,” Bridgette replied.
Melinda sent a quick text back to Kyle and then took her time in the bathroom when Bridgette was done. Later, when she was already in bed, she rolled onto her side, picked up her phone from the table, and saw another message from Kyle.
Kyle Schafer: I’m glad you’re in for the night. Sweet dreams. I’ll see you tomorrow.
Melinda texted her back and put the phone away.
“You totally wish you were alone right now so that you could call her, don’t you?” Bridgette asked.
“Yes,” Melinda admitted with a smile before she rolled onto her back, thinking about Kyle and no longer picturing that look of disappointment on her face.



CHAPTER 15
“I don’t have date clothes,” she noted.
“You weren’t planning on going on dates here,” Jolie replied, staring down at the clothing options Kyle had laid out all over the bed. “You have that button-down.”
“It’s black.”
“So?”
“So, is black really the best for a first date?”
“It’s short-sleeved, and you can toss this cardigan over it,” Jolie said, lifting a gray cardigan Kyle wasn’t sure was hers.
“Isn’t that yours?”
“It is, but I’m gifting it to you for this date. I do expect it back eventually. It’s light-gray, which will lighten up the black. And wear your nicest jeans. I can’t believe you didn’t bring any other shoes.”
“I know. I’m regretting that now,” she said, taking the sweater from Jolie.
“If we were the same size, I’d leave you a pair of mine, but you’d bust out of them.”
Kyle laughed and said, “Should I go buy some? I have time.”
“You’d risk blisters. How much walking will you be doing?”
“I have no idea.”
“Well, what have you planned so far?”
“She just said yes last night. I was up for hours, trying to think of something to do, but she’s probably done literally everything here.”
“Have you tried asking her what she wants to do?”
“No, I wanted it to be a surprise.”
“Okay. Well, I’m sure you’re right, and she’s done just about everything and led a tour about it, too.”
“So, what am I supposed to do?”
“Ky, don’t put too much pressure on yourself here. It’s a first date. Just chill. Have dinner somewhere. Make it nice. Talk to the woman. Kiss her goodnight if she lets you, and ask her out again if you want.”
“I’m wearing my stupid tennis shoes,” she replied. “I can’t take her anywhere nice. They wouldn’t let me in.”
“You’ll figure something out. You always do. Now, take care of my sweater. I’ve got to get to the airport.”
“Do you have to fly out today? Are you sure you can’t wait until after my date?”
“What if you bring her back here, or you go back to her place? I’d be sitting here, thinking about you having sex. No, thank you,” Jolie replied. “Besides, they let me book this flight with no change fee, so I’m going to take advantage.”
“I’d drive you, but…”
“You don’t have a car here,” Jolie finished. “I’ve already ordered one, and it should be here in a few minutes. Are you sure you’ll be okay here by yourself?”
“Yeah, I’m sure.”
“I’m not talking about the grandma stuff. I mean dating a woman. It’s been a while.”
“You’re hilarious,” Kyle replied, playfully shoving her sister away. “Go. Catch your ride.”
“Text me when it’s all over so I know how it went.”
“I will. I love you.”
“Love you, too.”
Minutes later, Kyle watched the car drive her sister away toward the airport. Then, as she looked around the house, she realized that she was now alone for the first time. It was true that Jolie hadn’t always been here when she’d been here, but she’d always been a phone call and quick walk or ride away. Soon, though, Jolie would be back home, and Kyle would be here dealing with all of this on her own. It was what she’d wanted, but it would also be hard. On top of that, in just a few short hours, she’d be picking up Melinda for a first date, and she had no idea what to do or where to take her.
◆◆◆
Kyle walked into the office and looked around for any signs of Melinda. She knew the woman’s apartment had to have a door all its own, but she had no idea where it was or how to get to it without going through the office first.
“Kyle?” Jill asked.
“Yeah, hey,” she said. “Um… Is Melinda here?”
“No. She’s probably at home, though.”
“Right. I’m supposed to pick her up, but she took me through the office before, so I–”
“You don’t know how to get up there without going through here. Got it,” Jill said. “Come on. I’ll show you up.”
Jill motioned for Kyle to follow her outside, and when she turned instantly to the right, there was a very skinny alley, which she led Kyle down. Then, they turned left, and there was a courtyard and a metal staircase.
“She’s up there,” Jill told her. “I think she forgets that most people don’t have keys to the office, so if we’re closed or they can’t get behind the counter to her door, they can’t find her.”
“Thanks,” Kyle replied.
“Flowers?” Jill looked down at the small bouquet in Kyle’s hands.
“Oh, yeah. Just from the grocery store. Too much? Too little?”
“Too cute,” Jill said with a wink. “Have fun.”
“Thanks,” she replied and waited for Jill to walk back down the alley.
When Kyle heard something a few seconds later, she looked up, finding Melinda standing on the small balcony.
“I’m picking up on a real Romeo and Juliet vibe right now,” Kyle pointed out.
Melinda smiled down at her and said, “Juliet and Juliet.”
“I doubt Shakespeare ever thought there’d be a Juliet with another Juliet.”
“Oh, please. All those actors were guys. I think he got the idea,” Melinda said, walking down the stairs. “And I can invite you in, if you want, but I don’t know what we’re doing, so I thought I’d meet you at the office. You beat me there, though, and now you’re here.” Melinda stood in front of Kyle now. “And I’m nervous, so I sound like an idiot.”
“No, you don’t,” she replied. “You sound great. And you look great.” Kyle took in the blue dress, that was tight in the bodice but had a flowing skirt under a white sweater, and the short heels that matched. “And I said great twice, so now, I’m definitely sounding like an idiot. I promise, I know more adjectives than that.”
Melinda laughed and asked, “Are those for me?”
“No, they’re for Jill. I just forgot to give them to her. Can we go back into the office real quick so I can–”
Melinda laughed, cutting her off, and said, “I can put them in water.”
Kyle handed the flowers to her and said, “I picked them up at the grocery store. I didn’t want to show up empty-handed. It’s just a mixed bouquet.”
“They’re nice. You’re sweet, Kyle. Let me take these inside and get them in water, and we can go. Come up.”
“Actually, I think I have a solution for that, if you don’t mind carrying them for a bit.”
“That’s ominous,” Melinda said, chuckling. “Just where are we going, exactly?”
“Where do you take the tour guide who’s seen everything?”
“I don’t know. Out of town?”
“I probably should’ve thought of that, but I don’t have a car here and didn’t want to take some shared-ride driver far from home, so I went a different direction. Do you think you could go with me on this?”
“Yeah, sounds like fun, actually.”
Kyle reached out her hand and asked, “Where do you stand on PDA?”
“I think I stand on the side of it,” Melinda replied, took her hand, and entwined their fingers. “Lead the way.”
“Can you walk in those heels?”
“Yes, that’s why I wore the short ones.”
“Sorry, I had to wear tennis shoes. I didn’t bring anything else.”
“I like your tennis shoes. They’re cute. And they’re still surprisingly white, which is a miracle around here, with all the people in the Quarter, who will step on them, or all the mud you should have all over them.”
“I’ve been watching where I step,” she replied, squeezing Melinda’s hand.
They walked for a while, and Melinda caught up Kyle on the wedding she’d gone to with Bridgette and how she’d had some fun there but had been thinking about Kyle a lot. Feeling pretty good about that, Kyle pulled Melinda against her side when they stopped at a light outside of the Quarter, where the cars met the pedestrian area, and she wrapped her arm around her. When Melinda leaned into her and had her own arm around Kyle’s waist, Kyle wasn’t sure she wanted to move. She considered standing there forever, just holding Melinda while they waited for the walk signal to appear opposite them, but when it did finally show, they were off, and Melinda took her hand once more.
“I think I know where we’re going,” Melinda said.
“I thought you might figure it out about here,” Kyle replied.
“Have you been inside yet?”
“Jolie and I went in the other day and looked around, yes. It’s been fine as a rental, but there are a few things that need some work, so that’s part of the reason I’m sticking around. I thought we could maybe have dinner in the garden out back since the weather is so nice.”
“Really?” Melinda asked as they crossed the street.
“Is that okay? I figured it might be the only place in the city you haven’t been.”
“Yes, it’s okay. I’ve never been inside a Greek Revival house like this. I’ve only ever done a few tours inside the vacant homes when they open them up for that.”
“Yeah? Good. I was hoping it would be something different.”
Kyle was proud of herself. The thought had hit her after she’d looked up a list of things to do in New Orleans, followed by the best restaurants for locals in the city, and found nothing that really stood out to her. For whatever reason, she’d then thought about Abita and the grocery store, and that gave her the idea of cooking for Melinda. She’d looked around her grandmother’s modest home, and the other property entered her mind. Suddenly, she’d had the idea, and she was smiling now, happy that it had been a good one.
“Are you sure it’s okay that I’m here?” Melinda asked. “I’d be happy going anywhere. It doesn’t have to be a place I’ve never been.”
“I’m sure. I’ve spent some time in this house, and it’s clear that she didn’t really live here. I also read in one of her journals that my great-grandfather bought it from a family friend back in the forties when their son didn’t come back from the war and they wanted to leave the city. It was a much longer story than that, but he took it off their hands, and my grandmother was born here. They lived here until they died and left it to her.”
“And now, she left it to you,” Melinda said when they walked up the stairs.
“And Jolie.”
“True, but Jolie doesn’t seem to care as much as you do, so I’m saying it’s yours.”
“She cares, but we talked before she left. It’s kind of my mystery to solve.” Kyle unlocked the door with her key and pushed it open. “Straight ahead.”
“Wow,” Melinda let out, looking up as she walked in. “It’s massive.”
“The foyer is ornate, huh?”
“That chandelier…” Melinda pointed. “Original?”
“I think so, yeah,” Kyle replied and looked up at her before she closed the door behind them and locked it. “Most of it is, I believe, which makes it trickier to update.”
“You have to be careful to preserve it but also make it modern enough that people still want to live or stay here, I guess. Is that the plan? Rent it out? Or are you selling it?”
“Jolie and I talked and agreed to sell it, but I don’t know. I might change my mind after I have a contractor take a look.”
Melinda looked at her then and asked, “So, you’d keep it?”
“Maybe. Rent it out, if that’s the case.”
“But you’d still own it?”
“Yes. Why?” she asked, laughing a little.
“Because if you own at least one property here, it means you might come back more.”
Kyle nodded and said, “I don’t need a property to come back, Mel. I love this city. I didn’t think I would, honestly – I came here for family stuff – but I love this place. It feels like life is happening all around me here. I don’t have that back home. Back there, it feels, I don’t know, foggy or dusty around me all that time. I can’t really explain it well. I went to Jackson Square earlier, after Jolie left, and I sat there, just watching people walk and talk and buy art. I saw this guy, who had some routine with a rope and fire, make money by putting on a great performance. There’s history here, and it’s beautiful.”
Melinda smiled softly and said, “It is, yes. So is this house. Can I see more of it?”
“I’ll give you the tour, but first, let me start dinner. I need to get it in the oven.”
“You’re cooking?”
“How else did you think we’d be eating?”
“I thought you’d make some sandwiches or something. It’s a picnic in the garden.”
Kyle smiled and said, “Let me show you the garden. I think it’ll be easier to understand that this isn’t just a picnic on the blanket then.”
She took Melinda’s hand and walked them through the house to the French glass doors that she pulled open to let Melinda walk through first. The doors led to a large, enclosed garden with flowers that survived this climate, and the colors were bright and inviting. The greens of the grass and the one large willow tree that hung over half of the garden had Kyle never wanting to leave this spot.
“It’s gorgeous,” Melinda noted.
Kyle nodded over to the large table that would easily fit eight people and the umbrella over it, keeping the table protected from the sun. There was a rolling wet bar against the wall, with nothing inside the containers, but it looked antique and beautiful. The porch that they stood on was old stone that had been cleaned often, so it likely looked just how it did the day it had been put in.
“It might be my favorite spot in the city,” she shared. “It’s so quiet here.”
“God, it is. That’s what it is: it’s quiet.” Melinda moved into Kyle, placing her head on her shoulder. “It’s beautiful, Kyle.”
“I was thinking we’d eat at the table, so sandwiches wouldn’t really work, would they?”
“If not sandwiches, what are you making?”
“Barbecue shrimp.”
“You make barbecue shrimp?”
“I can read the recipe. I bought the ingredients today.”
“You are surprising,” Melinda said, kissing Kyle’s cheek.
“And I was thinking that if you could get us to the front of the line, we could maybe have beignets when I walk you home.”
“Beignets, huh?”
“Is that okay?”
“That’s a lot of powdered sugar all over that sexy black shirt you’re wearing,” Melinda pointed out.
“You think it’s sexy?”
“Oh, definitely.” Melinda pulled back and winked. “And you’re on for those beignets, but only if I can help you cook.”
“I actually had this vision of you sitting out in the garden with a book or something, reading under the moonlight and lanterns, and then, we eat.”
“You did?”
“Yes. And it was pretty specific, so I think we should try to do that.”
“I didn’t bring a book. I only have flowers.” Melinda held them up.
“I’ll get those in water. Also, there are bookshelves filled with random books in the library. Go pick one out. I’ll join you in a few minutes.”
“Kyle?”
Kyle took the flowers from her.
“Yeah?”
“This is an amazing first date.” Melinda kissed her on the cheek again.



CHAPTER 16
“Did I mess it up?” Kyle asked.
“No, it’s great,” she replied, taking a sip of the Abita beer Kyle had bought earlier that day. “You’ve really never cooked this?”
“No,” Kyle said. “I’ve never had it, either.”
“You’ve never had barbeque shrimp?”
“No. The only shrimp I think I’ve ever eaten has been with you on the tour.”
“Really?”
“It’s not the cheapest food in the world, and I guess that if it were cheap, you probably shouldn’t buy it, huh?”
“Bad shrimp? No way. Avoid it like the plague, or you’ll get the plague.”
“Anyway, it’s not cheap, but it’s also not fresh where I come from. I had a lot of PB&Js when I was a kid. Sometimes, without the PB or without the J, depending on what was in the fridge at the time. Other times, without the bread.”
“How did you–”
“Just ate peanut butter or jelly out of the jar. I once put a half-filled jar of jelly into Jolie’s lunchbox, and that was her lunch that day, with some stale crackers we had.”
“You had to grow up fast, didn’t you?” Melinda asked, leaning back in a comfortable patio chair.
“I guess so. It didn’t feel that way when it was happening. It felt very, very slow, like I’d never get out of it or that it would never end. I assume you led a bit of a different life.”
“We had seafood in general pretty regularly, if that’s what you mean,” she teased. “But it’s cheaper here, and it’s fresh. We weren’t rich or anything. My parents both worked. And I was the oldest, so I took on more than my siblings.”
“Aren’t you twelve minutes older than your brother?”
“Yes, but remember the whole immaturity thing? Mike grew up, but it took him a long time to get there. As kids, he just wanted to play guitar, skip out on chores, and do the bare minimum at school. He got into college, but just barely. My mom worked late a lot, and my dad worked second shift for years, so dinner was on me and usually the dishes, too, unless my mom got home early enough to make one of my siblings do them instead. It annoyed me some days, but most of the time, I was fine with it. I guess I liked being in charge.”
“You like being in charge, huh?” Kyle teased, finishing her beer.
“Yes. But not in all ways.” Melinda winked at her, and when Kyle’s eyes opened wider, she added, “Just putting that out there.”
Kyle cleared her throat and looked out at the garden. The sun had gone down a long time ago, but the gas lanterns lit up the space and made Melinda feel as if she was surrounded by light and Kyle, and she never wanted to leave this spot. Kyle had given her the tour earlier, and the expansive house felt more like something from a catalog than a home people lived in, likely because it had been a rental property for so long and catered to that, but it had the bones of a real home. The kitchen was large enough for two people to cook in comfortably. She knew that because after Kyle continually insisted that Melinda stay out of the kitchen and let her cook, Melinda snuck up behind her and watched her work. Eventually, Kyle gave in and let her at least help set the table and get the beers.
The library was filled with books that people had left over the years. It was more like a hotel lobby library filled with airport books, the books people bought when they realized they’d need something to do on the plane, so they picked up something at the airport bookstore. A crime thriller here. A romance there. Kyle had told her over dinner that there were better books in a storage closet, some first editions, even. Melinda wanted those books on the shelves. She wanted the bedrooms upstairs to be decorated as if people really lived here instead of having two twin beds with plain comforters in one room and two full beds in another to maximize the number of people that could stay in the house at one time. She wanted the place to feel like a home. Then again, what Melinda wanted didn’t matter. This was Kyle’s house, and Kyle was planning on fixing up a few things and then renting it out again, so those things likely wouldn’t change.
“I don’t want the night to be over,” Kyle said.
“It’s not,” Melinda replied. “It’s not late.”
“I promised you beignets after dinner.”
“Yes, but this is New Orleans, baby: we’ve got beignets twenty-four-seven here.”
Kyle laughed and said, “I forgot they’re always open for a minute. I might end up gaining a lot of weight if I end up liking them.”
“You’ve yet to try one?” Melinda asked.
“Not yet, no. Jolie did, obviously, and she was supposed to bring some back to me, but she ate them all on the way. I did get their coffee, though. It was pretty good.”
“We have to remedy this.” Melinda stood.
“But I thought it wasn’t late,” Kyle noted. “Can we stay here just a little bit longer? It’s so peaceful.”
Melinda nodded and said, “Can we maybe move to that very comfortable patio chair over there that has a nice-looking cushion on it?” She pointed to a chaise-type chair about twenty feet away.
“There’s only one. I’m not sure what happened to the other one or if there ever was another one.”
“I’m good with sharing. I have three siblings, remember?”
“Oh,” Kyle let out, sounding surprised and adorable. “You want to…”
“Share the chair with you, yes.”
“Yeah, okay. Should we clean up first?”
“No.” Melinda shook her head a little. “In a minute.” She walked over to the chair and turned, waiting for Kyle.
Kyle stood, pushed in her chair, and walked over to the chaise. Then, without words, she knew that Melinda wanted her to sit down first, so she did and leaned back, spreading her legs. Melinda’s heart did a little flutter, and her stomach flipped as she swallowed hard, picturing them in a very different scenario, with Kyle’s legs spread before her. She refocused her mind and moved to sit down between them, wrapping Kyle’s arms around her waist instantly and looking out at the garden.
“This is nice,” she said after several minutes of silence.
“It is,” Kyle agreed, placing a kiss where Melinda’s neck met her shoulder. “I’m glad we did this.”
“We’re still doing it,” Melinda reminded her. “And we have beignets to look forward to still.”
“I think I could fall asleep out here.”
“Like this?”
“Yeah, with me holding you, looking up at the moon.”
“That sounds nice, but I’d probably get a little cold.”
“I can grab blankets. All of them, if you want,” Kyle whispered into her ear.
“You’re making it hard to resist.”
“That’s kind of my point. Can we skip beignets and just stay out here all night? I’ll–”
Before Kyle could finish that thought, though, the chair beneath them gave way, and the metal screeched as they fell to the ground below.
“Oh, my God!” Melinda said, laughing as Kyle still held on to her, now more for protection than for romance.
“Well, I guess I no longer have to wonder what happened to the other chair,” Kyle said, smiling at her.
Melinda’s laughter grew in volume as Kyle joined her. Then, as she looked around, Melinda saw rust and missing screws. It was likely the chair hadn’t been taken care of out here and that if there had been a second one, it had also broken and was tossed out.
“Beignets?” Melinda asked through her laughter.
“I can’t believe that just happened,” Kyle said, looking around. “Are you okay?”
“My butt is a little sore, and I think my dress will likely need to be dry-cleaned, but I’m fine. You? Got any metal pieces stuck in places they shouldn’t be?”
“No, thankfully,” Kyle replied, tossing a few pieces to the side on the patio.
“We should get up,” Melinda suggested.
Kyle stood, held out her hands, helping Melinda stand up, and then she looked Melinda over, checking for cuts and bruises.
“Do I need a tetanus shot?” she asked, looking down at her own body to be sure.
“I think you’re okay,” Kyle replied. “And I’m so sorry. I should’ve tested it out before we sat down.”
“There’s no way you could have known that chair was about to take its last chair breath,” Melinda told her.
“Should we clean up now?” Kyle asked.
Melinda laughed again, unable to hold it in for some reason, and Kyle stood there, watching her laugh, until Melinda took her by the hand over to the table, where her laughter finally quieted, and they brought the dishes inside. After cleaning the few they used together, Kyle went back outside to at least make sure there weren’t any rogue metal pieces lying around where someone could get hurt. Melinda heard her working as she moved into the parlor, which was next to the library. It had two old-style straight-backed chairs and a love seat that matched. There were small tables and a wet bar along the wall, again with nothing in the old glassware.
“I think this was where the men had their brandy and cigars while the women did the dishes,” Kyle said. “But it also has this old record player, and it actually works.”
“No way,” Melinda replied. “It works?”
Kyle nodded and walked over to the corner where a very old record player sat beneath clear plastic in order to tell others not to touch it.
“I tried it out the first time I was here. There’s a record on it still.”
“Play it,” Melinda suggested.
Kyle went to pull back the plastic shield before she maneuvered everything into place, and a second later, there was a sudden scratch. Then, an old, slow song, with static in the background, started playing. Melinda listened for a moment, but she didn’t recognize the song. The label on the record had long ago worn away, so she waited for words, but they never came.
“Want to…” Kyle began and faded, clearing her throat.
“What?”
“It’s stupid.”
“Kyle, what?”
“Do you maybe want to dance?”
Melinda smiled and said, “Yes, I do.”
Kyle looked surprised at first, but then she held out her hand for Melinda to take. She did, but only temporarily before she pulled Kyle against herself and wrapped her arms around Kyle’s shoulders, letting Kyle wrap her own around her waist.
“I thought about this last night,” Melinda offered a few moments later.
“Dancing?”
“Dancing with you.”
“Why?”
“At the reception, there were couples dancing together, and it made me think of you.”
“You didn’t dance with Bridgette?”
“To a few fast songs, yes, but not like this,” she replied, resting her head on Kyle’s shoulder. “Definitely not like this.”
“Why did you two never date? You’ve known each other forever, right?”
“I don’t know. It just never happened. It wasn’t what either of us wanted. Bridgette is a couple of years older than me, so it wasn’t going to happen when we were younger, and then, it never did.”
“But you’re… good with that?”
“Yes. Why?” she asked.
“And with Jill?”
“Why are you asking me why I’ve never dated my friends?”
“I don’t know. I guess I’ve been burned before,” Kyle replied.
“Someone told you they were just friends with another woman, and that turned out not to be true?”
“I liked her for a long time before I finally asked her out. She assured me that she and her best friend were only friends and weren’t interested in each other in that way. But then, a few months later, I walked in on them doing something I don’t think best friends do.”
“No… Really?” She pulled back to look at Kyle. “I’m sorry.”
“It was a long time ago, but I wanted to check.”
“Bridgette is my friend. I have zero interest in dating her.” Melinda cupped Kyle’s cheek. “Jill and I met at work. We’re friends, too, but the kind that hang out a little after a shift or on lunch. I love both of them, but I have no desire to date either of them, okay? Can you trust that?”
“Yeah, of course,” Kyle said.
“Do you have any friends back home I should be worried about?” Melinda asked with a lifted eyebrow.
“No,” Kyle replied. “My best friend is Jolie, and I have a few people I hang out with from time to time.”
“No exes in that friend circle?”
Kyle laughed and said, “No.”
“Because you know how it is with lesbians,” Melinda noted.
“I do, but no. I don’t tend to hang out with my ex-girlfriends after it’s over.”
“Me neither,” she shared.
“Are we bad lesbians?” Kyle asked.
Melinda laughed before she rested her forehead against Kyle’s shoulder and said, “No, I think we’re doing just fine.”
When the song ended, Melinda wasn’t ready to stop dancing or, really, stepping from side to side while they held on to one another.
“Want me to start it again?”
“Does that record player have a repeat option?” Melinda joked.
They danced to the song again and again, with Kyle starting it over each time before they finally pulled apart. Then, Kyle cupped Melinda’s cheek and kissed her forehead. Melinda closed her eyes and breathed her in.
“I should walk you home,” Kyle said softly. “And get me home, too.”
“This is your home,” Melinda replied.
“My stuff is at the other house.”
“Let’s just stay here,” Melinda requested, pulling Kyle back in for a hug. “It’s so nice here. I don’t want to leave, Ky.”
“I like you calling me Ky,” Kyle admitted, running her hands up and down Melinda’s back now. “But this is a rental. There’s nothing here. The stuff in the fridge is what I bought earlier, and there’s nothing for breakfast or even a midnight snack. There are no toiletries or even hairbrushes.”
“You should remedy that,” Melinda replied, pulling out of the hug.
“I guess I will, then,” Kyle said with a smile. “Come on. Do you want to take a car instead?”
“No, I want to walk with you through New Orleans at night while you hold my hand,” she replied.
They packed up what they could and left things in the refrigerator for later, making sure to take the trash out before locking up. Then, Kyle took her hand, and they made their way slowly toward the café for those late-night beignets. As they walked, they talked more about Mike and her sisters. Melinda regaled her with stories from her best or funniest tours. Kyle talked about some of the stuff she’d translated into French, and Melinda cracked up when Kyle told her how she’d once had to translate a romance novel that had been written by a man. When Kyle described how he’d written the sex scenes, Melinda had laughed hysterically.
“I might have taken some liberties when I translated it because no one should read language like that when they’re reading a sex scene. How many times can one person put the word ‘engorged’ in the same sentence? He wrote that the woman’s breasts ‘flopped’ around. That’s not a very sexy verb.”
Arriving at the café, Melinda was glad to see that the line was actually pretty short. She ordered them the beignets and each a cup of coffee to stay, and they made their way to one of the small, circular metal tables seemingly always covered in powdered sugar. Kyle nearly managed to make it through three beignets without getting it all over her black shirt, but she laughed at something Melinda said, and it was all over from there.
“You ruined your sexy shirt,” Melinda noted, reaching forward to try to touch the spots where the sugar had landed.
“It’s served its purpose, so I’m okay with it.”
“What was its purpose?”
“To make me look half-decent on our first date,” Kyle replied.
“Oh. Then, it more than served its purpose. I can kind of see a bit of your bra through the space between the buttons.”
“What?” Kyle said, looking down.
“I’m kidding.” Melinda laughed.
After they finished their coffees, they walked toward Melinda’s place through the sea of humanity, which was the French Quarter at that time of night. Melinda pulled Kyle around to the back of the building where they’d have some privacy and looked up at her staircase.
“Come up,” she said, tugging on Kyle’s sweater.
“I should get back…”
“Come up, Ky,” Melinda repeated her invitation and wrapped her arms around Kyle’s shoulders. “I want you to.”
“I want that, too, but I don’t think I should.”
“Why not?”
“Because I really, really want to,” Kyle said, pulling her in close.
“Why is that a problem, exactly?”
“It’s our first date.”
Melinda nodded, bit her lower lip, and asked, “Can I at least get a goodnight kiss?”
Kyle smiled and leaned in, gently pecking Melinda’s lips before pulling back.
“Not what I had in mind,” she remarked before pulling Kyle back in for more.
Kyle had been smiling, so when their lips reconnected, it was awkward at first until she started kissing Melinda back, but, damn, Kyle could kiss. Her lips seemed to know where to go to meet Melinda’s, and her tongue slipped out and into Melinda’s mouth, causing Melinda to moan and pull Kyle in tighter. Kyle then nibbled on Melinda’s lower lip, letting it go and pulling it back in for more, and Melinda’s tongue slid across Kyle’s upper lip before she moved it inside Kyle’s mouth as she moved her hands up and under Kyle’s sweater and shirt.
“Come up,” she said breathlessly.
“Another time,” Kyle replied. “Soon.” She kissed Melinda sweetly.
“Ky?” she pouted.
“You said you go too fast.”
“What?”
“Before, when you said no to us going out, you mentioned that you sometimes go too fast with people. I don’t want to be someone you go fast with, Mel.”
She nodded, understanding, and said, “But soon, right?”
“Soon.”



CHAPTER 17
“Hello,” Kyle greeted.
“Kyle Schafer?”
“That’s me. You must be Myra.”
“I am, yes,” the woman replied, shaking Kyle’s hand as Kyle pushed the door open farther.
“Come on in. Thanks for stopping by on such short notice.”
“You caught us between jobs, so it’s not a problem,” Myra said.
Kyle had called five different contractors just that morning, and three of them had told her they were booked up through the end of the year. One would meet with her next week, and Davies Contracting was available to meet today. Kyle had been surprised to hear that Myra Davies, the owner of the company, would be making the visit herself. Myra looked to be in her late thirties or early forties. Her black hair was braided in rows that fell down her back, and her deep, brown eyes were currently looking around the foyer of the garden house, which was what Kyle had started calling the place.
“Where do we start?” she asked, closing the door behind Myra, who was dressed in a starched, long-sleeved white-collared shirt with the company logo above the left breast pocket and a pair of khakis, which made Kyle think of Melinda’s uniform.
“I usually like to do a walk-through myself when I begin and let you know what I see. I know we spoke on the phone about some of the things you’ve noticed and what you’ve been told through the estate, but I find it best to start there.”
“Okay. Sounds good,” Kyle replied. “Do I walk with you, or do you do it yourself and I wait? Sorry.” She chuckled. “I’ve never done this before. Probably a bad thing to say to a contractor, huh? Letting you know I don’t know what I’m doing.”
Myra laughed lightly and said, “I’m not one of those contractors, okay? I’m not here to milk money from you. I’ll tell you what I see, and you tell me what you want us to work on. If it’s nothing because you want to go with someone else, that’s okay, too.”
“Yeah, okay,” Kyle said.
“I’ll start with the upstairs and finish up down here. It won’t take me long, and I’ll probably have some questions for you.”
“What happens if I don’t know the answer?”
“There are ways to get them. Plans on file with the city, permit history, that kind of thing.”
“Okay. I’ll wait down here,” Kyle replied. “Oh, do you want something to drink?”
“No, thank you.” Myra smiled politely. “It won’t take long.”
As Kyle watched Myra proceed up the stairs slowly and check out the banister as she went, she couldn’t help but wonder how much this was all going to cost. The money from her grandmother, in theory, should cover it, but the more expensive it was, the less money there would be left over for her and Jolie to finally have their own savings account with more than a hundred dollars in it in case of an emergency. To keep herself busy while she had to wait, she walked into the kitchen, pulled out a bottle of iced tea for herself, and left one on the table for Myra in case the woman wanted to take it to-go. At the grocery store, Kyle had had the option of buying regular tea and sweet tea bottles, and she’d gone with the sweet one since she was in the South, but she’d need to find a good dentist if she kept eating beignets and drinking sweet tea the entire time she was here.
It felt awkward, just sitting at the kitchen table, doing nothing, with a stranger roaming around the house, so Kyle took a long drink of her sweet tea and stared out the large window that overlooked the garden. She’d cleaned up the mess with the chair and decided that she’d buy new ones, but there was so much unknown to her right now. Should she buy cheap ones that might get destroyed by renters? That way, if she had to replace them, it wouldn’t cost much. Maybe she shouldn’t buy new chairs at all. They’d rent the house out for a bit, at least, but if they decided to sell it later, it would be one more thing to have to worry about. Besides, the patio didn’t look bare without them.
Then again, if she decided to stay, Kyle knew that she wouldn’t live in her grandmother’s house. She’d live here. That was the first time she’d thought about that. She’d live here in this house. It was big and beautiful, old and modern, and it had a history that Kyle wanted to learn more about. She’d thought about how long she might stay, and that ultimately depended on the work that had to be done on the house since the journals her grandmother had written could go home with her whenever she wanted. She’d finished reading one of them all the way through, but she’d decided to start at the beginning of the pile, checking the dates on the journals and organizing them before she dove in.
It turned out, her grandmother had begun writing journals when she got married, so Kyle had a few to get through before she even got to her mother’s birth and then, years later, the disagreement that had her getting kicked out of the house. Kyle had to fight her desire to learn what had happened between the two of them, but it was important to her to know the full story, and that began with the first journal. She’d only been about to start the second one when Myra had shown up for the appointment.
Staring out the window, Kyle was thinking about the history of that garden and what must have happened back there. How many family or neighborhood parties had been hosted there? The house was nearly two centuries old. Hundreds of people had probably been back there, celebrating things and spending time with loved ones, and now, Kyle had had a first date with Melinda back there.
She smiled, thinking about their kiss and how Melinda had offered much more than that. It really had taken everything in Kyle not to say yes, take her up those stairs, and do whatever Melinda wanted her to do to her all night long. She’d heard the woman, though, and she didn’t want them to move too quickly and risk losing whatever this could be. Still, today was a new day, so without further hesitation, Kyle reached for her phone and decided to chance it.
“Well, hello,” Melinda said.
“Hi. I take it, you’re not on a tour?”
“No, I’m in the office. What are you doing?”
“I’m at the house. There’s a contractor here looking at things.”
“Is everything okay?”
“Yeah, I think so. She’s doing a walk-through. I was just thinking about you and our date last night.”
“You were? Which part?”
“All of it,” she said, smiling into the phone. “Are you sure you’re not too busy? We can talk later.”
“I’m in the back office, doing the books, so I’m good. Jill is on the register. If you want, I can get you my schedule for the next week. It changes sometimes, but it’s more or less accurate.”
“Do you just give your schedule out to anyone?” Kyle teased.
“No one but you,” Melinda replied. “I guess, the question is, do you want it?”
“Oh, I definitely want it,” she replied.
“Yeah? Did we switch topics there?” Melinda laughed.
“I think my statement encompasses all topics that involve you,” she replied.
“Good one,” Melinda said, still laughing. “I have a tour to give in about an hour, but I’m free after that. Will I see you tonight? It’s okay if you’re too busy with the house.”
“I don’t know how long this will take, but I’d love to see you tonight. Second date?”
“I’ll plan this one.”
“Was my planning disappointing?” Kyle asked, knowing the answer already.
“Your planning was perfect. It’s my turn now, though,” she replied.
“I’ll leave it to you, then. Want to stop by when you’re done? I’ll probably still be here.”
“I’ll be there,” Melinda replied.
They hung up when Jill walked into the office with a question, interrupting their midday chat. Kyle hung up just in time for the contractor to enter the kitchen and take a look around.
“Ready for the rundown?” Myra asked as she looked up from her clipboard and smiled up at Kyle.
“Sure. I hope it’s good news.”
“It mostly is. The things you mentioned needing work aren’t that big of a deal, and we can get started on those right away. We’d just need the place cleared out.”
“Okay,” Kyle said. “Oh, have a seat.”
Myra pulled out a chair and sat down next to her.
“You’ve got some windows upstairs that could use replacing, but I’d recommend just doing all the windows at once whenever you can. It’s not urgent, but it would save money on air and heat and prevent some leaks that might happen sooner than later.”
“Okay.”
“I haven’t checked out the roof, but my guess is that it needs a little work if no one’s touched it in fifteen or twenty years. I can have a crew out looking at it tomorrow for you, if you want.”
“Yes. That sounds great.”
“I know this place is used as a rental, but if you’re renting it out, the work will–”
“Oh, I’ve made sure it’s not up online anymore. I don’t plan to rent it out until the work is done.”
“Great. There’s some plumbing work to do in the guest bathroom and probably the master, too. I’d want to do a more thorough inspection before giving you a quote, but a plumber is going to be able to get you a more accurate estimate. I have a few I work with that I trust. Electrical seems fine, but I’d still recommend having an electrician review it just to be safe. Again, I’ve got someone you can use, or you can get your own, if you’d prefer.”
“I can do that. Get a quote, I mean.”
“And the floors down here need work. I think the other floors can wait another year or two, at least, but the wood down here is warped and getting more damaged by the day. It looks original. Is it?”
“I don’t know. It could be.”
“Well, if it is, it’s survived a long time, and likely, it’s been fixed and redone several times. It’s time to replace it entirely, but we’re good with keeping with original work, and I think I have wood that will match pretty closely.”
“Okay.”
“If you need help moving things out for the work, my crew can do that and put things in storage, or you can always move stuff from one room to the other as we go, but it’ll go much faster if we just take everything out.”
“Can you do the upstairs floors now, too?”
“We can, if you want.”
“I’d rather have them done at the same time,” Kyle replied.
Myra made a note and looked back up at her.
“We’d want to do the other work first, if we’re able. We wouldn’t want to put brand-new floors down if we’re still working on other things. We can if needed, and we can cover it to protect it, but I’d much rather do some of the other stuff for you first.”
“Okay. Can you put a quote together for me?”
“Of course. It usually takes a few days, but if you want me to quote you for the plumbing work, the windows, and the floors, I can at least get that to you today. I have great plumbers and window people I can reach out to.”
“Yes, that would be amazing. Thank you.”
“If you don’t mind me asking, though, what’s the rush? You mentioned you weren’t from New Orleans. Is it just to get it listed as soon as possible?”
Kyle wondered herself for a moment what the rush was. Before, it was because she was going home, but now, she loved it here. There was also Melinda to think about now, which had her head spinning a little, but in a good way, not like the bad head spinning that she’d been used to her entire life.
“I’m not from here, no. This was my grandmother’s place. She rented it out, but she left it to me and my sister. I want to keep renting it out.”
“And you want the work done first. Makes sense. Okay, I think I can take it from here.”
“How do I arrange for the stuff to be moved and put into storage?”
“Oh, I’ve got a crew I can call. They do this all the time. And we’re insured, obviously. We’d include the rental agreement in the quote.”
“Can we do that part?”
“Whenever you want,” Myra told her.
“As soon as they can would be fine. None of this stuff is mine, and I’m not staying here. I’d just want the old stuff to be protected.”
“Let me give them a call and see if they finished their morning job. I’ll get them over here,” Myra replied. “And I’ll get working on your quote, too. My office is only ten minutes away.”
“Okay. I’ll be here.”
Myra left a few minutes later, and Kyle stood in the foyer, wondering again why she was moving so quickly when she didn’t really need the rental income and all she wanted to do was stay for as long as she could.



CHAPTER 18
“We’re at an airport,” Kyle noted.
“We are, yes,” she replied, taking Kyle’s hand as they got out of the shared-ride car and started walking.
“Why are we at an airport?”
“I thought about how, by now, you’ve seen a lot of the city, so I was trying to think about where to take you tonight that you haven’t already been to. There’s a ton of stuff outside New Orleans and throughout Louisiana, but I didn’t think you’d want to travel far.”
“So, you brought me to a small airport?”
Melinda laughed and said, “Yes. But there’s a reason.”
“Okay. I’ll trust–” Kyle stopped talking and walking at the same time, pulling Melinda back since their hands were joined.
“You guessed it, didn’t you?”
“You’re not… You didn’t?”
“I did,” Melinda said. “It’s waiting for us, so we should get over there.”
“You booked us a helicopter tour?” Kyle asked.
Melinda tugged on her hand and said, “You don’t have a fear of heights, do you?”
“No, but I’ve never been in a helicopter before.”
“I’ll protect you,” Melinda said, squeezing her hand.
“You can fly a helicopter?”
“No, but the pilot will handle that part if there’s an emergency, and I’ll handle you.”
“How will you do that?”
“I’m thinking hand-holding and probably just kissing you until we’re safely on the ground.”
“You’ve done this before?”
“A few times over the years.”
“Mel, I don’t want to do something you’ve–”
“There’s nothing like seeing the city I love from above, Ky. Trust me, this is not a hardship.”
“But I’m sure it’s expensive. I should–”
“It’s not. I sent our pilot two groups just last week. He owes me a favor.”
“So, you didn’t have to pay an arm and a leg?” Kyle asked.
“Just an arm,” Melinda replied, joking with her. “Are you ready?”
“I guess I am,” Kyle said.
They approached where their pilot was waiting, and he gave them the instructions along with headsets and vests in case of emergency. Melinda kept Kyle close and squeezed her hand repeatedly, reminding her that she was there because Kyle had gone a ghostly pale. She wondered if this was a bad idea, but she thought Kyle would get some color back when they got into the air.
“Where are the others?” Kyle asked when she took her seat and buckled in.
“Others?” Melinda asked back through the headset as the helicopter started up.
“The other people on the tour.”
“Oh, babe… It’s just us,” she replied, smiling. “It’s a private tour.”
Kyle smiled wide, and Melinda had no idea how it felt like she’d known this woman forever when they’d only really just met, but it was there, the feeling like they’d always held hands and taken sunset helicopter tours of the city because Kyle had always been here and would always be here. Melinda swallowed at that last thought because, yes, it was true that Kyle would be here for a while, but she’d been unclear as to how long exactly that would be. If the fact that she had a contractor at the garden house earlier that day and a crew removing things so that the work could begin was any indication, the work she was staying for wouldn’t take all that long.
“Are you okay?” Kyle asked as the helicopter lifted.
Melinda barely heard her over the sound of the helicopter through the headphones, but she nodded.
“I’m amazing. You?”
Kyle looked out the window at her left and removed her hand from Melinda’s to place her own on Melinda’s knee. She squeezed it before she turned back to Melinda and smiled wider than Melinda had ever seen. Her color was back now, and so was her hand inside of Melinda’s.
“Mel, you want me to play the thing?” Jeremy, their pilot, asked.
“Ky, do you want the whole audio tour experience?” Melinda asked her.
“Can we?”
Melinda nodded, so Jeremy started up the recording, which introduced New Orleans from above.
“Welcome to your above-the-city tour of New Orleans, Louisiana. Tonight, we will fly over Jackson Square, the French Quarter, City Park, and Lake Pontchartrain, among some other landmarks, and I’ll be your guide as we take it all in, so sit back, relax, and enjoy your view of the beautiful New Orleans as the sun sets around you.”
Melinda had been up here before, and she hadn’t lied to Kyle: this view would never get old. She’d take in some of it tonight, but for now, she was more than content to watch Kyle taking it all in for the first time. Kyle continued to stare out the window, and a few minutes in, she pulled out her phone and began taking pictures. Melinda pulled her own phone out and took a few of Kyle, wanting to capture the memory for her for later. When Kyle turned and slid over toward her, Melinda was surprised, but Kyle cupped her chin and kissed her sweetly.
“Thank you for this. This is…” Kyle looked over Melinda’s shoulder out her window. “Amazing. The best thing I’ve ever done. I…”
Melinda kissed her again and said, “You’re welcome. Now, keep looking because this isn’t an all-night kind of tour.”
When Kyle laughed in response, Melinda could hear it clearly through those headphones, and as Kyle continued to look around, Melinda held up her phone, and they posed for a picture together, smiling wide.
The tour was short, only about thirty minutes, but normally, they were only about twelve minutes, so Jeremy had more than doubled their time in the air. When they were on the ground, Melinda thanked Jeremy, and they removed the headphones and the vests, leaving the pilot to take care of his next tour group. They were safely at the entrance of the airport when Kyle pulled Melinda into her arms and kissed her hard, shocking Melinda at first until she melted into the kiss, letting Kyle press her against the side of the building. Melinda kissed her back, letting their tongues play for a bit before she heard the glass doors next to them open.
“Well, we should go on more helicopter tours,” she said, catching her breath.
“I can’t believe I was just in a helicopter,” Kyle replied, pressing her forehead against Melinda’s. “Thank you.”
“Thank Jeremy. He did all the hard work. All I did was take pictures and watch you look completely in awe.”
“I was in awe. I’ve been on a few planes, but there, you’re so high up most of the time that you can’t see anything. I can’t believe I got to see the whole city up close but also above it at the same time.”
“It’s a beautiful place,” Melinda said, kissing Kyle’s nose. “Now, I’ve got a reservation for us, so we should order a car.”
“Reservation?”
“You and Jolie didn’t take me up on Commander’s Palace when she was here, so I thought we’d go there tonight. Do you have anything against turtle soup?”
“Sorry. What?” Kyle asked, looking confused.
“You can try mine,” Melinda replied, pulling out her phone to order them a car since the small airfield was too far away for them to have walked. “And after dinner, if you want, we can grab drinks at Pat O’Brien’s. It’s inside a courtyard with a fountain that has a fire going through it. It’s touristy, but it’s cool, and you can order a Hurricane big enough for both of us. It’s a New Orlean’s standard.”
“You guys have a drink called a Hurricane in a city that has hurricanes every year?”
“We’re kind of known for it. We’re ironic or masochistic. I don’t know.” Melinda chuckled. “Or, we can go to one of the gay bars, if you want. It won’t be any quieter, though.”
“Can we have a drink somewhere else?”
“Name it,” she said, confirming her car.
“I still have those beers at the house. Though, there’s not much else there.”
“They didn’t leave anything?”
“They removed most of it in a few hours. Most of the furniture was cheap and easily taken apart, apparently, but they left the kitchen table and a couple of chairs.”
“What about that beautiful record player?”
“Packed away safely. But I do have a phone that plays music,” Kyle said, looking hopeful. “I was thinking that I’d rather be alone with you in a place where I can hear you than be in a bar where we’re likely to have to yell, or one of the million people you know here might spot us.”
Melinda smiled and said, “You know I have a nice apartment, and there’s beer there, too.”
“I know. But you don’t have my garden,” Kyle replied, taking her by the hips. “I also have blankets, and we could lie out under the stars for a while.”
“Your garden,” Melinda asked, liking the sound of that.
“It will soon be filled with tourists, so we should enjoy it while we can.”
“Whatever you want,” Melinda said, trying not to think about tourists taking over a house that she now considered Kyle’s.
As they got into the car, she worried that when she’d be giving tours of the Garden District after Kyle returned home, she’d walk by this house, and her heart would hurt because Kyle wasn’t in it. Melinda wanted her to always be there, and as Kyle took her hand in the back seat, she wasn’t sure how she’d deal with her being gone, whenever that happened.
“Penny for your thoughts,” Kyle said softly.
Melinda turned toward her and replied, “Not really thinking about much.”
That was a lie, and she hated it, but they were in the back of a stranger’s car, so now wasn’t the time for her to bring up Kyle’s impending departure.
“I doubt that.” Kyle winked at her. “So, besides this soup with turtles in it, what else should I order at dinner?”
“How about you read the menu, and if you can’t decide, I’ll give you a recommendation? Everything there is delicious. You can’t go wrong.”
The car pulled up at the light-blue-and-white striped building across from Lafayette Cemetery No. 1, which was where they’d gone on their cemetery tour that seemed so long ago now. Melinda gave her name at the podium, and they were ushered into the dining room that felt formal but not at the same time.
They started their meal with citrus-braised pork belly, and Kyle got the soup 1-1-1, which meant she got smaller portions of three different soups to try them all. Melinda ordered the romaine salad and watched Kyle explore the cuisine of her city and, seemingly, enjoy the turtle soup. Kyle then ordered the hard-cider veal, and Melinda ordered the steak, giving Kyle a chance to try that and the French potato puree Melinda had ordered with it. Despite being completely full, they still ordered and shared a dessert, which was a Southern Style Pecan Pie à la Mode, one of Melinda’s favorite desserts in town. Kyle seemed to enjoy everything. Melinda loved the food, but she enjoyed their conversation even more.
She pushed the thought of Kyle leaving out of her mind once again as they paid the check and walked hand in hand out of the restaurant. Due to it being in the Garden District, they decided to walk toward the house and enjoy the night air.
“So, since the shelves are built-ins, the books are still there. They’ll just cover them with a tarp or something, I guess. Want to pick something out, and we can sit outside and read by lantern light?” Kyle asked.
“What is your obsession with me reading in that garden?” she laughed.
“It’s stupid. Never mind.”
“No, Kyle; tell me.” Melinda leaned against her. “Sorry. I shouldn’t have laughed.”
“No, it’s not your fault. It’s weird. I know.”
“But you have some reason to bring it up twice, right?”
“You know how I’ve been reading my grandmother’s journals?”
“Yes.”
“I’m still going through the older ones, but she mentioned that she was lying outside in the garden, reading a book, when she met my grandfather for the first time.”
“Oh, Ky…” Melinda let out, understanding now.
“It’s silly. We met on a tour, and you’re not my future wi–” Kyle stopped herself. “Anyway, ever since I read that and we’ve decided to do this, I’ve had this image in my mind of you being in the garden, lying on a blanket, being taken away by a book or something, and it felt good picturing that. It felt kind of right.”
Kyle had been about to say that Melinda wasn’t her future wife, which was probably a good thing since this was only their second date, but Melinda thought about it, and while it scared the crap out of her, it also felt oddly right.
“What if we do that another day when I wouldn’t have to read with gas lanterns behind me and probably end up with bad eyesight? Tonight, we can just sit out there on that blanket under the stars and talk. Is that okay?”
“Was what I just said too much?” Kyle asked.
“No, Kyle. It was pretty perfect, actually.”
“You said you’ve done too much too soon before, and I–”
“Babe, we’re right on pace, okay?” Melinda interjected. “You don’t have to worry about going too fast or doing too much with me.”
“I don’t want us to…” Kyle sighed.
“I think I went too fast and had too soon with the wrong people, and that’s what made it feel wrong or how I got my heart broken. Kyle, what we’re doing now and how you’re talking doesn’t feel wrong to me, okay?”
“Yeah, okay,” Kyle replied.
“You didn’t happen to go shopping for a toothbrush or anything today, did you?” Melinda asked when they arrived at the front porch.
“Not today, but I brought over some stuff from the other house since I was going to be here all day, and I might have stolen one that Jolie got from the hotel because she forgot hers. She didn’t end up using it. We just bought one at a store. Long story to mention that I have two toothbrushes here. Why?”
“I was just thinking about how nice it might be to sleep outside under the stars and a whole lot of blankets with you,” Melinda said.
Kyle looked over at her in surprise, but then she smiled, and Melinda kissed her on the cheek.



CHAPTER 19
“Hey. What’s up?” Kyle asked into the phone as she closed the door behind her.
“You never called me after your date, and I gave you all day to do so,” Jolie replied.
“Well, I’ve been a little busy,” she said, looking back at the garden, where Melinda was sitting on a blanket in the grass.
“Doing what, exactly?” Jolie asked with a bit of teasing in her tone.
“Not that.” Kyle laughed. “But she’s here right now.”
“Date number two?”
“Yes. And you’re interrupting it.”
“Where’s here? I don’t hear any noise or anything?”
“We’re at the garden house,” Kyle replied.
“Nice. Romantic.”
“It would be, but they took most of the stuff out today,” Kyle shared.
“Wait. What?”
“I hired a contractor. She had a crew available to move all the stuff out and put it in storage while the work is done.”
“That’s already starting?” Jolie asked.
“Should I have called you? I don’t know how involved you want to be in all this.”
“No, I trust you. I just didn’t think it would happen this quickly.”
“Me neither. I happened to catch the contractor at a good time. They actually had someone back out of a job at the last minute or something. I don’t know. I was too excited that she’d said yes to a meeting to really pay much attention. Anyway, I researched her. She’s got great reviews, and she’s worked on houses like this one before. It’ll be a long process because we’re redoing the floors, the windows, and the roof, among other things, but she said she doesn’t see that taking more than six to eight weeks, depending on how fast I choose the materials and how quickly they can arrive, which, apparently, is what takes the longest. She said she has some in stock if I choose those.”
“And are you staying until it’s done, or just going to check in from here?”
Kyle looked outside again toward Melinda, who had laid down on the blanket with an arm behind her head, using it as a pillow.
“Staying,” she said definitively.
“You’re looking at her right now, aren’t you?”
Kyle smiled and said, “Yes. And she’s so beautiful and an amazing kisser, Jolie.”
“Ah… So you have gotten somewhere. Amazing, huh?”
“Yes. Best first kiss I’ve ever had.”
“And how many kisses have there been?”
“A few,” she replied.
“And were they all amazing?”
“Yes,” Kyle said, feeling the blush creep up her cheeks. “I really like her.”
“I could tell. I’m glad you’re going for it, Ky. But why did you bring her to an empty house? Doesn’t she have a place of her own?”
“She does, but it doesn’t have this garden, and this garden is amazing, too. Did you know that Grandma met Grandpa here?”
“No. Did you find that out in the journals?”
“Yeah. I started at the beginning, so no word on the mom drama yet, but I wanted to go as far back as I could. Did you know that our great-grandmother was a huge feminist back in the day and that her mother was a suffragette?”
“No. Really?”
“Yeah. Grandma was a bit ahead of her time, too, especially for down South. She had a job outside the home, and even though her family had money, she insisted on it.”
“That’s pretty cool,” Jolie said. “But, Ky?”
“Yeah?”
“Don’t you have a pretty girl waiting for you outside?”
“Yes. She’s staring up at the stars right now, just how I imagined,” Kyle said. “But this is important, too.”
“I know. But I also want you to get a third date, Ky.”
“She took me on a helicopter tour tonight and dinner at Commander’s Palace.”
“She did? You got on a helicopter? Wait… How did I miss the fact that there are helicopter tours?”
“We can do one when you get back. Melinda knows a guy,” Kyle said proudly. “It’s the best way to see the city at sunset, in my opinion, and the food we had tonight wasn’t like anything we’ve ever eaten.”
“Well, we grew up on box mac & cheese and PB&Js,” Jolie replied. “I assume they don’t serve those there.”
“No, they don’t,” Kyle said, chuckling.
“You sound happy, Ky,” Jolie replied.
“I am,” she confirmed, “I really am. I like it here. It’s so different from home.”
“I could see that when I was there.”
“You could’ve stayed, Jolie. You can even stop working for a while and find another job later, if you want. We can afford it.”
“I like working. And I liked my time there, but it was just fun. It’s not home to me. I know Mom is a mess, and Dad isn’t always around, but they’re still here when I need them most of the time, and we have a little brother, too, now.”
“Am I the bad sibling because I don’t want to–”
“Kyle, you could never be a bad sibling. You’re the best older sister there is, and I love you. I think it’s great that you’re there, exploring the city and probably also exploring Melinda later.” Jolie laughed. “I don’t know that I’ve ever heard you this happy before.”
“I don’t think I realized that I wasn’t happy before. I was fine, you know? Getting by. I didn’t know that that wasn’t happy.”
“I know. But you are now, and that’s the important part. We can talk more about this another time, though, because you have a date to get to,” Jolie said. “Have so much fun, Kyle. And I don’t mean sex, either. I mean, do that, too, if you want, but I meant, have fun. For the first time in your life, have fun and enjoy things. You’ve done so much for me and for Mom, and even for Dad sometimes, that I don’t know that you’ve ever really done anything for yourself. And you deserve this, Ky.”
Kyle looked out the window and saw Melinda stir a bit, rolling onto her stomach and glancing at Kyle through the window. The expression Kyle could make out through the lantern light showed that she wasn’t upset or annoyed. She was concerned. Kyle smiled and nodded at her, letting her know that everything was okay. Melinda smiled back and rolled over again.
“I just met her, Jol,” she said.
“Yeah, but it’s not just about her. I mean, I’m glad you like her, but your happiness isn’t supposed to be tied to a person, right? You’ve fallen in love with the place, too, and how it makes you feel. Melinda is part of that, and if you’re really into her, I think that’s great, but I just meant that I want you to be happy there. Take those helicopter rides, but also have a cup of coffee on a Sunday morning at the fanciest house you’ve ever been in. Melinda or no Melinda, enjoy the little things, too.”
“When did you become the wiser sister?” Kyle teased.
“You may be older, but I am definitely wiser,” Jolie teased back. “Now, listen to me and go get your girl.”
They hung up, and Kyle put her phone on silent, wanting no further interruptions to their night. When they’d arrived, she’d shown Melinda around the now somewhat bare house. It was amazing how different the place looked without the furniture, but walking through it with Melinda had been fun. She’d shown her the few things they were going to be working on soon and that the floors would be changed but would be as close to original as they could get, and when Melinda had started pointing around rooms and making suggestions, Kyle had joined in.
“Oh, the bed should go over there. It would get great light from that spot,” Melinda had said.
“I was thinking that, too. The dresser could go over there, and the TV could be mounted to the wall.”
“You’re a TV-in-the-bedroom fan?” Melinda had said, lifting an accusing eyebrow up at her. “I don’t know if we can keep dating…”
Kyle had laughed and replied, “I can be persuaded to live without it.”
“What if you got one of those hidden TV-display… thingies?”
“Thingies?” Kyle had laughed.
“Yeah, where it’s there, but it rises up from somewhere, so it’s not always there. That way, you’d still have it, and it wouldn’t be the centerpiece of the room but hidden away.”
“I guess I could look into something like that,” she’d said.
“What are they doing to the bathroom?” Melinda had asked.
“Plumbing updating, mostly. The rest of the stuff was put in about ten years ago, and Myra said it was fine.”
“That’s good. I love the claw tub in here. It’s so old-school and classy somehow.”
“You know what I’ve always wanted, though?” Kyle had asked, wrapping her arms around Melinda from behind.
“What’s that?”
“A jacuzzi tub with those bubbles. Is that lame?”
“No. That’s a great idea. You should have them move this one to the guest bathroom and put one of those in.”
“I guess I could,” she’d replied, realizing at the same time that she could afford to do that and that it would be a great addition to the overly large bathroom.
“Those things are great when you have tired muscles,” Melinda had said, leaning back against Kyle. “God, coming home after a long day of walking around and climbing into one of those things sounds amazing.”
Kyle had kissed the side of Melinda’s neck as she smiled at the thought. They had somehow started planning a home that neither of them lived in, and it had been nice; planning a home with Melinda had been nice. It was years ahead of schedule for a couple only on their second date, but she’d never had this with anyone, and holding Melinda while they’d talked about the house had Kyle feeling like this was the best way they could’ve spent part of their second date.
After their tour, they’d gone out to the garden, where Melinda had no sooner sat down than Kyle’s phone had rung, so Kyle had excused herself because it was her sister, and she hadn’t called to check in with her about the house or the first date she and Melinda had had. Now, she was opening the back door and walking outside. Melinda didn’t move as she approached, so Kyle sat on the blanket next to her and took in the sounds of the crickets and other insects around them.
“It’s a beautiful night,” Melinda noted after a moment.
“Are you cold?” Kyle asked.
“I’m chilly, but I’m okay. How is Jolie?”
“She’s good. She was calling to ask about our date last night. I was supposed to tell her how it went, and I didn’t report in on time,” Kyle replied, smiling down at her.
“And what did you report in just now?”
“That it was perfect. Tonight, too,” Kyle shared.
“Perfect would be you lying down next to me and me snuggling into your side,” Melinda replied.
“I can arrange that,” she said.
Kyle knew Melinda wasn’t cold yet, but she probably would be soon, so she reached for one of the extra blankets they’d brought out with them and laid down next to her, pulling it over both of them as Melinda rested her head on Kyle’s chest and her arm over her stomach.
“Better?” she asked.
“Much,” Melinda said. “So, do I have the sister’s stamp of approval? We didn’t spend that much time together, but I hope she likes me.”
“She does.” Kyle kissed the top of Melinda’s head.
“Would your mom like me?”
Kyle shifted a little unintentionally.
“Oh. Either she’d hate me, or you don’t want to talk about that because it’s only a second date.” Melinda added, chuckling. “We don’t–”
“It’s not the question or the second date thing; it’s just my mom. Sometimes, she makes me feel like I’m a bratty kid. Other times, she makes me feel like I’m more of an adult than she’ll ever be. And the rest of the time, she’s just mad at me because she got pregnant to begin with. So, bringing her into this perfect night made me cringe a little.”
“Can I yell at her if I ever meet her one day?” Melinda asked, shifting herself so that she could look at Kyle now. “She’s your mother. She’s not supposed to blame you for her issues. You’re not supposed to take care of her until she’s old and can’t take care of herself. That’s how this whole thing works.”
“I know. But it’s okay. I’m used to it.”
“I hate that you are,” Melinda said, cupping her cheek. “You don’t deserve that, babe.”
“Maybe not, but I can’t erase it, either. I don’t know if she’d like you. I’m not sure she likes anyone until the moment she needs something from them, and then, suddenly, she has a new best friend until you give her what she’s after.”
“Well, if we get to the point where we’re meeting the parents, you can meet mine, and they’ll spoil you and like you better than me, so you’ll at least get a dose of what it’s supposed to be like.”
“If?”
“I didn’t want to say when. I feel like we’re talking about a lot of serious stuff, and I like it. I prefer it, actually, learning as much as we can about each other to discover what could be. If, for example, you don’t want to get married or have kids, we should talk about that before we’re at the point where those things are possibilities. And if you don’t want me to ever meet your mom, I should know that sooner rather than later, but I don’t want to put pressure on this, either.”
Kyle smiled up at her and said, “I feel no pressure with you. It’s the first time in my life I can say that and mean it. Lying here with you, talking about this house or our parents, makes me feel strangely safe and like it’s what I want.”
Melinda smiled and leaned down to capture Kyle’s lips in a kiss.
“And I’ve never really cared about getting married. I can do it or not. I just want to be with one person. I don’t know that I’d want a huge wedding, though, if I get married. Maybe something small.”
“You could do it in this garden,” Melinda suggested, looking around. “It would give you an excuse to only invite the people who would fit.” She looked back down at Kyle. “And it’s beautiful back here.”
“I guess I could,” Kyle said, cupping her cheek. “And I want kids one day, but…”
“You don’t want to be your mom,” Melinda finished for her and kissed the tip of Kyle’s nose.
Kyle shook her head and asked, “How did you know?”
“I just did,” Melinda replied. “And there’s no way you’d be her, Kyle. You’ve learned from that experience what not to do. I think you’d be a great mom one day.”
“You’ve never even seen me with a kid,” Kyle said, chuckling.
“Yes, I did.” Melinda pulled back as if in shock at an accusation. “On the ghost tour.”
Kyle looked up at her, confused.
“The kids on the tour,” Melinda clarified.
“Oh. You spent more time with them than I did.”
“But you knelt down with one of them and pointed when they couldn’t see what I was talking about, and you made them laugh.”
“That is a far cry from being a good parent.”
“Kyle Schafer, you basically raised your sister. Sounds like you might have raised your mom a bit, too.”
“Well, that didn’t turn out well.”
“Jolie did. She’s intelligent, kind, and funny. She’s successful at work and is confident in what she wants. I think you probably had something to do with that, babe. I have a feeling that if you end up having kids, you are going to be an amazing mother because you know what not having one feels like.”
Kyle nodded slowly and said, “Thank you.”
Melinda moved until she was on top of her, surprising Kyle at first. Then, Melinda’s head moved to her neck, and Kyle wrapped her arms around her, pulling her in for a hug.
“You don’t have to thank me for that. I just want you to know how I see you,” Melinda replied, kissing Kyle’s neck. “And I see you, Ky. I see you, okay?”
Kyle nodded and held Melinda tight, holding back tears because no one had ever really seen her before.



CHAPTER 20
Melinda stayed in that spot, lying with her face in Kyle’s neck, feeling Kyle breathe beneath her and Kyle’s hands running up and down her back. She heard the sounds of crickets and possibly a frog or a toad somewhere. Maybe one of these gardens had a small pond. She didn’t know, and she couldn’t be bothered to think about it for another second because Kyle was humming now. She was humming that old song that had played for them on the record player when they’d danced in the parlor. Melinda smiled against Kyle’s skin, and she was certain that she’d never been this content in her life.
This was also the most alone, in a good way, she’d ever felt in this city. Her apartment was right in the thick of it, so even though it had great sound insulation, she always knew that there was a giant crowd of people not all that far away from her. She lived near other people, too, and shared walls with some. While Melinda never heard them, she still knew that they were there, so she always had to be conscious of the windows when she went to change or do other things. She would make sure that the curtains and blinds were both closed, and often, she changed in her bathroom or turned the lights off if she wanted to touch herself just in case a Peeping Tom could see between the slits of the blinds and the curtains didn’t block everything out.
Most of the time, Melinda didn’t care or mind. It was the price a person paid to live in a city filled with people. But every so often, she wished there was a way to truly block it all out; to not walk down the back stairs, turn in the alley, and see a group of college-aged boys standing there on the street, holding their drinks and talking way too loudly, laughing about the naked women they just saw on Bourbon or the fact that one of them had beads around his neck because he managed to convince a girl to flash him.
Right now, she was alone with Kyle. The other houses were quiet, likely due to the late hour, and tours didn’t come through the district at night. If Melinda listened really hard, she might be able to hear the people outside the restaurant or the bars nearby, but that would mean she’d have to ask Kyle to stop humming, and she’d never ask her to ruin this perfect moment by doing that. As Kyle continued to hum the same bit of the song over and over, Melinda slowly shifted just a little in order to move her hand under Kyle’s shirt, holding it against her abdomen because she needed to touch skin. Kyle continued to hum, but there was a second where she stopped as Melinda’s hand slid a little higher. Melinda smiled against Kyle’s neck again, knowing she was the cause of that pause.
Kyle’s hands continued to rub slow circles over Melinda’s back as they lay there, taking in the night around them and the blissful silence that came with it. Melinda thought about Kyle and what her life must have been like back home. Had she ever had a moment like this with someone where it felt as if the whole world had stopped to allow them to have it? Because Melinda wanted Kyle to be happy, she hoped so. At least, part of her did. But the other, much larger part, was hoping that she was the only one Kyle had ever shared a moment like this with.
When one of Kyle’s hands moved a little lower to cover the waistband of Melinda’s jeans over her lower back, Melinda swallowed and kissed her neck. She didn’t do it as a way of telling Kyle it was okay or that she should do anything more. It was just because she wanted to. Melinda needed to kiss her, so she did it again in the same spot. Kyle must have thought that was Melinda’s way of giving silent permission, so her hand moved lower and ended up in Melinda’s back pocket. Melinda smiled and kissed her again, but slower, and she didn’t stop this time. She kissed her repeatedly, moving her lips, ghosting over different spots. Kyle’s other hand was at the clasp of Melinda’s bra. She held it in place, but when Melinda didn’t say anything, like a pro, Kyle had Melinda’s bra open, allowing her hand to slide up and down Melinda’s back, now unencumbered.
Melinda paused her kisses to take that in, that moment where Kyle lightly squeezed her ass through her back pocket and ran her other hand up and down her back. Then, she returned her lips to Kyle’s skin. Kyle’s humming had ceased altogether, and her hand was beginning to squeeze more regularly. When Melinda pulled Kyle’s earlobe between her teeth, Kyle squeezed harder, and her breath stopped. Melinda sucked on her earlobe then, and Kyle responded by moving her hand out of the pocket to join her other one on Melinda’s back, pushing the bra away a little more and rubbing her skin up and down harder now.
Melinda’s breathing sped up as Kyle’s hands pressed harder into her flesh. She licked the shell of Kyle’s ear and heard her gasp before she kissed just behind it and moved her hand up a little higher until it was just under Kyle’s breast. She could sense it. This was escalating. With every move of Kyle’s, Melinda had one of her own, and the fact that they weren’t talking, weren’t acknowledging it, only turned Melinda on more. When Kyle’s hand slid into Melinda’s panties and cupped her ass, Melinda let herself enjoy the touch for a second before her own hand moved a little farther north until it was over Kyle’s breast, which was concealed by her bra, but Melinda bit her lower lip because she could feel it. Kyle’s nipple was already hard, and she could feel it through the thin barrier between them.
She closed her eyes and began to just move her hand over Kyle’s breast more than anything else. When Kyle’s breathing moved even faster, though, Melinda began to gently squeeze her breast this time and kiss her neck again, moving her lips to every bit of skin she could find in her position. A few moments later, she paused for a second to suck on a particular spot and earned a gasp, so she squeezed Kyle’s breast harder, found her nipple through the fabric, and tried to play with it between her thumb and forefinger while Kyle’s hand joined her other one, gripping Melinda’s ass through her jeans and panties. When Melinda moved the cup of the bra aside to slide her hand under and finally touched the skin there, Kyle’s hand went quickly to Melinda’s front to unbutton and unzip her jeans before slipping back around. Now, with the access Kyle apparently wanted, she was able to cup Melinda’s ass more fully, and just like that, it was Melinda’s turn to gasp as that gripping centered her sex over Kyle’s hard thigh. She rubbed and squeezed Kyle’s breast as they both slowly began to rock together while still being completely clothed.
Their pace remained slow and even for a long time, so Melinda worried that she was making Kyle’s nipple sore. She also didn’t want the other nipple to feel like she didn’t like it because she was giving all of her attention to this one, so before she switched to Kyle’s other breast, she gave the nipple in her hand a light twist, earning her new favorite gasp. After that, she moved her hand, shifting slightly again, and pulled Kyle’s other breast out of her bra, giving it the same attention as Kyle pushed Melinda into her thigh a little harder, a little faster.
Soon, that prompted Melinda to lift herself a little with the purpose of tugging at Kyle’s shirt until it was up and around her neck. Looking down now, Melinda was able to see Kyle’s breasts for the first time as they were half in bra cups and half out, and there was something so completely sexy about that. When she met Kyle’s eyes, she noticed just how dark those green orbs had gotten, and she knew this was the moment when they could stop and say something to each other. She could tell Kyle that she wanted this. Kyle would ask if she was sure. She’d say yes. It could also be the moment when Melinda readjusted Kyle’s bra, pulled Kyle’s shirt down, and rested back against her, knowing that this was enough for tonight because she didn’t want to go too fast with this amazing woman.
Kyle’s gorgeous eyes were looking at her now, though, and in them, Melinda saw everything she needed to know, so without those words, she lowered her lips to Kyle’s. They kissed as Kyle’s hands began to gently push down. Melinda realized that she was trying to get her jeans down to at least her knees, but they’d get there. Right now, she just wanted to kiss Kyle and find those nipples with her mouth, so she pressed her body fully to Kyle’s then, indicating that she should stop. Kyle obliged, but she continued kissing Melinda until Melinda’s lips shifted lower to her collarbone and lower still until she had a nipple between her lips.
“Oh,” Kyle let out, and it was the first word they’d said to each other in quite possibly over an hour.
It didn’t break the revelry, though. It only served to tell Melinda that Kyle wanted this; she wanted what Melinda was doing to her breast. She wanted Melinda to suck on her nipple, bring it to its peak, and then gently glide her tongue around it, sucking on it again, keeping it at its hard point. It was getting chilly outside, and that hardened nipple was probably aching now, so Melinda lowered her lips to it again, sucking softly, lathing it with her tongue in an attempt to keep it warm. When Kyle squirmed under her, Melinda moved her mouth to engulf the other one while she reached her hand down between them to undo Kyle’s jeans before her hand came back up to cup Kyle’s other breast.
With that, Kyle’s hips rose and fell, indicating that she’d hoped that hand would go elsewhere, but Melinda loved this pace right now, this slow, deliberate pace where she got to show Kyle just how much she’d been wanting this. The moment Melinda’s lips went back to Kyle’s, Kyle’s hand moved behind her head and silently asked her to keep her mouth there, to keep their lips connected as their tongues danced together and she settled her hips between Kyle’s.
As she rocked into her, Melinda wondered if she could come like this. They were both still clothed, but Kyle’s other hand was back on her ass, pressing Melinda against her harder and harder every time their pelvises met. Yeah, she could come like this; she could come just from how much Kyle wanted her. So, she rocked a little harder, keeping the slow pace, and when Kyle growled as they kissed, vibrating Melinda’s entire body, Melinda did nearly come.
“Fuck, Kyle,” she let out, unable to maintain the silence between them.
In response to that, Kyle quickly rolled them over, and instantly, Melinda found herself on her back, looking up at a very hungry Kyle Schafer. Kyle didn’t move, though. She was checking. She was silently asking if this was okay or if she should stop or, at least, pause. When Melinda smirked up at her, Kyle reconnected their lips, lifting Melinda’s shirt as they kissed, and cupped Melinda’s breast hard, squeezing it over and over again while Melinda’s hips rose to meet Kyle’s near thrusts. Yes, Kyle was rocking hard, settling her hips between Melinda’s now.
As Kyle moved her lips to Melinda’s neck and sucked hard on her pulse point, Melinda hoped it would be cold tomorrow because she’d need to wear something to cover up the hickey Kyle was undoubtedly leaving. If not, she should still have a concealer at home somewhere, which she kept for those rare occasions she actually wore makeup. She would worry about where she’d put it later, though, because Kyle’s lips were on the move again, bringing Melinda’s thoughts back to where she was, what was happening between them, and just how good it felt to have Kyle on top of her, rocking into her, taking whatever she wanted from her, which Melinda was more than happy to give.
It was Kyle’s turn to lift Melinda’s shirt and the bra that had been unclasped already, maneuvering her lips over a nipple that was more than ready for her attention. Melinda opened her eyes to watch as Kyle’s head bobbed up and down as she sucked hard. It was sexy as hell, watching Kyle take her like this and feeling her let go how she was right now, not nervous or anxious. Kyle was in the moment with her, and Melinda was ready for more now, so she tried to shove Kyle’s pants off to start moving this along. She gripped the waistband and began to push, but Kyle was pressed fully against her, and it was impossible to remove her pants with them attached to each other this way.
Kyle wasted no time shifting her lips to Melinda’s other breast, and as Melinda continued to try to get Kyle’s pants off, Kyle bit down gently, causing electricity to take over Melinda’s entire body. Suddenly, Melinda had to freeze because it felt to her that if she moved at all, she’d come. If Kyle did that again while she rocked into her, Melinda would absolutely come. But Kyle didn’t do that again, to Melinda’s regret. She sat up a bit, causing the blanket that had been on top of them to shift to Kyle’s waist behind her.
Melinda stared as Kyle removed her own shirt the rest of the way, tossing the unclasped bra aside with it. Her jeans were undone, so Melinda could make out a V of gray underwear, and she wondered how wet Kyle was. If she took those jeans off, would there be a darker spot there, showing her desire for Melinda? Topless now, Kyle leaned back over, hovering above her now, meeting Melinda’s eyes, and she smiled so softly at her, Melinda nearly missed it. Then, Kyle’s hand moved to her waistband and slipped inside.



CHAPTER 21
Kyle hadn’t planned on having sex out in this courtyard tonight. Then again, she hadn’t planned on taking a helicopter ride, either. As she kissed Melinda’s neck, her hand cupped her over her panties, and she gave Melinda another chance to tell her that this was too much or too soon. When Melinda didn’t say anything, Kyle used her other hand to tug at Melinda’s jeans until Melinda took over and Kyle could move her hand into Melinda’s panties for the first time.
“I feel like a teenager,” Melinda whispered. “Like we’re going to get caught by my parents when they get home.”
“Do you want to stop?” Kyle checked just as her finger had been about to slip into Melinda’s folds.
“What? No.”
“We can go to your place; find a bed.”
“I don’t want a bed, Kyle. I want you,” Melinda replied, cupping Kyle’s cheek.
As her fingers dipped into Melinda’s folds, feeling just how much Melinda did want her, Kyle kissed her, and having coated her fingers one by one, she began a slow, paced stroke before she pulled out of the kiss to be able to watch the woman beneath her. Melinda’s eyes were closed. Her mouth was open. Kyle wanted to kiss her again, but Melinda’s body shifted, and she lifted at her own shirt and pulled it over her head. Once it was off, Melinda’s hands went to the straps of her bra until it, too, was at her side. Kyle looked down at the perfect breasts, which lightly swayed from their movements as Melinda pushed her own jeans even farther down until they were at her ankles and she could spread her legs. Kyle felt overdressed, still in her jeans. Reading her mind, it seemed, Melinda took care of those, too, gripping them hard and tugging until they were around Kyle’s knees. She had to sit up to do so, though, making Kyle’s hand pull out.
“We should…” Kyle began. “Before I continue.”
“Yes,” Melinda replied.
Kyle smiled and stood up, pushing her jeans all the way off, leaving herself in only her gray underwear.
“Fuck,” Melinda whispered, leaning forward and pressing her face to Kyle’s abdomen. “I can smell you. You’re so wet, babe.”
Kyle held her head there for a minute as Melinda kissed her stomach, her hands disappearing into Kyle’s underwear, cupping her ass before she lowered them down Kyle’s thighs. When Melinda pressed her lips to Kyle’s belly button first and then lower, Kyle worried she’d go lower still and take her with her mouth. Knowing she’d come instantly if Melinda did that, she tilted Melinda’s head up.
“Lie back,” she requested softly when Melinda looked up at her in confusion.
Melinda obliged and lay back on the blanket, so Kyle kicked the underwear away, knelt, and tugged the remainder of Melinda’s clothing off, taking her time to stare at the beautiful woman lying in front of her. Melinda’s brown eyes stared back at her the whole time. Her brown hair was fanned out over the blanket as if each individual strand of hair knew they were about to do this and worked together to make Melinda look unbelievably sexy.
Not being able to wait any longer, Kyle hovered over her again, kissed her hard, and settled a thigh between Melinda’s spread legs, feeling Melinda’s wetness coat her own leg as she rocked. God, Kyle wanted this. She wanted her. Melinda had been this amazing surprise when Kyle first arrived in New Orleans, and she knew she’d never be able to separate her view of this city from the woman beneath her.
“Touch me. Please,” Melinda requested.
“I am,” she replied, rocking harder, pressing her thigh harder into Melinda’s center.
“You know what I need,” Melinda said, cupping Kyle’s ass and bringing her toward her again.
“Tell me,” Kyle replied, positioning her lips back over Melinda’s neck, taking in her intoxicating scent.
“Fingers. Clit,” Melinda told her between breaths.
Kyle placed her hand between them and found Melinda’s sex. She cupped her gently as she rocked and let her index finger play between Melinda’s folds. Slowly, she stroked her as she continued to rock into her, her own sex rubbing over Melinda’s thigh even harder now.
“I can come like this,” she whispered into Melinda’s ear. “Just from touching you.”
“Will you come again for me after?” Melinda asked.
“Yes,” she replied, knowing one orgasm tonight would not be enough.
Then, Kyle added another finger and stroked Melinda harder, faster, as she rocked against her. She knew she was full-on grunting into Melinda’s ear, but Melinda got wetter and coated Kyle’s eager fingers, so she kept it up.
“I’m close. Don’t stop,” Melinda told her, wrapping her arms tightly around Kyle’s neck. “Oh, my God!”
Melinda’s hips rose and fell, and Kyle kept up with them, stroking and rocking until she, too, was coming all over Melinda’s thigh, never wanting this moment to end.
“Oh, God,” she managed out, crashing her hips down into Melinda, unable to control them anymore.
She came harder than she had in a very long time, and the last time she remembered it being this good, she’d been by herself and using her favorite vibrator.
When Melinda’s hips slowed, Kyle’s fingers did as well. Melinda’s hands were in Kyle’s hair. Her lips were pressed to Kyle’s. They kissed, pausing only to catch their breath before they reconnected their lips and kissed again.
“That was…” Melinda mumbled softly, her lips grazing Kyle’s.
“Yes, it was,” Kyle agreed and kissed her as she lowered her fingers to Melinda’s entrance, circling them at first, gathering what she needed.
“God, yes. Go inside,” Melinda requested.
Kyle pushed in with two fingers, going as deep as she could, lowering her face to Melinda’s shoulder, nibbling on the skin as she pulled out and pushed back in.
“Oh, fuck,” Melinda let out. “Ky…”
Kyle loved hearing Melinda curse. She wasn’t sure she had before, but in this situation, there was something so hot about it. She pulled all the way out and didn’t just push back in; she thrust inside Melinda deeply, repeating it over and over again when Melinda spread her legs farther for her.
“God, you feel good,” Kyle let out, hating how cliché that sounded but needing to say it anyway. “God, Mel.”
They’d done slow already. They’d had slow all night. Now, Kyle wanted fast. She wanted Melinda to absolutely come undone beneath her while she was buried inside. She wanted Melinda’s body to go limp after an earth-shattering orgasm delivered by Kyle’s own touch.
Melinda didn’t say any words as Kyle fucked her, but her moans and gasps spurred Kyle on. When Kyle added her thumb to Melinda’s clit, pressing it there hard, that earned her deeper moans from Melinda before Melinda’s leg lifted up. Kyle looked up to see what had happened and noticed Melinda’s left leg was nearly straight in the air now. She leaned back and kissed it, licked the sweat she found behind Melinda’s kneecap, and with her free hand, she shifted that leg to her shoulder and lowered herself back down. The new angle must have been just what Melinda needed because she was coming, and she was coming hard. She yelled expletive after expletive into the night, and Kyle glanced up when she saw a light turn on in one of the houses next to them.
“Fuck,” she whispered but didn’t stop.
She couldn’t stop. This was her house, damn it, and if she wanted to make love to this beautiful woman in the backyard, she was going to do just that. What she did do, though, was cover Melinda’s mouth with her other hand, letting her bite down on her finger a bit to keep her yells from reaching the rest of the neighborhood. Only when Melinda’s sounds had subsided did Kyle detach her hand from her mouth. She also lifted Melinda’s leg from her shoulder and let Melinda set it back down on the blanket beneath them. Then, without removing her fingers, she reached for the blanket behind her and pulled it over them, blocking their nakedness from the neighborhood as she collapsed on top of Melinda.
“We should go inside before someone reports a crime,” she suggested.
“I was loud, wasn’t I?” Melinda chuckled and wrapped her arms around Kyle’s back. “I’m hardly ever loud. God, Kyle… That was so fucking good. I’m, like, molded to the ground now.”
Kyle just smiled and kissed Melinda’s neck in response.
“I could fall asleep right here,” Melinda added.
“I think we should get dressed before you do that. Don’t want anyone to open their curtains in the morning and see us both naked in–”
Melinda had other ideas, apparently, because her hand slipped between them, cutting Kyle off.
“Roll over.”
“Mel, we should go inside. We can continue–”
“Roll over, Kyle,” Melinda repeated.
Kyle obeyed, rolling over onto her back, and when she did, Melinda brought the blanket with her, covering them up. She kissed Kyle, who spread her legs to let Melinda settle between them.
“No one will see anything,” Melinda added.
Kyle watched as Melinda’s head lowered to her breasts, sucking on it first, but only for a minute before she lowered still. Melinda was right: no one would see anything because she’d disappeared under the blanket, kissing down Kyle’s body until she was pressing those perfect lips to the inside of Kyle’s thighs.
“Oh, God,” Kyle uttered when Melinda’s tongue met her clit for the first time.
She lifted the blanket just enough to see Melinda’s head moving up and down ever so slightly as she began sucking. Kyle lowered the blanket and gripped the one beneath her with one hand while her other went on top of Melinda’s head above the blanket, holding her in place, encouraging her to continue. There was something extra sexy about Melinda being hidden from her. As Kyle watched without being able to see anything but Melinda’s head bob, she grew even wetter. She couldn’t stop her legs from spreading even wider, wanting Melinda to take whatever she wanted.
“You taste so good,” Melinda told her as she continued sucking.
“God, that’s…” Kyle couldn’t finish her sentence.
She tried to keep her eyes open. She tried to watch Melinda go down on her, suck on her clit, and bring her to an orgasm, but she couldn’t. Kyle’s eyes closed. She heard how wet she was. She could actually hear it as Melinda brought her higher and higher. She wasn’t sure she’d ever been this wet for someone before, and she was already nearly there when Melinda’s hand left the back of her leg, and Kyle felt her fingers slip inside her instead. Unable to control them, her hips bucked into Melinda’s mouth, earning a moan from Melinda that vibrated through Kyle’s entire body.
Melinda curled her fingers, connecting the sensations outside Kyle’s body to the ones inside, and Kyle reached for the edges of the blanket under her. As she gripped them, she pulled up some grass as well, but she didn’t care because what was happening was so good, it had her fisting the blanket and still wishing she had something harder to hold on to to keep herself grounded.
Then, she thought she heard something, which took her out of the moment, and her eyes shot open. The light from the other house was still on, and someone had opened the window and was looking around their own backyard for the sound they’d heard moments before. Kyle held her breath. She knew she was about to come and come hard. She didn’t move. The gas lanterns, which hung on the back of the house, were lit, but Kyle was sure the two of them were far enough away from the source of light that no one would be able to see them back here.
Probably unaware of this new development from her position under the blanket, Melinda licked her hard, flattening her tongue before she sucked again, and Kyle tried to hold on; she tried to keep her orgasm in, but she couldn’t. She let go of the fabric, covered her mouth, and let out a deep guttural moan just as the window closed and the person disappeared back inside.
“Oh, fuck,” she said, pushing at Melinda’s head, rocking her hips into her mouth now.
The neighbor’s light turned off then, so they were back to being completely and blissfully alone. Kyle was still coming. No, she wasn’t still coming. She was coming again.
“Melinda!”
“Yes, baby,” Melinda said, lifting her head up enough and moving the blanket away to look up at Kyle. “Yes?”
“Yes,” Kyle encouraged.
Melinda lowered her head again and sucked. She kept her eyes on Kyle’s, though, and her fingers stopped curling and began thrusting in and out of Kyle instead. Kyle felt the orgasm rip through her. Closing her eyes, her head went back, and her body rocked and shivered at Melinda’s touch. She couldn’t believe she was coming again this quickly and that it was this good.
“You are so responsive,” Melinda noted as she licked her slowly.
“I’m not normally,” Kyle replied.
“No?” Melinda asked, slipping her fingers in and out slowly now as she rested her head on Kyle’s thigh.
“Not usually, no. I don’t think I’ve ever come that fast.”
“Well, my ego is certainly happy about that, but I’d be just as happy making you come slower, too,” Melinda said, kissing the inside of her thigh.
“We woke someone up,” Kyle shared, chuckling.
“No. Really?” Melinda glanced around to make sure it was safe to straddle Kyle’s hips and did just that. “Looks like whoever it was went back to sleep.”
Kyle gripped Melinda’s hips and said, “We could take this inside and lay the blankets out on the floor.”
“That sounds like a great idea,” Melinda replied as her hips slid back and forth over Kyle’s stomach. “But can it be after?”
“After you come in my mouth?” Kyle stated more than asked, knowing what she wanted now.
“Yes,” Melinda replied.
“Yes,” Kyle agreed.
Melinda shifted into position without words, and as she lowered herself down over Kyle’s mouth, Kyle pressed her hands to Melinda’s breasts, wanting to feel the weight of them in her hands. Once they were settled, Kyle licked and flicked, gripping Melinda’s hips hard as they began to rock while Melinda used them to direct Kyle where she wanted her to go. When Kyle sucked her in, Melinda jutted forward, her hands in the grass as she pulsed her hips back and forth into Kyle’s mouth. Kyle thought it was likely that Melinda would yell out again, so she squeezed Melinda’s ass.
“Cover your mouth,” she told her and sucked again.
“Confident, aren’t you?” Melinda smirked. “Oh, fuck. Yes.”
Kyle had slipped her tongue inside her, and yes, she was confident. She knew she’d make Melinda come hard and that Melinda would need to cover her mouth so as not to draw attention to this courtyard again. When Melinda shifted once more over Kyle, she took Kyle’s hand off her ass and used it to cover her mouth. Kyle opened her eyes, and her own hips jerked a bit at the sight of Melinda using her hand to help hold back her sounds. Shortly after, Kyle was watching Melinda come undone above her, hardly able to keep her moans in as Kyle felt them reverberate through her palm.
“I can’t believe we just did that,” Melinda stated a few moments later when she climbed off of Kyle and lay on her side next to her, facing her.
“Me neither,” Kyle replied, lifting the blanket to cover them just in case.
“We can go inside now, if you want,” Melinda offered, kissing Kyle’s cheek before resting her head on Kyle’s chest.
“Are you cold?”
“Not anymore.”
“Then, let’s wait a bit,” she suggested, wrapping an arm around Melinda.
“Kyle?”
“Yeah?”
“This has been the best date of my life,” Melinda told her softly, running a hand over Kyle’s stomach.
“Mine too,” she admitted, kissing Melinda’s forehead. “Does that mean I get a third date?”
Melinda’s laughter vibrated Kyle’s whole body, and she said, “I think you definitely get a third date.”
Kyle smiled up at the night sky, feeling like she didn’t want this magical night to end.



CHAPTER 22
“Good morning,” Kyle said.
“Morning,” Melinda replied. She had only just opened her eyes when she realized how cold she was. Having looked around, she added, “We fell asleep out here.”
“Yes, we did.” Kyle chuckled. “At least we put some of our clothes back on.”
Melinda looked down, pulled back the blanket, and noticed she had her shirt and panties on but nothing else. Kyle had her underwear and shirt on as well. Melinda didn’t remember them putting these things back on. They’d made love under the stars, and they’d talked until they’d fallen asleep. They must have both been cold and had put at least something back on and then snuggled back together.
“I don’t even remember doing that.”
“Me neither,” Kyle shared. “We should go inside. We’re lucky we had blankets.”
“And body heat,” she replied, slipping on top of Kyle. “You feel warm in some areas.”
“Oh, yeah?” Kyle laughed and ran her hands into Melinda’s hair.
“Want to warm up all over with me?” Melinda asked.
“Yes, but I checked my phone, which is almost dead, by the way, and it’s after eight.”
“Shit!” Melinda shot up, straddling her. “I have work.”
“Yeah… And contractors should be walking through the door here soon.”
“I bet they’d like the show,” she noted, smiling down at Kyle.
“I bet they would, but I’d prefer to keep this show between us.”
“Just us, huh?” Melinda teased, running her hands up and down Kyle’s chest under her shirt and over her breasts and those hard nipples. “How am I supposed to go to work today when you’re here, looking like this?”
“How do I look?”
“Sexy and happy.”
“I am happy.”
“You’re also sexy,” Melinda repeated. “And I knew that already, but now I really know it.”
Kyle sat up a little and kissed between Melinda’s breasts over her shirt.
“Are you free tonight?”
“For you? Absolutely,” she replied.
“Your place or mine?” Kyle asked, lifting Melinda’s shirt to kiss her skin.
Enjoying herself, Melinda closed her eyes and let Kyle press her lips wherever she wanted.
“How about mine?”
“Because there’s an actual bed there?”
“I don’t need a bed. I thought I showed you that last night,” she replied, cupping Kyle’s cheeks and lifting her face to look at her. “I have to run. I’ve got to get home to shower and change, and… God, I need to brush my teeth. Don’t kiss me.”
Kyle laughed and said, “I need to brush mine, too, so give me those lips.”
Melinda laughed, leaned down, and kissed her with a closed mouth, not risking her bad breath ruining this already perfect morning.
“I’ll get dressed and order a car. It’ll be faster.”
“I can make you coffee,” Kyle offered. “And I’ll order the car for you. Just get dressed.”
“I’ll get coffee at the office,” she replied before she kissed Kyle again and stood up, stretching. When Kyle’s head tilted to the side and her eyebrow lifted, Melinda added, “Don’t look at me like that. You’re making me want to call in sick.”
“Is that an option?” Kyle asked, running her hands up and down Melinda’s legs.
“I have three tours today, so no. But, tonight, you can have your way with me,” Melinda told her, taking a step back and picking up her jeans.
“I like the sound of that,” Kyle replied, picking up her phone to order Melinda a car. “Now, let’s get inside before the neighbors realize what we did back here last night.”
◆◆◆
“You’re late. You’re never late,” Jill said when Melinda came in through the back, which led upstairs to her apartment.
“Sorry,” Melinda replied. “Overslept.”
“Did you oversleep with your mouth attached to your neck?” Jill asked.
“Huh?”
“You’ve got a massive hickey under that uniform shirt,” Jill pointed out, laughing.
“Shit.” Melinda quickly covered the spot she’d forgotten all about with her hand as if that would somehow wipe Jill’s memory of seeing it. “I forgot. I need to run back up and cover it.”
“I’m coming with you,” Jill said. “I want details.”
Melinda hurried up the stairs, with Jill hot on her heels, and rushed into her bathroom, looking through her drawers for the concealer she hoped to find.
“Can you get me a turtleneck or something?” Melinda asked.
“I know it’s January, but it’s not that cold.”
“I think I have an old sleeveless one in there somewhere. Can you check?” she asked, finding the tube of concealer.
“Fine. But you better spill.” Jill moved toward Melinda’s closet and disappeared inside it.
“I was with Kyle.”
“Obviously,” Jill replied. “Now, tell me something I don’t know.”
Melinda smiled, pulled her polo away from her neck, and began to apply the concealer to the dark hickey Kyle had left there.
“We went on the helicopter ride.”
“And?”
“Dinner at the Palace,” she added.
“Mel, get to the good part,” Jill implored. “And I found your turtleneck. It’s white, though… You’ll get that makeup all over it.”
“I don’t care. Just toss it on the bed for me.”
“Tell me what happened after dinner.”
Melinda looked out and saw Jill holding the turtleneck that was still on its hanger.
“Are you holding my turtleneck hostage until I give you details?” she asked, glaring at Jill.
“Spill,” Jill said.
“We went to her house in the Garden District, and we talked and lay out in the courtyard. She brought blankets, and we fell asleep. My phone was in the house, so I missed my alarm.”
“You fell asleep on her mouth?” Jill asked.
Melinda grunted and returned her attention to the concealer, which was generally doing its job, but she’d still need the turtleneck for at least the day.
“No, we made out.”
“I’d say so,” Jill teased. “That thing is dark. How long did she hang out there, sucking?”
Melinda cleared her throat, recalling how Kyle sucked on a completely different part of her body not all that long ago.
“It was a good night. Now, give me my turtleneck so I can get to work.”
Jill laughed and pulled it off the hanger, tossing it to Melinda.
“When are you seeing her again?”
“Tonight.” She pulled off her uniform shirt.
“Are you going to let her get to third base tonight or maybe even let her slide into home?”
There was a joke Melinda could make there about how Kyle slid in just fine, but she decided now wasn’t the time. She was already late for work, and she was meeting Bridgette later for lunch. Jill was a friend, sure, but Bridgette would get all the details before Jill would.
“We’ll see. Let’s go.”
Minutes later, as she led the tour, Melinda felt like an idiot with a white sleeveless turtleneck under her uniform polo and a smear of concealer on the edge of said turtleneck because she hadn’t been careful enough when putting it on. She did her best to pretend like she didn’t have a mess to deal with later and walked the Quarter with her first tour group. She focused on the tourists because they’d paid good money to have someone give them the history of their vacation spot, but her mind wasn’t all the way there. It was on Kyle and how much she wanted a repeat of the previous night.
During her second tour, which went through Jackson Square, Café Du Monde, and the Hurricane Katrina Memorial, she thought about how she had to beat Kyle to her apartment later because it needed to be straightened up again. Kyle had only briefly seen it, and Melinda didn’t want her to think she was a slob. Then, after her second tour, she met Bridgette for lunch at Henry’s place.
“Okay. Spill.”
“You and Jill… What’s up with spill?”
“Don’t be cagey with me. You got laid last night, didn’t you?” Bridgette asked, taking a sip of her sweet tea right after.
“I had sex last night, yes.”
“Damn. I’m jealous,” Bridgette replied.
“I wouldn’t call it ‘getting laid,’ though. ‘Sex’ isn’t right, either. It was more than sex.”
“More than sex? What did she do? Some tantric-type stuff?”
Melinda laughed and said, “No, but it was still more. It wasn’t just two people on a second date having sex because they wanted to. We didn’t plan it or even talk about it. We just kind of started slowly, and then, it was happening. And, Bridge, God, it was so damn good.”
“She’s good in bed?”
“It’s not like that. It’s like we were good together. I knew what she needed without her having to say it. She knew what I needed without me saying a word. We made love in the garden and fell asleep holding each other.”
“Damn, that’s romantic,” Bridgette noted. “I want that.”
“I want it again,” Melinda said. “I can’t stop thinking about her. I’ve been texting her non-stop. I pause when I’m on the tours for a while, but when they’re all looking the other way, I get my phone out just to message Kyle.”
“Text her or sext her?” Bridgette teased.
“A little of both,” she replied. “I’ve never really sexted anyone before.”
“Yeah? How is it?” Bridgette took a bite of her sandwich.
“She’s very good,” Melinda said, recalling Kyle’s last message. “She’s sent me, like, two novels in her messages. One was about things that happened last night, and the other was about what she wants to do to me tonight, and she’s descriptive.”
“Oh? Let me see,” Bridgette held out her hand expectantly.
“No way! My eyes only,” Melinda replied, laughing.
“All jokes aside, Mel: what happens when she leaves? I thought you were going to take it slow.”
“We were. Like I said, we were just going to sleep, but it happened, and I’m very glad it did.” She sighed. “I don’t know what happens when she leaves. We didn’t talk about that before.”
“You probably should have though, right? You’re really into her. It’s obvious. I don’t want you to get hurt, Mel.”
“I don’t want to get hurt, either,” Melinda said. “She’s just different.”
“Different how?”
“It’s not like I’ve had that many girlfriends, but Kyle isn’t like the few that I’ve had. She’s so sweet, Bridge. She’s just herself all the time with me. She doesn’t hold anything back.”
“Definitely not in the bedroom if that hickey is any indication,” Bridgette teased.
“I want her to stay,” Melinda said.
“Obviously.”
“No, I mean, I really want her to stay. I hate the idea of her going home. I feel like New Orleans is her home; like she’s meant to be here. You should see her in that house. It’s like she was meant to be here all along.”
“How does she feel?”
“She says she loves it here,” Melinda replied.
“That’s good. This place isn’t for everyone.”
“It feels like it’s for her, though. She liked chicory coffee before she even came here.”
“Really?” Bridgette took another bite.
“Yeah. And she loves the history, too. You should’ve seen her in the helicopter last night. She looked like a little kid, seeing it from above. All smiles.”
“Mel, you’re getting really attached to someone who says that she likes the place but lives somewhere else. Her family is there, too, right? Besides you now, there’s only the properties really keeping her here, and she’s renting or selling those.”
“I know,” Melinda said, looking down at her uneaten Po-Boy.
“It’s your relationship. I just think you two clearly have some things to talk about. I joked about the sex thing, but I didn’t think you’d hook up with her so soon. You said you wanted to take your–”
“We didn’t hook up, though, Bridge. Hooking up is what you wanted to do. Kyle and I didn’t hook up.”
“Okay. That’s fair. But outside of having another date with her, what have you two talked about when it comes to the future? Are you dating? Exclusive? Girlfriends? Considering long-distance when she goes back home? I know it’s all new and everything, but if you don’t want to get your heart broken, you need to start figuring this stuff out now. She’s a flight away, and you pretty much work six days a week. Do you even get vacation days there? I know the boss loves you, but–”
“Okay,” Melinda interrupted. “I get it.” She held up her hands in defense.
“I’m not trying to bring you down, Mel,” Bridgette said.
“I know. It’s just a lot.”
“You said you didn’t want to go fast anymore.”
“I’m aware. But it’s not like I was planning on meeting someone. I’ve given probably thousands of tours at this point, and I can’t recall one tourist who I walked around this place and thought I wanted to date them. Bridge, I know you technically saw Kyle first, but when I saw her at the pub, something clicked.”
“You didn’t tell me that.”
“Because you were interested in her, too,” Melinda said.
“Yeah, sleeping with her. But nothing clicked for me like that.”
“It did for me. She’s beautiful, and there was something in her eyes and that smile she had when she looked up at me.” Melinda smiled at the memory. “I was smitten. Then, she showed up on the tour, we started talking, and last night, it was perfect. It was the perfect first time. It’s a night I’ll always remember even if she and I don’t work out.”
“You just met her, though, Mel. Are you sure?”
“I’m sure that I want to try. When she leaves, I know I want to do long-distance.”
“You said you didn’t want a long-distance relationship,” Bridgette reminded her.
“I don’t particularly want one now, but if she doesn’t live here, I know I still want her.”
“Do you think she wants that?”
Melinda looked down when a message buzzed on her phone and checked the screen.
“Speaking of the best sex I’ve ever had.”
“No one was speaking about that,” Bridgette said, rolling her eyes.
Melinda unlocked her phone and opened her messages app.
Kyle Schafer: I miss you. Lame or not lame?
Melinda smiled and messaged her back. Within seconds, Kyle replied.
Kyle Schafer: Good, because I can’t help it anyway. How’s work going?
“You two are already annoying,” Bridgette stated.
“You just want to be annoying with someone, too, don’t you?” Melinda replied, texting back a quick reply that she’d call Kyle later before she returned her attention to her friend.
“Yes. I like relationships, Mel. I hate being single. I’m not really interested in hooking up. It’s just that I miss sex. Good sex. The best sex of my life kind of sex.”
“I know. And you’ll find your someone, too.”
Bridgette lifted an eyebrow at her and said, “Your someone? Kyle is your someone?”
Melinda looked down at her phone for a few seconds when another text came in.
Kyle Schafer: I’ll bring wine for dinner tonight. Red or white?
It was a simple message. Nevertheless, it had Melinda’s butterflies flying around in her stomach and her heart pounding. Kyle was her someone.



CHAPTER 23
Kyle turned the page of the journal. She hadn’t planned on reading it today, but there was no need for her to be at the house while they were doing an initial inspection. Myra had gotten her a quick quote to give Kyle an idea of how much it would cost to do all the work they’d discussed, but today, Myra and the people she’d brought over were going through each room and would then discuss an updated quote with her once they had some ideas on the material options. Kyle wanted the house to be as historically accurate as possible, so that meant more expensive windows and more expensive flooring, but she felt it would be worth it one day if and when they decided they no longer wanted to rent it out and instead, wanted to sell it. Myra had already explained to her that there would be permits needed to get working, and those take some time, so she expected the place to be empty for a bit.
As she read the next entry in the journal, she thought about how that would be weeks, and then the work itself would also take weeks. She smiled to herself as she sat on her grandmother’s old sofa. It would need to go as well. It was too old to be sold, really, so she’d already arranged for someone to pick it up when the replacement one she’d ordered would be delivered. It wasn’t an expensive sofa, and that was fine. She just wanted something here because while they’d already discussed what they thought they’d do with this place, Kyle wasn’t sure anymore, and because she was staying for a while, she wanted this house to feel like home to her. A new bed would probably be in order as well since her grandmother’s mattress might be as old as the house itself, and she wasn’t a fan of sleeping on it. She’d go shopping for a new one and a new frame, too; nothing fancy or expensive, but comfortable, at least.
When Kyle turned the page again, she noticed that the day was about three years before she was born. She’d breezed through journals before this one because while they’d been interesting, they hadn’t held the story of what had happened between her and Kyle’s mom. Sometimes, her grandmother had also skipped full years between journals. In fact, the first two years of her mother’s life weren’t documented in them at all; likely because she was busy with a baby and didn’t have time to write about it. Her mom’s fourteenth birthday was the subject of this journal. Kyle read about the party that they’d had for her and how many friends had been there. She even mentioned a few of the gifts they’d given her. Kyle couldn’t even picture her mom at fourteen, which made no sense because she’d been close to seventeen when Kyle had been born, but thinking about her having a birthday party where someone gifted her Bonnie Bell Lip Smackers and a poster of the popular boy band at the time was a lot for Kyle to take in.
The next few pages, though, were even more illuminating. Kyle was flipping through them as quickly as she could, wishing she could read faster. The fighting had started long before her mother had gotten pregnant with her. First, with Kyle’s grandfather. It seemed, Kyle’s mother would often stay out late past curfew with friends without calling. Then, she’d started smoking. They’d punished her, but she’d snuck out most nights. One time, her mother had gotten very drunk, and she’d been brought back to the house by a friend, which was how they’d found out. She’d also gotten so drunk on another occasion that they’d ended up at the hospital, having her stomach pumped.
Kyle hadn’t touched a drop of alcohol until she was nineteen, and that had been a sip of a beer. Her mother had been so drunk regularly at fourteen, that she’d even gotten her stomach pumped. They were so very different…
The next journal picked up right after the hospital incident. Kyle’s grandmother was really struggling. Kyle could tell. Her only daughter was in rehab for three months before her fifteenth birthday. Kyle skimmed through some entries to get to the point where she got home. Three days… Her mother had lasted three days before she’d gone out again.
“Jesus,” Kyle said, turning the page.
That night, her grandfather had found his daughter in the basement of a boy’s house. That boy had not been Kyle’s father, and they’d both been naked. Her mother had been drunk and, apparently, high on something as well. Kyle nearly closed the journal and stopped reading. Hearing how her grandmother was struggling and in pain about killed her. It was obvious the woman loved her daughter and had no idea why she was doing these things. It sounded like they’d had a great life. Money wasn’t an issue. Her mother had gone to private schools and had friends. Kyle wasn’t even sure what had driven her to act out.
Therapy had begun at fifteen, but it hadn’t lasted long because she’d run off. Her mother had run away. The cops had found her this time and had brought her home six days later. Kyle read her grandmother describe what had happened next. Her mother had been pregnant and had run away in order to have an abortion. Her Catholic grandparents hadn’t been happy with that, but Kyle could tell that they were more worried about their daughter’s behavior than the abortion. They’d fought at length. Her grandparents had talked about sending her to a school for troubled youth, but they believed they could help their daughter.
Kyle picked up the next journal, having no concept of time as she flipped through the pages. Her mother got a little better when she met Kyle’s father. Her grandmother wrote about how he was a good influence on her. Then, Kyle got to the page where they found out. Her mother was pregnant again. Kyle guessed that good influence didn’t mean celibate influence. The part Kyle hadn’t predicted was the content of the fight her grandmother described on these pages. She’d always assumed her mother had been partially truthful in that they’d fought over her getting pregnant. She’d had no idea there had been behavioral issues before this or that Kyle could have had an older brother or sister. She’d also had no idea about the next part.
She was drinking. I thought she’d stopped. We both did. We thought she’d finally given up the drinking and the drugs, but we caught her in the kitchen with a full shot glass to her lips. She downed it as if it were nothing. She told us about the baby two days ago, and she was in the kitchen, drinking rum. We asked her where she got it because we no longer keep alcohol in the house. She said she bought it with a fake ID because she knew we wouldn’t let her have another abortion. She’d nearly finished the bottle. We fought. We got her in the car and took her to the hospital. She was already nine weeks along, and she was drinking. She was trying to kill her baby.
Kyle closed the journal then. She couldn’t read any more of it right now. Her mother had tried to kill her. She’d been a troubled teenager and had decided that because she couldn’t have another abortion, she’d just take care of it herself. Kyle had told herself to be prepared for anything, but she hadn’t been prepared for that.
Her phone rang, and she expected it to be Melinda, who had told her that she’d call her later, but when she checked the screen, Kyle was surprised to see that it was her sister instead.
“Hey,” she said, likely sounding how she felt.
“Don’t be mad…”
“Mad? About what?” Kyle asked.
“I caught up with Mom yesterday.”
“Okay.”
“And I told her.”
“About what?”
“The houses and the money.”
Kyle closed her eyes and said, “Jolie, why would you–”
“I know… I’m sorry. I had questions, and I stupidly thought I would just ask her why Grandma left us some things when she never even reached out, and Mom wanted to know what things. I tried to downplay it, but she pulled it out of me.”
“Fuck,” Kyle said.
“Yeah… And she was okay at first. She didn’t answer my questions or anything, but she was cool.”
“Mom is never cool, Jolie.”
“I know. Ky, she’s on her way there.”
“What?” Kyle shot up out of the chair.
“I didn’t know until I got to the trailer right now to check on her. She had the old laptop still on the booking site. She had a flight booked there for this morning. It was scheduled to arrive about thirty minutes ago. I think she’s on her way to you.”
“Jesus, Jolie!”
“I know. I’m sorry. You know how she is…”
“What exactly did you tell her?”
“Just that she left the houses to us and that–”
There was a loud knock at the front door. Kyle froze. The knock didn’t stop, though. It was a pounding now.
“Kyle, I know you’re in there!”
“She’s here,” Kyle stated.
“Shit. Ky, I’m so sorry. I didn’t think she’d just–”
“I’ll call you later. I’ve got to deal with this now.”
Without waiting for a reply, Kyle hung up the phone, tucked it into her back pocket, and headed toward the door.
“Hi, Mom,” she said, pulling it open.
Her mother burst through the door, looking angry and fired up. Then, she paused as it hit her, Kyle guessed. She’d grown up here and hadn’t returned to this house since the day she left. Kyle watched as her mother’s head went on a swivel, seeing pretty much the same living room she’d left behind all those years ago.
“Kyle, why didn’t you tell me my mother left you the money?”
“Because I didn’t want you to know,” Kyle answered honestly.
“That should be my money,” her mother said, turning back to Kyle now as Kyle closed the front door.
“She didn’t leave it to you.”
“Yes, I discovered that. I was waiting on that money, Kyle.”
“What? Why?” Kyle asked, confused.
“She didn’t have anyone else left. I assumed it would come to me.”
“I didn’t even know she had money, Mom. You always told us you grew up poor. You were anything but poor. I’m honestly a little pissed at Dad for not telling us that.”
“He didn’t know about the money. I never told him. And you can see how my parents forced me to grow up here, even though they were wealthy and we could’ve lived in the other house. They didn’t like showing off. Do you know that they sent me to a rich kid school and lived here? Any idea what it was like to go to my friends’ houses, see all they had, and then have them come here and think I was a charity case?”
“Mom, you had a good life.”
“How would you know?” her mother spat out at her. “I just want my money, Kyle. It’s mine. It should’ve been mine.”
“She left it to Jolie and me. We saw the lawyer, Mom. None of it was left to you. I don’t know what you were expecting or why, but–”
“I should’ve fucking known,” her mother interrupted, running a hand through her dirty blonde hair.
“Known what?”
“That she’d leave this shit to you!” the woman nearly yelled. “She’d spite me one more time with that one. It wasn’t enough, to send cards with money to you but not to me. Never to me.”
“Cards?” Kyle asked. “What are you talking about?”
“Nothing. I want my share, Kyle. I want out of that trailer, and I want to stop working. I deserve it.”
“You don’t deserve anything,” Kyle stated loudly. “Are you kidding me, Mom? What is wrong with you?”
“Don’t talk to me like that. I’m your mother.”
“Could have fooled me,” Kyle replied. “What cards? What money?”
“She sent you a birthday card and a Christmas card every year. Then, your father told her about Jolie, and they came for her, too, but nothing ever for me.”
“You said she never–”
“I lied. I knew if I gave you the cards, you’d want to buy toys or something, but I needed that money to take care of you.”
“You took our money, Mom?” Kyle asked, nearly in tears now.
“It was my money.” Her mother seethed. “And you didn’t deserve it.”
“I was a kid, Mom,” Kyle replied. “How long did she send–”
“Every year until this past one.”
“You took money from us that we could have used for college or rent?”
“I didn’t get to go to college,” her mother said. “I was kicked out because of you.”
“No, Mom; you got kicked out because of you. You got pregnant a second time, and you couldn’t get another abortion, so you tried to kill me by drinking.”
“What?” her mother asked, looking a little shocked.
“Yeah, I know the whole story now. They took you to the hospital to make sure I was okay, and you booked it. You convinced Dad to run with you, didn’t you? You conned Jolie into telling you that Grandma left us money, and you conned him into going with you back then. You were a mess, and I don’t understand it, but you ran, Mom. They didn’t kick you out. They tried with you, and you left. How dare you come in here telling me this is your house and your money? You had problems. I don’t know why, but you did, and you got pregnant. You tried to drink me away, Mom. How could you do that and then spend all these years blaming me, making me feel like it was all my fault?” Kyle wiped tears from her cheeks. “How could you?”
“Because I deserved more!” her mother yelled. “And you and my fucking parents conspired against me.”
“No one conspired against…” Kyle faded out, knowing it wasn’t worth it to argue with this woman. “Mom, you need help.”
“I need money, Kyle. Once I get the money I should have had all along, I’ll be fine.”
“No, you’ll be drunk and high, too, probably,” Kyle replied. “And I’m not giving you anything. Once Jolie and I get the money and it’s split down the middle, if she wants to give you something, that’s up to her, but I’m going to tell her not to, and you’re not getting anything from me.”
“I’m your mother, Kyle.”
“You treated your own mother like absolute shit, and you’re trying to play that card with me right now? It won’t work, Mom. I’m too tired. I’m not going to argue with you. This property belongs to me and Jolie, and you’re trespassing. I want you to leave.”
“This is my house,” her mother replied.
“No, it’s not. It’s mine. I’ll call the attorney and prove it to you if you want, but it’s mine, and I don’t want you here.”
“I didn’t want you at all,” her mother argued.
Kyle froze. Despite every bad thing this woman had ever said to her, she’d never said those words directly before.
“Please go,” Kyle told her, wiping another tear from her cheek.
“I’m not leaving town, Kyle. I’ll fight this.”
“Fine. Just go,” Kyle replied, opening the door.
Her mother looked around again before she marched out in a huff.



CHAPTER 24
“Why are you still here?” Jill asked.
“I’m taking the deposit to the bank tonight, so I have to wait until the cash drawer is closed,” Melinda replied.
“Don’t you have a hot date with a hickey-giving lady?” Jill said, picking up her jacket off the chair in the back office.
Melinda laughed and replied, “Yes, but she knows I’m closing. And she’s coming here, anyway. I just need to make it upstairs in time to clean up.”
“Clean up? Your place is, like, ten times cleaner than mine.”
“She spent all of five minutes there as I changed before we ran out. I want her to want to be there, you know? I want her to feel like it’s home and it’s comfortable.”
“Is she a neat freak or something?”
“No clue.” Melinda shook her head. “Honestly, I don’t know much about her living habits. Next to nothing. She was staying in a hotel at first, and now, she’s at her grandmother’s old place, but that’s not exactly her apartment.”
“She could be a slob, so if you look super neat, it might end up being uncomfortable for her,” Jill reasoned.
“Kyle doesn’t strike me as a slob,” she replied, pulling up the spreadsheet they used to enter in the daily total of cash brought in.
“She could be; you don’t know. And you should probably ask. If you end up visiting her one day, and she’s got, like, to-go containers and pizza boxes on the floor under a mound of dirty laundry, you’d be in trouble, right?”
“I think we’ll be okay,” Melinda said.
“So, will there be more hickeys tonight?” Jill teased, slipping on her jacket.
“I hope so; just not in visible places.”
“Oh, nice,” Jill replied with a lifted eyebrow. “I’m jealous.”
“Bridge said she was free tonight. You should call her and see if she wants to hang out.”
“No offense; I like Bridgette, but I don’t want hickeys in invisible places from her.”
Melinda laughed and said, “I meant to go see a movie or something.”
“I’m going to eat a tub of ice cream on my couch. Is she into that kind of thing?”
“I think it depends on the ice cream,” Melinda replied.
“I’ll give her a call, then. Have a good night,” Jill said, winking at her. “Enjoy that no sleep you’ll be getting.”
“I plan to.”
Jill left the office, and Melinda reviewed the credit card receipts, entering the total into the spreadsheet. When she heard the front door close and the lock make that amazing sound, blocking any more walk-ins from entering and booking tours, she sighed. The workday was over. She was just a few minutes away from having dinner with Kyle at her place and, hopefully, dessert involving their naked bodies.
“Mel?” Lacey, the part-timer who worked the register a few days a week, said.
“Yeah?”
“There’s someone at the front door for you. I said we were closed.”
“Someone? Oh, that’s probably Kyle.”
Melinda was excited to see her but also slightly annoyed because Kyle was early, as usual, and she hadn’t had a chance to clean up. She stood, peeked her head out of the office, and it was Kyle, all right, standing outside the now-locked glass door they’d finally had installed, looking like she’d been crying.
“Lace, can you give me a minute?” she asked, moving to the door.
“Sure. I’m off, anyway.”
“I’ll pay you for an extra two hours if you count down your drawer and take the deposit to the bank for me.”
“Really? Yeah, cool.”
Melinda went to unlock the door and asked, “Kyle, what’s wrong?”
“I have to cancel our date.”
“Huh?”
“I need to cancel our date.”
“Babe, come in,” Melinda told her, taking Kyle’s hand and moving her inside. “What’s going on?”
“I was going to call you, but I’ve been walking for a couple of hours now, and I realized I was close to your office, so I thought I’d tell you in person.”
“Tell me what, Kyle?” she asked, cupping Kyle’s cheek with one hand and locking the door again with the other.
“I’m not much in the mood for a fun date night.”
“Okay. That’s fine. But you’ve been crying. What happened?”
“Can I just tell you the whole story tomorrow?”
“You can, but I’m worried about you now,” she said.
“I’m okay.” Kyle sniffled.
“Hey, do I also need to fill out that spreadsheet thing?” Lacey asked.
“No, just write down the cash amount on a Post-it. I’ll take care of it tomorrow,” she replied.
“Okay. Cool.”
“You’re working still. I’m sorry. I’m early.”
“I’m done. Let’s go upstairs.”
“No, I don’t want to interrupt. You have a–”
“Kyle, please. Come with me. We can talk, or you can sit quietly while I cook dinner. Whatever you want.”
Kyle’s eyes were a little red and puffy, and God help her, Melinda actually thought she looked cute, which was awful. She leaned in and kissed her gently on the lips.
“I feel like I don’t know what to do,” Kyle told her.
“Then, let me make some suggestions, okay? Upstairs, dinner, and whatever else you want; talking or no talking.”
When Kyle nodded, Melinda took her hand again and walked her back to the staircase. Then, she took a quick glance at Lacey, who had the bank bag in hand and was putting the deposit in there. Lacey had worked at NOLA Guides for two years now and had taken the deposit to the bank a handful of times, so Melinda wasn’t worried about that. She was more worried about Kyle and what had her crying. As they made their way up the stairs, Melinda had a selfish thought that Kyle was crying because she’d gotten news that she had to go back home sooner than planned. She hoped that wasn’t the case but worried more that if that wasn’t it, it was something worse.
“Want some coffee or tea?” she asked once they were inside the apartment.
“Water?” Kyle said.
“Yeah. Have a seat, okay?” Melinda replied.
For a second, Kyle stood and looked around the second floor of the apartment, which had the main bedroom, a bathroom, a small living room, and a kitchen. Then, she moved slowly to the sofa and sat down.
Melinda grabbed the jug of filtered water and a clean glass, filling it up before she started a pot of coffee, just in case, since they likely wouldn’t be having any red wine tonight. After that, she carried the glass over and handed it to Kyle, sitting down next to her with an arm over the back of the sofa.
“Will you tell me?” she asked, lifting her hand and running it through Kyle’s down hair.
Kyle took a long drink and nodded, placing the glass down on the coffee table.
“My mom is here.”
“Your mom? Here? In New Orleans?”
“Jolie told her about the houses and the money.”
“Shit,” Melinda muttered mainly to herself.
“Yeah, shit,” Kyle agreed, sniffling again. “She flew down here today and showed up at the house.”
“Oh, babe,” Melinda said, scooting closer.
“She wants us to give her the money and the houses.”
“What? Why?”
“She says she deserves them.”
“Your grandmother left them to you,” Melinda said, placing her hand on Kyle’s thigh.
“My mother told me she never wanted me,” Kyle replied, staring straight ahead.
“What?”
“She said she didn’t want me at all,” Kyle explained. “I told her I knew what really happened back then.”
“Why she got kicked out?”
“She didn’t. She ran away,” Kyle said. “She tried to… She tried to get rid of me, and my grandparents saved me.”
“What?”
Melinda wanted to know where this woman was staying because she planned on kicking her ass all the way back home. Kyle filled her in on the journals and what she’d read just prior to her mother showing up, and Melinda decided that, yes, kicking this woman’s ass was worth going to jail for. How could she say those things to her own daughter? To Kyle? To sweet, beautiful, responsible, and kind Kyle?
“Where is she staying?” she asked through gritted teeth.
“I don’t know. She just said that this wasn’t over,” Kyle replied, resting her head finally on Melinda’s shoulder.
Melinda wrapped her arm around her and pulled her in closer.
“If you find out, you tell me. I’d like to introduce myself.”
Kyle chuckled and said, “I always knew there was more to it than what she told me, but I never thought it was this; that she did all of this. She caused her parents so much pain, and then did the same with me, my dad, and even Jolie. She wasn’t supposed to be a parent.”
“Well, as much as I know she’s hurt you, I’m glad she became a parent.” Melinda kissed her forehead. “I have you because of it.”
Kyle lifted her head and stared into Melinda’s eyes.
“Will you tell me I’m worth it?”
“What?” Melinda asked softly.
“That I’m worth something because I’ve never really felt–”
“Kyle, you are worth everything,” Melinda interrupted her. “You’re worth everything. I’m totally crazy about you, and we just met.” She smiled softly. “Babe, you put yourself through college. You have your own business. You’ve practically raised your sister. You’re a good person, Kyle Schafer. She’s a horrible one and a bitch for making you feel otherwise.”
Kyle gave her a short nod in response and said, “I’m sorry I brought all of this drama with me when I came to town. I didn’t exactly expect to meet someone.”
“I didn’t plan on meeting you, either, but here you are,” Melinda replied with a smile. “And I’m so sorry you’re going through this, but you don’t have to apologize to me for something your mother is doing, Kyle,” she added, hoping Kyle actually heard her.
“I’ve felt unwanted my entire life,” Kyle admitted then. “Turns out, I was unwanted from the moment the stick turned blue, which I should’ve just assumed, too.”
“I want you,” Melinda replied. “I want you, Kyle.”
“Even though I’m a mess?”
Melinda smiled and said, “You can be my mess.”
“I’d rather be your well-adjusted date,” Kyle replied.
“You will be,” Melinda said. “The well-adjusted part. You’re already my date.”
“I’m sorry about tonight. I left the wine at–”
Melinda leaned in and kissed her quickly to shut her up.
“I don’t care. I just want you here. I don’t care about wine or a fancy dinner or a helicopter ride. I just want you. I mean that, Kyle. You. I want you.” She cupped Kyle’s cheek. “And only you, Ky.”
Kyle sniffled and asked, “Really?”
Melinda leaned in to kiss her again, slower this time, and said, “Lie back, babe.”
Kyle didn’t ask questions. She moved until she was lying on Melinda’s sofa, looking up at her. Melinda moved, too, until she was hovering over Kyle.
“Can I show you?”
When Kyle nodded, Melinda sat back to pull off her shirt and undo her work khakis before she slid them down her legs and stood up to remove them. After that, she kicked off her shoes and took off the remainder of her clothing. Kyle just watched her, probably wondering what she’d do next. Melinda leaned over the sofa and untied Kyle’s shoes, dropping them to the floor before she undid and tugged off her jeans. Kyle removed her own shirt and bra, leaving her black underwear to Melinda. Once there was nothing left between them, Melinda settled against her, resting her face in the crook of Kyle’s neck.
“You are so beautiful,” she whispered. “So unbelievably worth it,” she added, kissing Kyle’s neck. “And anyone who doesn’t see that is crazy.”
“Okay,” Kyle whispered, but Melinda wasn’t sure she believed her.
She lowered her hand and slid it between them.
“Is this okay?” she asked.
“Please,” Kyle replied.
Melinda cupped her sex for only a moment before she slipped between Kyle’s folds. Kyle gasped at first, and then Melinda felt her relax a bit as she began to stroke. She took her time, wanting to give Kyle as much pleasure as possible to help at least temporarily erase the bullshit her mother had spewed at her earlier that day. When she entered her, Kyle tensed for a second but allowed Melinda to go deeper and gently thrust inside her as she whispered words of affirmation into Kyle’s ear. Several minutes later, Kyle came softly, and Melinda felt her whole body relax fully into the sofa. Melinda stayed inside her until her wrist couldn’t stand it anymore. Then, she moved to settle more into Kyle, kissing her jawline.
“Thank you,” Kyle said, sniffling.
“You don’t have to thank me for that. I loved every second of it,” she replied. “You’re staying here tonight. I’m holding you all night long, okay?”
“Okay,” Kyle agreed. “Do I smell coffee?”
Melinda chuckled against her chest and replied, “Yes. Chicory, just for you.”
“Sounds good, but it can wait,” Kyle told her before she wrapped her arms tightly around Melinda and kissed her temple.
“Kyle?”
“Yeah?”
“She’s wrong about everything.”
“I know.”
“Do you?”
“No,” Kyle said. “And yes.”
“I kind of hate her.”
“I kind of hate her, too,” Kyle said, running her hands up and down Melinda’s naked back. “But I’ve already let her ruin most of my day. I really don’t want her to ruin our night, too.”
“Not possible,” she replied. “I’m naked and pressed up against you. No ruining that.”
“Will you tell me about your day? I don’t want to talk about her anymore.”
“Which tour should I start with?” she asked, running her fingers over Kyle’s breast.
“Go from your least favorite of the day to your most.”
“Should I order us some dinner first?”
“Do they deliver beignets?” Kyle asked.
Melinda laughed and said, “I know a guy.”
“Oh, of course. You know everyone here,” Kyle teased, her hand stilling on Melinda’s ass, not gripping but resting.
“You will, too,” Melinda replied. “Stick with me, and you’ll know this place like the back of your hand.”
“I think I’ll stick with you regardless,” Kyle replied in a whisper against Melinda’s ear.
Melinda smiled and thought about how she hoped that were actually true. She couldn’t imagine having nights in this apartment with Kyle so far away, missing her, thinking about this very moment when they were snuggled up on this sofa, and wishing Kyle was here. If long-distance was in their future, she’d do it, but she’d hate the moment they’d have to say goodbye, and she was hoping this altercation with Kyle’s mom wasn’t the thing that took her away from her too soon.



CHAPTER 25
Kyle sat up in bed, swinging her legs over the side of it before standing up. It took her a good minute to realize that she was completely naked and that the blinds in front of her weren’t all the way closed. She stretched anyway and then turned around to look at Melinda, who was still asleep, looking beautiful. Seeing the woman with a half-open mouth and hair that covered part of her face, though, Kyle couldn’t help but laugh silently. She’d woken before Melinda’s alarm and didn’t see the point in making Melinda get up any earlier than she had to, so she went in search of her clothes, which they’d left in the living room.
They’d remained on that sofa, holding each other for well over an hour before Melinda had finally donned clothes to open the door for the pizza they’d ordered. She’d quickly taken them off again, much to Kyle’s delight, and they’d eaten naked on the sofa, drinking the coffee Melinda had brewed for them earlier. After that, they’d talked for hours. Melinda had insisted they take a quick shower before bed, and while they hadn’t touched each other too intimately in there, it was still one of the most intimate moments of Kyle’s life. She’d never showered with a girlfriend before. She hadn’t seen the point. Shower sex never made sense to her. Showers were for cleaning. And she’d preferred short showers, anyway.
When Melinda pulled her into the bathroom, though, Kyle had joined her, and they’d held on to one another, kissing and lightly fondling, not trying for more. It was soft and sweet, and they’d been in there for at least twenty minutes before Melinda had turned off the water and wrapped her arms around Kyle’s neck while they continued to just kiss, long and slow, standing in a shower as they both grew cold.
It was then that Kyle had figured it out: she didn’t prefer short showers. She’d never had a choice. They’d had a trailer and one bathroom for three women, so there had been little hot water to go around. There had been no bathtub, either. Kyle had been lucky to get enough time to wash her hair and then shave her legs as a teenager. As she’d held on to Melinda, though, she thought about how she’d love to start taking long showers now or even baths with Melinda’s body pressed against her own.
Walking into the living room, Kyle found her clothes scattered on the floor and got dressed before she quietly proceeded to the bathroom to try to tame her hair and pee. Done in there, she came back to sit on the sofa, pulled out her phone because she didn’t have her laptop with her, and logged into her freelancer account to see if any new jobs had come in. She hated working on her phone, but she didn’t carry her laptop everywhere, so it would do for now. Kyle found she had two new requests, so she opened the first one, which was a short article in English that someone wanted translated into French. It wouldn’t take her long, so she settled more into the sofa and began reading through it.
“Morning,” Melinda said a few minutes later as she joined her in the living room.
“You’re naked,” Kyle replied.
Her eyes raked over Melinda’s nude body, stopping in a couple of spots to enjoy.
“You were, too. What happened?” Melinda asked, instantly climbing on top of Kyle on the sofa.
“Mel!” Kyle laughed as she dropped her phone onto the rug and pulled Melinda against her.
“Why aren’t you in bed?” Melinda asked her, looking down at her.
“I woke early, and I didn’t want to wake you up, so I came out here to work,” Kyle answered.
She ran her hands up and down Melinda’s soft back, not wanting to let her go.
“I interrupted your work?”
“By flopping down on top of me, yes.” Kyle laughed again.
“I’m sorry. I’m only twenty-five. I don’t flop.” Melinda kissed Kyle’s forehead. “I won’t flop – I hope, at least – until I’m in my fifties.”
“Oh, I’m so sorry. I meant that you very gracefully climbed on top of me naked while I’m fully clothed.”
“Whose fault is that?” Melinda lifted an eyebrow. “I set my alarm to go off a full twenty minutes early so that we could have a quickie, and I find you out here with barriers to said quickie.”
“In that case, you should’ve let me in on your plans last night,” Kyle replied.
“I like spontaneity in the bedroom,” Melinda told her. “You should keep that in mind.”
“I plan to,” Kyle said, smiling up at her.
“Hey, are you okay?” Melinda asked. “Last night was…”
“I know. I’m sorry I brought the mood down.”
“No,” Melinda said, shaking her head. “Babe, you didn’t bring anything down. This is part of dating: we’re getting to know each other, and that means the bad with the immense multitude of good.”
“Immense multitude, huh?”
Melinda nodded seriously and said, “Yes, definitely. I had an amazing night last night, Kyle. I feel like just talking to you about all the stuff you’ve been through tells me about who you are, and who you are is a very good person, whom I happen to really, really like.”
“Thank you for taking care of me last night,” Kyle told her and cupped Melinda’s cheek to give her a quick kiss, their first of the morning.
“I assume you mean the talking and the holding and not the orgasms?”
Kyle laughed and replied, “All of the above.”
“Well, I’d love to deliver more of all of the above right now, but I have to get ready for work.”
“I was enjoying you lying here on top of me, though.”
“Trust me, me too. But I’m opening this morning, so I can’t be late. You can stay here for as long as you want, though. The beauty of me working right downstairs is that, if you want to hang out, you can do so, and when you leave through the office whenever, I get to kiss you goodbye.”
“Unless I leave when you’re walking people around the city, showing it off.”
“Well, don’t do that, obviously.” Melinda winked at her and kissed her again before she climbed off her.
Kyle stared at Melinda’s ass as the woman walked back into her bedroom. She’d had so many plans for that body until her mother had shown up and changed their night entirely. She still couldn’t believe how close she felt to Melinda already, though. She’d never shared the things she shared with her last night with another lover, date, or girlfriend in her life. Most of them, and there hadn’t been all that many, just thought she and her mother didn’t get along very well. None of them had known the extent of it until Melinda. Kyle wasn’t sure what that meant, exactly, but she liked the idea of having someone to talk to about all the stuff she’d been holding in.
Her sister was someone who understood the experience of growing up with their mother, but she was the baby in the family, so she oftentimes sided with Kyle in the moment but went crawling back to their mother when the woman told her she loved her and needed something like money or someone to pick her up from work because her car died again. Jolie wasn’t someone Kyle knew she could ever tell all her feelings to because of that, and she didn’t want to do that anyway. To Jolie, that was her mother, and she had her own experiences and feelings for the woman that weren’t all mixed up with the complicated ones Kyle had for her, so Kyle didn’t want to impose her own feelings and opinions onto her sibling. Melinda was a different story. Melinda was hers, or at least, that was how it felt to Kyle. She could tell her anything, and Melinda would still be there to listen. Kyle had never had that, and as she lay on Melinda’s sofa, thinking, she wasn’t sure she ever wanted to be without it again.
“Lunch today?” Melinda asked, coming out of her bedroom, wearing her work uniform.
“You look cute,” Kyle noted.
“I look like I’m going to work.” Melinda looked down at her outfit.
“In your cute uniform.” Kyle wiggled her eyebrows at her. “And yes, to lunch.”
“Do you want to hang out in the office until I have to go, or go with me?” Melinda sat down on the sofa, lifting Kyle’s legs into her lap.
“No, I have my own work to do, unfortunately,” she replied before she rolled a little to pick up her phone and held it up.
“On your phone?”
“My laptop is at the house,” Kyle said. “I’ll leave with you and work from there.”
“What if your mom shows up?”
“I’m going to call Mr. Beaufort, my grandma’s attorney, and tell him that she’s here, asking for everything, to get his advice on what to do.”
“That’s probably smart,” Melinda said, rubbing Kyle’s leg over her jeans. “But lunch?”
“If you’re free,” Kyle replied.
“From noon to one. And you really can hang out here. Take a nap, Ky. We stayed up late, and you woke up early.”
“I’m okay. I promise,” she replied, sitting up and taking Melinda’s hand. “Are you busy tonight? I don’t know what’s going to happen with my mom, but I want to see you.”
“I’m supposed to go out with Bridgette tonight.”
“Oh. Okay.”
“Come with us,” Melinda suggested. “I’ll invite Jill, too, if she’s free. The four of us can hang out.”
“Will Bridgette be okay with that? I’ve been taking up a lot of your time lately. I don’t want her to be upset with me about that.”
“I’ll text her to check, but I’m sure it’ll be okay,” Melinda said and kissed her. “Now, I’ve got to go to work.”
When she stood, Kyle did the same, and they walked down the steps together before Melinda unlocked the door to the office. Kyle then said goodbye to her, went out the back, and walked around the alley to the street. It was an odd quiet this early in the morning. Most businesses were still closed, save a few restaurants she saw on her walk that were open for breakfast. She stopped in one just for a cup of coffee and continued on her walk.
Kyle wasn’t ready to go back to either of the houses yet, even though she did have work to get to and needed to check in with Myra. Walking around this city was now becoming one of her favorite things, though, and she ended up on Canal Street, where she saw several businesses opening their gates and doors. She realized that, despite how long she’d been here already, she still hadn’t done any tourist gift-shopping. That was likely because Jolie had been here with her, and Kyle didn’t have anyone else to buy gifts for. Walking into one shop felt like walking into every shop – they all sold the same wares, for the most part – but Kyle walked into one and back out and then into another one all the same.
As she wandered through each, the only person she thought to buy anything for was Melinda, but Melinda lived here and would probably laugh at anything Kyle tried to give her from one of these places. Then, she remembered two things at the same time. One, she had money coming her way, so she could spend a little now, and Melinda had mentioned wanting to soak in a bathtub. Kyle left the shop she’d just walked into and looked up and down the street. Everything seemed to be open now, and she noticed what looked like a candle shop. That would be her best bet.
Inside, Kyle found what she’d been hoping for, so she bought several tea candles along with a few larger ones in relaxing scents and found complimentary scents of bubble bath, shower gel, and some facial scrub thing that was supposed to exfoliate. She’d give it all to Melinda, and maybe they’d use some of it together. With her bag in hand, Kyle walked on for a bit, passing the chain restaurant that now she’d only associate with her sister, and headed into the Garden District past Commander’s Palace, which reminded her of Melinda and always would.
Kyle smiled because she had memories here now. She had places she knew she liked. There was that restaurant she’d been to for breakfast a few times, the gallery she’d stopped by at least twice now, still trying to figure out what she wanted to buy, the French Quarter, which now felt so familiar to her, the NOLA Guides office, which she’d frequented thanks to Melinda, and even Jackson Square, where she’d walked and wandered and sat down on a bench by the water the other day.
She stopped in front of the house, which was locked up tight and currently empty. Kyle unlocked it and headed straight back toward the garden. She had memories of dancing with Melinda in the parlor and making love with her in this backyard that, even in the day, seemed magical to her. Kyle didn’t want to leave. She knew that for sure now. She also understood that it was more than just this new thing with Melinda that had her wanting to stick around. It was more than the work she still had to do on the houses. It was this place. She loved it here and didn’t want to go home because ‘home’ didn’t feel like home to her at all. New Orleans felt like home. Her mother might be here now, but she’d leave soon, and then she’d be waiting for Kyle to return, visit the trailer, and give her money because she’d wasted all of her own. Jolie would be there, yes, but Jolie had her own life. She liked her job and had turned it into a good career. She had friends and a decent apartment. Soon enough, she’d meet someone, settle down, and start having those kids she’d always wanted. It wouldn’t just be the two of them against the world anymore.
When her phone buzzed, Kyle pulled it out of her back pocket, setting her bag down on the patio to check the screen. Maybe it already wasn’t the two of them against the world. She replied to Melinda’s message and thought about how she had Melinda now. Hopefully, she’d have her for a long time.
Melinda Andrews: Sorry, I had to pick up a 12:30 tour for Lacey because she called in sick. I’ll only have time to grab something quick. Still on for tonight?
Kyle had replied that they were definitely still on for tonight and sat down on the patio, staring out at the green and the other bright colors that still looked so vibrant despite it technically being winter. That, too, was different than back home. For six months of the year there, it was a cold, icy mess with sludge, scraping windshields, and warming up cars with freezing hands. Down here, it was as if winter couldn’t even touch it.
“Home,” she said to herself. “I think I might be home.”



CHAPTER 26
“Hey, are you ready?” Bridgette asked as she walked into the office.
“Yeah, I just need to change. Want to come up?”
“Sure. Wait. Is Kyle up there naked, waiting for you?”
“If she were, would I be inviting you up?”
“I don’t know. You two might be into that,” Bridgette teased.
“We’re not.” Melinda glared playfully at her.
“Bummer. She’s hot.”
“Hey, that’s my–” Melinda stopped. “Well, I don’t know what she is because we haven’t had that talk yet, but we’re dating, at least.”
“Will you have that talk before she leaves?” Bridgette asked as they walked up the back stairs to Melinda’s place.
“I’m sure we will. I think I have a while before that, but I don’t know.” She let out an exasperated sigh.
“What does that mean, exactly? That sigh makes it more than obvious that you want to tell me more.”
“Her mom is in town,” Melinda replied, unlocking her door.
“Why?”
“To cause trouble,” she stated through gritted teeth. “They have a complicated relationship.”
“But why is she in New Orleans?”
“Because Kyle’s grandma left Kyle and her sister money and the two houses, and her mother wants all of it. She’s awful, Bridge. Had I been there, I would’ve punched her.”
Bridgette laughed and said, “Yeah, because you’re a violent person.”
“The things she said to her…” Melinda tossed her keys onto the table and climbed the other set of stairs with Bridgette close behind. “I shouldn’t say anything more, but she pissed me off, and I hate that she’s doing this stuff to Kyle, who doesn’t deserve it.”
“Then, a night out will take her mind off it, maybe. Just promise me that you two won’t be all over each other, making me the unwanted third wheel.”
“Jill’s coming,” she replied.
“She is?” Bridgette asked.
“Is that okay?” Melinda disappeared into her bedroom, tossing her shirt onto the bed and looking for something to wear in her closet. “I already invited her.”
“Yeah, it’s fine. Maybe we can find her someone since my person doesn’t seem to be showing up anytime soon.”
Melinda peeked out the door and said, “She will.”
Bridgette flopped onto the sofa, which made Melinda think about Kyle’s comment that morning and the sex they’d had on that very surface the night before. She smiled and must have given her thought away.
“No… On this sofa? Mel! I just sat down here.”
Melinda laughed and returned her attention to changing.
“Gross!” Bridgette added.
“There was nothing gross about what we did last night.”
“But I don’t need to sit down where it happened.”
“Well, don’t sit on the chair, the floor, the coffee table, the bed, the counter, the–”
“Are you fucking serious?! I hate you right now. You had that much sex last night?”
Melinda laughed and said, “No. I’m joking. However, if things keep going how they are with us, you might have to sit out on the balcony.”
“God, I wish I had a new girlfriend.”
Melinda’s smile widened as she thought about Kyle being her girlfriend one day soon. It was true that they hadn’t had that specific conversation yet, but things just felt like they were clearly headed that way. As she pulled on a shirt and found a nice pair of jeans and some short heels, she considered their possible future. There was a lot to work out, but the images that entered her mind were all good. Kyle lying on the sofa in the morning, waiting for Melinda to wake up. They’d have coffee together. They’d go for walks in the city. She’d watch Kyle work and get her to speak French to her. They’d make love. They’d fight. They’d make up. All of it sounded like what she wanted, even the fighting part, because that was real. It would never be perfect, and it wouldn’t all be good, but she wanted real, not perfect, anyway.
“Mel, someone’s knocking.”
“Probably Jill. Can you let her in?”
Melinda went to pull on her jeans when she heard the footsteps.
“Not Jill!” Bridgette said loudly. “She’s changing.”
A second later, Kyle was standing in her bedroom doorway.
“Hey, babe,” Melinda greeted, smiling at her. “Are you always early? Is this something I just need to be aware of?”
“Probably, yeah,” Kyle replied, looking down at Melinda’s bare legs. “You don’t have pants on.”
“Like I said, you’re early.” Melinda walked over to her and kissed her on the cheek. “Get in here.”
“Don’t have sex!” Bridgette said loudly.
“Feel free to wait for Jill downstairs!” Melinda replied.
“Please, if I go, you’ll definitely have sex, and we’ll never leave. I’m hungry, Mel.”
Kyle laughed and closed the door behind them.
“Hi,” Melinda said again, wrapping her arms around Kyle’s neck and pulling her in for a real kiss.
“Hi,” Kyle said softly against her lips. “I like you in no pants, but I’d like it even more if I’m the only one who gets to see you in no pants.”
“Bridgette couldn’t care less about me being in my underwear. She was staring at her phone. And besides, she’s seen me in less.”
“She has?” Kyle asked.
“Jealous?”
“Obviously,” Kyle replied, pulling Melinda into her.
“She’s my best friend, Kyle.”
“I know. I was half-kidding.”
“Only half?” Melinda asked.
Kyle shrugged and said, “I like the idea of being the only one who gets to see you like this.”
“I like that, too,” Melinda smiled and kissed her again. “What’s in the bag?” she asked, noticing a bag on the floor of her bedroom for the first time.
“Oh, I got something for you today.”
“For me?”
“I know we’re going out with Bridgette and Jill tonight, but maybe tomorrow night, we could use it.”
“It?” Melinda lifted an eyebrow. “Did you go to one of those stores?”
“Huh? Oh, no,” Kyle said, laughing. “Wait… Should I have?” She sobered instantly. “Is that something you want?”
Melinda laughed and asked, “What did you get, then?”
“Candles and bubble bath; stuff like that. I thought we could take a bath and relax. There’s massage oil in there, too. I was going to give you a massage.”
“Kyle, if there’s a massage to give, it’ll be me giving one to you. You obviously need one.”
“We can massage each other,” Kyle suggested, likely not meaning it how Melinda was taking it.
“I’d really like that.” Melinda sighed. “I wish I could skip tonight now. I just want you and me in this bed and in that tub.”
“We can’t skip out on your friends. Besides, I want to get to know them.”
“You do?”
“They’re your friends. Of course, I do,” Kyle replied. “Can I leave the stuff here?”
“Are you staying tonight?”
“I’d like to.”
“Then, leave whatever you want here,” she said, kissing Kyle on the tip of the nose. “And I need to put on pants so that we can go.”
“Jill’s here! Stop having sex!”
“They’re having sex?” Jill asked on the other side of the door.
“We are not having sex!” Melinda replied loudly.
“Yet!” Bridgette added.
“I’ll go out there to stop the rumors,” Kyle offered and pecked Melinda on the lips.
Then, Kyle left the bedroom, giving her a minute alone to take a deep breath. Melinda was in trouble. She’d told herself a million times not to fall for someone so fast because it would never end well, yet here she was.
Having gathered herself and put on pants, she opened her bedroom door and saw Kyle and Bridgette sitting on the couch, talking. They looked like they might actually become friends. Jill was standing over by the window, looking down at her phone. When Melinda walked over to Kyle, ran her hand through Kyle’s ponytail, and left her hand on the back of her neck, Bridgette looked up at her and lifted an eyebrow before shaking her head. Her best friend knew it, too, now: Melinda was falling in love.
◆◆◆
Two hours later, they were walking down Bourbon Street after a nice dinner that Kyle insisted on paying for. Melinda wondered if she was trying to make a good impression on her friends, but they liked her whether she paid for their meal or not. Jill had said as much when she and Melinda had gone to the bathroom before they’d left. Bridgette had told her the same when they’d walked into the restaurant. Now, Melinda was holding Kyle’s hand, leaning into her as they wove their way through the crowd and toward their destination.
“Our people,” Jill said when they walked into one of the gay bars. “I’m getting a pitcher.”
“Sounds good,” Bridgette replied.
“Let’s get a table,” Melinda suggested and pulled Kyle over to one of the empty high-top tables, with Bridgette following behind.
It was a small table without a ton of room for them to congregate around, but it would hold their drinks while they stood there and talked, at least.
“So, it doesn’t look like Jill and I are together, does it?” Bridgette checked.
“Huh?” Melinda asked.
“You two are all over each other, but we’re not, obviously. I’m hoping that it doesn’t look like we’re on a double date.”
“Stand, like, six inches apart,” Kyle suggested.
“And lean away from her,” Melinda added.
“Yeah,” Bridgette said. “I’m not looking to hook up anymore, but if the love of my life is in this room, I don’t want her to think that Jill and I are together.”
“Okay. Beers for all,” Jill announced, placing a pitcher on the table along with four plastic cups.
Melinda grabbed a cup for herself and for Kyle, and a minute later, everyone had their drink, and the conversation continued flowing.
“Don’t take this the wrong way, Jill, but can you stand, like, a foot away from me?” Bridgette requested. “There’s a woman over there who keeps looking my way.”
“No offense taken. The one she’s standing next to keeps looking at me.”
“This is good beer,” Kyle noted.
She was on her third drink now, which was odd for her because she didn’t usually drink all that much, according to what she’d told Melinda before. When she finished her third beer, Kyle dismissed herself and went to the bar to get them another pitcher. After she returned, she poured herself and Melinda another drink, leaving the rest of the pitcher for Jill and Bridgette, who continued to talk about the two women who had, apparently, caught their eyes.
“We should go over there, right?” Jill asked.
“What would we even say? We caught you staring at us?”
“Why not?” Jill asked. “It’s the truth.”
“Okay, I’ll go,” Bridgette agreed reluctantly. “But you have to lead because I’m clearly shit at this. Just look at Kyle and Mel over there. I saw Kyle first and couldn’t say a damn word. Now, Melinda is all over her.”
“Hey!” Melinda laughed before she took a drink.
“We’ll be right back. Wish us luck,” Jill said, nodding for Bridgette to start walking that way.
“Hey, how are you?” Melinda checked on Kyle once they were alone.
“Good. I’m having a great time,” Kyle told her.
“Me too,” Melinda replied. “Don’t take this the wrong way, okay?”
“There’s not really anything you could say after that that’s good, is there?” Kyle turned to her.
“It’s more a question.”
“Okay.”
“You kind of led me to believe that you normally don’t drink that much, but you’ve had several drinks tonight. I’m not the alcohol police – if you want to get wasted tonight and tumble into my bed later, I’m fine holding your hair and making sure you drink water – but I wanted to make sure you were okay. If you’re just having fun hanging out with my friends, great. If there’s something bothering you, though, and you’re–”
“Mel?”
“Yeah?”
“My mom solves her problems with alcohol. I don’t,” Kyle replied. “I’m having fun tonight, and this is good beer. It’s local, right?”
“A brewery just outside the city,” Melinda said, placing a hand on the side of Kyle’s neck. “And I just wanted to be sure.”
“I’m okay. Tonight has been really good. And I like your friends. They’ve helped me take my mind off everything that’s going on.”
“How did it go with the lawyer today?”
“He said everything is airtight, but we set up a meeting. We’ll go over options and everything then.”
“Options?”
“If she tries to fight,” Kyle explained.
“Do you think she will?”
“I have no idea,” Kyle replied. “But can we talk about something else?”
“Want to watch Bridge and Jill try to hit on women?”
Kyle laughed and said, “Absolutely.”
An hour later, Jill had a new phone number in her contacts, but Bridgette wasn’t into the woman who had been into her, so that hadn’t worked out. They’d gone to a new bar. Kyle had gotten a tourist drink at Tropical Isle and now held a Hand Grenade to her lips, which made Melinda laugh. That drink was all ice and sugar but was deceptively strong. Kyle was about to be on her ass if her flushed cheeks and loud laugh were any indication.
“Okay, baby. I think it’s time to go home,” Melinda said, wrapping her arm around Kyle’s waist.
“Why didn’t I party in the Quarter before this? It’s so much fun.”
Bridgette and Jill laughed at Kyle.
“Need help getting her back to your place?” Jill asked.
“No, I’ve got her. You two have fun, though.”
They left them in the middle of the street, and Melinda took Kyle by the hand to help her make her way through the crowd. Kyle still had half the drink left by the time they rounded the corner into the alley, and when they arrived, Melinda stood behind Kyle on the stairs to make sure she didn’t fall as she let them into the apartment.
“This thing is delicious. Have you had one?”
“About a thousand,” Melinda replied and locked the door behind them.
“Want a sip?” Kyle held it out for her.
“No, babe. How about you finish that while I get you a bottle of water and start a hot shower?”
“I like showers.”
“I’m glad.” Melinda laughed.
“No, I mean, I like showers with you.”
“I like them with you, too.”
“It’s different,” Kyle insisted as she sat down on the chair at the kitchen island and placed her drink on the counter.
“Why?”
“Because I’ve never showered with a girlfriend before. And you and I did that last night. I liked it.”
Melinda’s eyebrow lifted at the use of the word ‘girlfriend,’ and she said, “I liked it, too, babe.”
She found a bottle of water in the fridge, opened it, and set it down in front of Kyle.
“I never got to take long showers. We had one shower for all three of us, so I had to be quick,” Kyle shared. “And I didn’t have to be quick with you. I could hold you. I could touch you. You didn’t rush me out or tell me we didn’t have enough hot water. You didn’t tell me I was selfish.”
Melinda’s face fell. She walked over to Kyle, wrapped her arms around her neck from behind, and kissed her by the ear.
“You are anything but selfish. Do you want to take a shower with me now?”
Kyle nodded.
“Drink that bottle of water for me, okay? Then, we can take the longest shower you want.”



CHAPTER 27
“Kyle?”
“Huh?” she mumbled.
“Ky? Babe?”
Who was calling her ‘babe?’ Kyle’s eyes were still closed, and she was certain it was far too early for her to wake up, but someone was rubbing Kyle’s back through a blanket and calling her ‘babe.’ Kyle opened her eyes slowly and saw Melinda lying next to her, smiling at Kyle with her eyes. Kyle wanted to smile back, but it was as if her muscles weren’t working. None of them. She felt like every part of her body was tense, and her head was starting to hurt.
“Hi,” Kyle whispered.
“How are you this morning?”
“I’m okay, I think,” she replied, rolling onto her back and rubbing her face with both hands.
“So, I called into work and asked if someone could take my morning tour. We have a few hours before I need to be in now,” Melinda told her.
“You didn’t have to do that for me,” Kyle replied.
“I’m guessing you haven’t been that drunk in a while, so I thought it might be a good idea for me to be here this morning.”
“People do this every night they’re in town?” she asked. “I’ve never been that drunk. Not even in college.”
“How are you feeling?”
“I have a small headache, and I’m tired, but other than that, I think I’m okay.”
“I’m hoping we got ahead of it with the water and ibuprofen last night.”
“Me too,” she replied, rolling back onto her side. “You’re naked.”
“You said that to me yesterday, too.” Melinda laughed. “Also, you’re naked. We didn’t get dressed after our shower.”
Kyle laughed and said, “I tried to go down on you in there, didn’t I?”
“You did. You nearly slipped, so I held you up and decided we’d save that experience for when you were sober.”
“I’m sober now,” she said.
“You’re hungover,” Melinda replied, shaking her head at Kyle, who climbed on top of her.
“Thank you for taking care of me last night. I swear, I don’t normally drink that much, but your friends are fun, and I hadn’t really gone out like that since I got here.”
Melinda wrapped her arms around Kyle’s neck and said, “I’m glad you had a good time. It was fun watching you like that. For a good hour or so, you weren’t put-together at all and seemed like you were letting go.”
“I guess I did,” she replied.
“You’re wound too tight right now,” Melinda noted, massaging Kyle’s shoulders.
“I’m like that most of the time.”
“I like it when you’re kind of melting all over me, not when you’re crazy tense,” Melinda said.
“You know what would help me melt around you?”
“I have an idea. Want to slide up and let me–”
Kyle settled her hips between Melinda’s and said, “Not exactly what I had in mind.”
“No?”
“No. And I was thinking about fast because you had to go to work, but if you have the next few hours to take care of me, how about letting me do that by taking care of you?”
“I thought you had a headache…”
“A small one. Trust me, this will help with that, too.”
Kyle leaned down and kissed Melinda slowly. Melinda responded by spreading her legs a little wider for her. Kyle’s lips then moved to Melinda’s neck, and she grazed them over the hickey that still remained there.
“I think I should redo this one. It’s starting to fade,” she noted.
“No way.” Melinda laughed. “Everyone saw it. I had to wear a turtleneck.”
“But it lets them all know something.”
“That I got laid?”
Kyle stopped what she was doing to be able to look at Melinda and said, “I was thinking that it might tell them that you had someone; like the only someone who got to do that to you, be with you like this.”
Melinda nodded and said, “You mean, like a girlfriend.”
“Yes,” Kyle replied. “In fact, before we do this again, I was kind of hoping we could agree that we only do this with each other from now on.”
Melinda smiled softly and said, “So, you want to be my girlfriend?”
Kyle nodded seriously.
“I would love that. But, Kyle?”
“Yeah?”
“On one condition: no more hickeys where people can see.”
“Where they can see? Meaning, I can still put them where only I get to see?”
It was Melinda’s turn to nod.
“I would like to start by making one a lot lower, then,” Kyle stated before placing a kiss between Melinda’s breasts. “Maybe on the inside of your thigh.” She kissed lower still. “Then again… You were in your underwear when I got here last night, and Bridgette had a full view of the inside of your thigh.”
“Oh, shut up.” Melinda laughed.
◆◆◆
Their morning had been perfect. They’d made love, shared coffee, and Kyle had had Melinda again up against the sink in the bathroom after Melinda had already gotten dressed. She’d claimed that she’d needed to show Melinda just how cute she was in that uniform, but really, Kyle just hadn’t wanted to stop touching her. She knew she was likely going to have a bad rest of the day. Mr. Beaufort’s assistant had called during their coffee that morning to move up their meeting, which meant that after she and Melinda had said goodbye, Kyle had to hop in a car and head that way.
Since she was still wearing her clothes from the night before and likely smelled like the bars she’d been in and the alcohol she’d consumed, she had the shared-ride car driver actually drop her off at a Target on her way there because she didn’t want the fancy attorney to think she wasn’t a put-together adult. At the store, she quickly found a button-down shirt and a pair of black pants on sale. Having bought the items, she changed in the bathroom before she ordered another car to take her the rest of the way. The whole time, it didn’t even dawn on Kyle that if she’d just stopped by her grandma’s house first to change, it likely would have taken less time. She’d chalk that up to the fact that she was a little hungover, and now that Melinda wasn’t under her or over her, the spell had been broken, and she was really feeling it now.
When Mr. Beaufort’s assistant offered her a bottle of water while she waited, Kyle graciously took it and downed half of it in one gulp. She wished there were vending machines because she was starving, but this place was too hoity-toity for that. Was she a hoity-toity person now? She’d spent money at an expensive store yesterday on bath salts and scrubs. She’d never done that before. She’d also spent more on shared rides since she’d been here than she had on her car back home the previous year. Now, she was sitting in a fancy attorney’s office, waiting for him to tell her about the money and homes she’d inherited.
“Hello, Miss Schafer. Come on in,” he said with a wide smile as he motioned for her to enter his office.
Kyle stood, straightened her new shirt and new cheap pants that weren’t exactly the right size, and carried her water into the office, knowing she’d want to finish it.
“So, I understand there’s been a bit of a hiccup?” He sat down behind his big desk in his equally large chair.
Kyle sat down in the smaller guest chair in front of it and said, “My mother showed up out of nowhere and told me she wants the money and houses.”
“I see,” he replied. “She’s in town?”
“Yes, I think so. She’s kind of flaky, so she could have gone home, but my sister would have called to tell me if she had, and my mom seemed pretty determined.”
“Well, the will is legal and binding, Kyle. Your mother can do whatever she wants, but your grandmother was very clear in her estate planning. She was lucid and knew what she wanted. Not only does she have me to verify that, but we also have notaries and witnesses as well as a video recording of her explaining everything.”
“So, my mom can’t sue me?”
“She still could,” Mr. Beaufort replied. “It just wouldn’t get her anywhere. I don’t want to speak ill of your mother, but from what you’ve told me, my assumption would be that I’d be able to deal with whatever ambulance-chasing attorney she’d hire to help her with this frivolous lawsuit.”
“What do I do if she shows up again?”
“Well, that’s up to you, really. If she shows up on your property and refuses to leave, you can have her arrested for trespassing. If she continues to harass you, you could always get a restraining order, but that can be a lengthy process, depending on what kind you go for.”
“A restraining order? She’s my mother,” Kyle said.
“I know. But it happens more often than you’d think. You’ve just come into a lot of money. People who weren’t all that interested in you before will likely begin to show their true colors. While you could also give your mom something as a gesture of good faith that she’ll return home and that’ll be the end of it, in my experience, that rarely works. Once you give them something, they start to expect more, and it doesn’t stop there.”
“Sounds like you’ve met my mother,” she said, trying her hand at a bad joke.
“Just people like her.”
“I’d need to talk to my sister. Half this stuff is hers,” Kyle replied.
“Of course,” Mr. Beaufort said. “And I have a good lawyer here I can recommend to you if you need to take things further with your mother. I’m primarily estate law, so you’d want someone more experienced if you need to file restraining orders and the like.”
“I hope it doesn’t have to go that far.”
“Me too. But if she shows up, and you’re worried for your safety, don’t hesitate to call the police. The more of her behavior you have on record, the easier it will be to address it in court if you have to.”
“Okay,” Kyle replied.
Several minutes later, she finished the water and sat in the back seat of another car, headed toward the garden house to meet Myra. She’d been told that some of the work that didn’t require permits could begin, which was one thing for Kyle to look forward to.
“We’re good to go on just about everything, and permits should be available soon.”
“I thought it took weeks.”
“I know a few people. Besides, we’re about to enter carnival season when this city fills with hundreds of thousands of people, so I played the tourism card with the city and let them know this house would give one more lodging option and that we could have the work completed sooner rather than later, which would mean there wouldn’t be garbage and construction remnants on the lawn of a Garden District house that is on the main tour path. I’m not really sure how true it is that I’ll get everything done by then, but they gave me what we needed.”
“Really? That’s great,” Kyle replied.
“So, you and I need to get into the materials. I brought some recommendations with me. I’ve got a crew of four, but the electrical and plumbing are being worked on by those crews. The roof looked surprisingly good, but we’ll repair some of it as well. I’ll get a few more people to join each day to make sure we can try to get the place done for you by when I said we could.”
“This is amazing,” Kyle said. “I’ve never done anything like this before, but I’ve heard so many horror stories.”
“Well, I try not to be part of those whenever I can.” Myra chuckled. “I’ve got some other possible good news for you, too. I had a job planned for next month. They ordered a bunch of materials but decided to sell the place instead and not use what we bought for them. So, if you’re interested in the flooring they chose and some of the other materials, their place is bigger than this one, so I’d have enough for your house, and I already have them in my warehouse. I can get them for you at cost, too.”
“I’m sorry; are you a saint? This is a miracle. When does the Vatican show up to validate that so you can be one step closer to sainthood?”
Myra laughed loudly and said, “It would actually be a favor to me. We need the space, so if you don’t want it, I’m hoping my next job will.”
“Can I take a look?”
“I’ve got samples with me right now. Want to sit down in the kitchen and look?”
“Yeah, that sounds great.”
After Myra left, Kyle did feel a lot better. She had the flooring picked out, and the windows were standard for this type of house, so they would be in soon. The roof, it turned out, didn’t need that much work, and they were really just making sure the plumbing and electrical were not only up to code but up to the modern era. Kyle had also loved going through the samples provided by Myra, which gave her the idea to call an interior decorator. She wasn’t sure why she’d thought of that. The house would be rented out with basic, cheap furniture for now and didn’t require a professional to come in and decorate it. Then, she had the idea of having Melinda here with her, going through samples, making decisions about the wall color, the furniture, and how to elevate the garden out back, and that sounded so good, she began searching for companies that she could call to schedule a consultation.
When her phone buzzed, showing Jolie calling her the instant she looked at the display, she was pulled out of her revelry and answered the phone.
“Hi,” she said tersely.
“I know you’re still mad at me.”
“Because you know how she is. Why would you tell her?”
“She just has a way, Ky… She got to me. I’m sorry. Is everything okay?”
“No, it’s not. She said some things.”
“What things?”
Kyle didn’t really want to burden her little sister with any specifics of what their mother had said to her, which was a moment in Kyle’s life she’d never be able to forget. She didn’t want to put that on Jolie, too.
“The usual.”
“I’m so sorry, Kyle.”
“She wants everything. She said she’d fight.”
“Fight you?”
“Fight us. This stuff is half yours.”
“Yeah, but I’ll do whatever you think is best. My half of the money will just go into savings.”
“Will you give her some?”
Jolie sighed and said, “I don’t know. Maybe. Not all of it, though. Not even close. Will you?”
“No,” Kyle replied, picturing the hatred on her own mother’s face when she’d told Kyle that she’d never wanted her at all.
“I wish I had your backbone.”
“Jolie, she doesn’t deserve any of it. Grandma didn’t want her to have it.”
“Did you figure out why yet? You’ve been reading the journals.”
Kyle stared out at the back garden and thought about how to tell Jolie the truth. Lying wasn’t an option, but this would be a lot for Jolie to process. She knew that much because she was still processing it herself.
“Yeah, I found out. Are you sitting down?”



CHAPTER 28
“So, how did she take it?” Melinda asked.
“Better than I did, but she wasn’t the one in the womb at the time,” Kyle replied, biting into her shrimp.
“How are you still doing with it?”
“I’ve mostly tried to put it behind me. Did I tell you that they had a video recording of my grandma going over the will? I’ve never even heard her voice. I’ve seen a few pictures, but that’s it.”
“Did you watch it?”
“No, the lawyer just mentioned it. But I think I might ask him for it. It’s hard, though, knowing I’d be watching her and she’s not here anymore. I can’t talk to her.”
Melinda took a sip of her wine and said, “It might still help, hearing her voice, just seeing her like that.”
“Probably. But tell me about work today.”
“It was work.” She shrugged. “I did the food tour, the Garden District tour, and the cemetery tour. Tips were great, though. Some guy gave me fifty bucks.”
Kyle cleared her throat and said, “He did, huh?”
“Jealous?” Melinda teased.
“Only if you’re going out with him tonight after you say goodnight to me.”
“I wasn’t planning on saying goodnight to you at all,” Melinda replied. “I know we’ve been staying at my place a lot, and I don’t mind going to yours tonight, but–”
“I’m sleeping on my grandma’s bed in one house, and the other one has no furniture?”
“Right. But I wouldn’t mind sleeping out in the garden again,” Melinda suggested.
“We didn’t really sleep, did we?”
“Will you stay over again?”
Kyle nodded with a smile and then asked, “What are Bridgette and Jill up to tonight?”
“I don’t know.” Melinda shook her head. “Why?”
“Just thought we could hang out with them after dinner.”
“You want to hang out with my friends on our date?” Melinda asked, confused.
“After our date. But not if you don’t want to.”
“Babe, the date is kind of the whole night. You, me, and dinner followed by you and me at my place, probably naked.”
“Sorry, I didn’t mean to–”
“Are you okay?” Melinda leaned over the table.
“Yeah, I… don’t know. I feel like I really just started to dive into the city a bit, and I’m not used to having friends.”
“Kyle, you have friends back home, don’t you?”
“Not really, no,” Kyle said. “Having my own business is great. I work when I need to. I have regular clients. I wake up and go to bed whenever and have no commute, but it’s also just me. I don’t have a team of people or co-workers to go to lunch with how you have Jill. I don’t talk to people I went to high school with like you do with Bridgette because I was just the trailer trash in school who had jars of jelly or nothing at all on the bad days and cheese sandwiches on the good days until we got put on the school’s free meal plan for poor kids, so I got made fun of a lot. I guess I have a few friends from college whom I still follow on social media, but they’re all married or close to it and have kids of their own already.” Kyle paused. “Then, there’s me. I’ve got a chip on my shoulder the size of a mountain and couldn’t ever afford therapy, which I probably could use, and now, I’m sitting at dinner, on a date with a beautiful woman, but I’m talking about hanging out with her friends instead of having a whole night with her because I’m an idiot. I’m sorry, babe. I… I’m still trying to figure out how all this happened.”
“How what happened?”
“How I met you. How you like me. How we’re doing this. How I ended up with two houses and money. How I… Just how all of it, I guess.”
Melinda didn’t say anything for a minute while Kyle finished her shrimp and took a long sip of her wine. They’d gone to a nice restaurant, though, admittedly, not as nice as Commander’s Palace. It was a beautiful night, and they’d walked here holding hands and not doing much talking. Now, she stared across the table at this woman whom she knew she was falling for, picturing her sitting at the lunch table in the cafeteria, with people staring at her and mocking her, and Melinda wanted to go back in time and kick each individual ass until they all found something better to do than picking on someone who couldn’t afford lunch because their mother was a train wreck.
“So, the guy who gave you the fifty dollars; he didn’t, like… flirt with you, did he?”
“He did,” she replied. “Happens a lot with the college-age guys.”
“A lot?” Kyle asked.
“Once every few tours. They flirt, ask me if I’m going out later, making sure to tell me where they plan to be to start off their nights, and I usually get a big tip.” Melinda smirked. “Then, I tell them I’m gay.”
Kyle laughed and asked, “Did any of them ever ask for their tip back?”
“Just once, but he said I could keep it if I’d let him watch me make out with a girl that night in the Quarter. I kept it. He left.”
“Did you make out with–”
“Hell, no,” Melinda interrupted. “And today, I did more than just tell him I wasn’t interested because I’m gay. I told him I had a girlfriend, so I’d be on a date with her tonight. He was good about it and walked off with his tail between his legs.”
“You told him you have a girlfriend?”
“I did. But he got confused when I said her name was Kyle.”
Kyle laughed and said, “Want to hear the story?”
“Yes.”
“Well, my mom was on her own when I was born. My dad wasn’t there; he’d been at work when she’d gone into labor. They called him, but I came out pretty quickly while he was still on his way to the hospital, so he missed the whole thing. He got stuck in traffic and wasn’t there to make sure the nurse heard my mom say, ‘Kyla,’ instead of ‘Kyle.’ My mom swears she said, ‘Kyla,’ but the nurse heard ‘Kyle,’ ran with it, and it got typed up on the birth certificate. From there, it just kind of stuck. They didn’t fix the error, and I was named Kyle instead.”
“Well, I would’ve liked Kyla, too, but I love Kyle.” Melinda’s eyes went wide, and she swallowed at just how that sounded. “The name. I mean, the name.”
“It works,” Kyle said.
“What’s your middle name?”
“I would’ve been named Kyla Jane, so I’m Kyle Jane instead, and Jolie is Jolie Jane. It’s my mom’s middle name, too.”
“Kyle Jane. I like that. I’m Melinda Marie. All my sisters have the same middle name, and Mike is Michael Mitchell.”
“They love those Ms, huh?” Kyle laughed as the waiter approached.
“Can I interest you, ladies, in any dessert tonight?”
“I think we’re good,” Kyle smirked at Melinda.
Melinda liked the sound of that and the look of that sexy smirk on Kyle’s face. When they left the restaurant and walked hand in hand back toward Melinda’s apartment, they were silent again for most of the way, and Melinda realized she’d never had that before. She’d never had someone she could have this kind of silence with, the kind where it was comfortable and not awkward or weird.
“I think I’ll do it,” Kyle said eventually.
“Do what?”
“Watch the video of my grandma. I think I want to hear her voice. I’ve gone through everything at the house, and I didn’t see any old videotapes. She had an old computer, but I don’t think that got much use, and I don’t know what happened to her phone. Maybe she had some recordings on that, but I don’t know.”
“I think it’s a good idea,” Melinda replied.
“I might want to take it back with me and have Jolie watch it, too. I know she’s not as interested in the whole thing, but now that she knows the truth, and not some lie my mother told us for years, she seems like she might want to read the journals and learn more about what happened; our grandmother’s life and how it was a struggle with our mother.”
“When you go back? After the renovations?”
“Yeah. Before she left today, Myra said they could be done sooner than she originally thought. I picked out some stuff she had in her warehouse. I think you’ll really like it.”
“Stuff?”
“Flooring and windows. Hey, do you want to help me pick out furniture, though? I don’t know; the cheap stuff is fine, I guess, but it doesn’t exactly fit with the history of the house. I understand why she had it, but if I got better furniture, higher-end stuff, I could charge more for the rentals.”
“True,” Melinda said, swallowing as they turned onto her street. “Sure. I’ll help.”
“I’m talking nicer bedroom furniture, for the most part. The downstairs wasn’t bad, so I thought I’d start upstairs and work my way down. Maybe we could pick out some things for outside, too. A couple of chaise lounges sound nice. And that table is great, but the umbrella should probably be replaced. Should we just go to a store, though, or hire someone? I was thinking about getting an interior decorator, but I don’t know how to do that.”
“It’s your house, Ky. You should do what you want.”
“I know. But I wanted to do this with you.”
“Why? You’re renting it out, right? It’s not like we’d be spending time there.”
“I guess you’re right, yeah,” Kyle said, sounding disappointed.
Melinda knew she’d done that to her, but she didn’t have the heart right now to try to turn that disappointment around by offering to go furniture shopping for a house she’d never live in with a woman who might be leaving sooner than they’d both thought.
“Want to get some beignets?” she changed the subject.
“Sure,” Kyle said.
“And maybe stop by some of the artist displays in the Square?”
“Yeah, sounds good,” Kyle replied, but her tone was different now.
Melinda squeezed Kyle’s hand, and they passed by her apartment and headed toward Jackson Square, where they got beignets and coffee to-go before they just walked around aimlessly, taking in the palm-and-tarot readers who set up their tables at night.
“Come on. It’ll be fun,” Kyle suggested as she nodded toward one woman who was sitting by herself, awaiting her next customer.
“If you want to,” Melinda replied.
Kyle sat down in front of the woman, and Melinda stood off to the side, thinking about how much she wished Kyle would just stay here. She obviously loved the city, and that love seemed to be growing the more she experienced here.
“So, you are going through a major life change,” the reader said to Kyle as she turned over the cards.
“Yeah,” Kyle replied and then looked up at Melinda in surprise.
Melinda just smiled at how cute her girlfriend was being and pushed the thoughts of her impending departure out of her mind.
“And you’re going to be making some difficult decisions soon.”
“Yes,” Kyle said, sounding shocked.
Melinda chuckled and rubbed the back of Kyle’s neck.
“You’re worried you might make the wrong one.”
“I am,” Kyle said.
The reader asked Kyle to cut the deck again, which Kyle did. She drew a card from the top and stared at it for a long while. Then, she looked up at Melinda questioningly. Melinda wasn’t sure what that glance meant, but she remained quiet.
“This is good,” the reader said.
“What is?” Kyle asked.
“This.” The woman pointed at Melinda while staring at the card. “This is good.”
Melinda looked down when Kyle looked back at her. Both of them seemed confused.
“You will be very happy. You’re not married?”
“Huh?” Kyle said, turning back to the reader. “We just started dating.”
The reader nodded, turned another card, and said, “Yes. And it’s good. This is good for both of you.” She turned another card over. “Ah, and children.”
“Sorry. What?” Melinda asked, leaning down now.
“There will be children. Not now, obviously, but later.”
“Children?” Melinda said.
“You mean kids?” Kyle asked. “For us?” She pointed her finger up at Melinda.
“Yes.” The reader looked back up at Melinda. “And you need to trust that it will all be all right, okay? Patience.”
“Hey, this isn’t my reading. And I am patient,” Melinda argued, wondering how she’d gotten pulled into this whole thing.
“You are tied together,” the reader replied simply, looking down at the cards that she seemed to find some meaning in as if they were a code that only she could break before she looked back up at Kyle. “You must trust yourself. What you are thinking is the right decision to make.”
“Trust myself? With her?”
“You already trust yourself with Melinda.” The reader looked up to meet Melinda’s eyes. “I mean, trust yourself with your mother.”
Melinda’s eyes had to widen at that. She hadn’t ever put much stock in this tourist palm-and-tarot reading stuff that happened nightly in the Square, but there was no way this woman could know her name. She hadn’t introduced herself, and as much as Melinda joked about knowing everyone in the city, she’d never seen this woman before in her life. There was also no way she’d know about Kyle’s mother and what was going on there.
“Trust yourself,” the reader repeated. “And when you’re ready about the other decision, you’ll know. Trust yourself there, too.”
“The other decision?” Melinda asked. “Are you talking about kids again?”
“No.” The woman shook her head and glared at Kyle.
“Okay,” Kyle said. “Um…” She pulled cash out of her wallet and tossed it on the table. “With my mother? Really? Just trust myself?”
“Yes,” the woman repeated. “It’s time.”
Kyle nodded and turned around to take Melinda’s hand. They walked off and turned right at the cathedral.
“What the hell just happened?” Melinda asked her.
“I have no idea,” Kyle replied.
“Apparently, we’re having kids one day,” Melinda said, taking Kyle’s hand in her own. “Were you aware of that?”
Kyle laughed and said, “I was not. I thought she’d tell me I was about to come into a great fortune, and I’d get to tell her that that already happened or something.”
“She said you trusted yourself with me. Is that true?”
Kyle looked over at her before she kissed her on the temple and said, “I do.”
“Save that for the apparent wedding we’re going to have one day before those kids she said we’ll have, too.”
Kyle laughed, which Melinda was grateful for because it gave her a chance to try to process what had just happened. That woman had known about Kyle’s mom, her relationship with Melinda, and had told Kyle to trust herself with something else that neither of them had revealed. She’d also told Melinda to be patient, and as Melinda looked over at Kyle, she knew she would be. Kyle was worth a little patience.



CHAPTER 29
“Bridgette, hi,” Kyle said.
“Oh, hey,” the woman replied before she stood up from her crouched position and turned to Kyle. “Doing some grocery shopping?”
“Yeah. You?”
“Nope. I’m working.” Bridgette pointed to the card rack.
“Oh, right. You stock the cards you make?”
“Today, I do. I don’t normally, but we’re a bit short-staffed. We had to drop the contractors we were using to replenish, so now, we’re doing some of it ourselves. I’m taking care of the local shops that carry our stuff today.”
“Did the contractor mess up or something?” Kyle asked as she leaned over her grocery cart.
“No,” Bridgette replied but didn’t add anything else.
Kyle sensed there was something there that Bridgette wasn’t saying, but she didn’t know the woman well enough to push. Instead, she glanced at the rack.
“Is Mel an anniversary person?” she asked.
“Huh?”
“Like, does she celebrate anniversaries? I think most people celebrate the years, but does she do the months, too?”
“I don’t know that anyone has ever asked me that about her before.” Bridgette paused. “I don’t think she makes a big deal out of it, no. Why?”
“We’re together now, and it’s silly, but I was thinking about making a reservation for our one month, which, depending on when we consider we got together, would be coming up. I thought I’d get her a card or something since her best friend makes them for a living.”
“Oh,” Bridgette replied. “Don’t buy her any of these.” She shook her head.
“What? Why?”
“They’re lame. I can make you one just for her if you want.”
“You can just make a one-month anniversary card?”
“It is what I do,” Bridgette replied, smiling at her. “And Mel deserves the best.”
“How many of these cards would you be willing to make for me?”
“What do you mean?”
“Well, if I take you up on it now, would you still make me one for our one-year or our five-year? Would that be too many favors to call in?”
“Whoa!” Bridgette laughed and crossed her arms over her chest. “Five-year anniversary? Getting a little ahead of yourself there, huh?”
“I just meant that I can’t ask you to make a card for me every month. I assume you’d either run out of ideas or get tired of doing it for me.”
Bridgette lifted an inquisitive eyebrow at her and said, “Sure.” Then, she paused for a moment before asking, “Do we need to have the best friend talk?”
“Best friend talk?”
“Mel’s brother and sisters aren’t here, so I’m the next best thing; the best friend talk. You know, where I tell you not to hurt her.”
“Oh,” Kyle said. “I guess no one’s ever had that talk with me before.”
“None of your exes had best friends who gave you the talk?”
“I think that would assume they thought we’d last, and things with my exes never really got that far. I guess they also would’ve needed to assume that I’d do the heartbreaking, and that didn’t happen, either.”
Bridgette nodded once and said, “Mel’s amazing, Kyle.”
“I know.” Kyle smiled at just the thought of waking up next to Melinda that morning.
“And she gets ahead of herself sometimes.”
“I know that, too. She told me.”
“She told me she wanted to take things slow with you, but here you are, talking about five-year anniversaries, and you’re spending every night together.”
“I was joking about the five-year thing, remember? Besides, a fortune teller told us last night that Mel and I are going to have kids together, and that was kids – as in plural, as in multiple children together – so, if anyone is ahead of herself, it’s her.”
“Some tarot reader said you two would have kids?” Bridgette laughed. “Damn. They’re not just sticking to the same old, same old, are they? What ever happened to, ‘You will find eternal happiness if only you follow your dreams?’” She said that last part in a fake, distant, and ominous tone, which had Kyle laughing.
“I know. It’s crazy. But she knew other stuff, too.”
“They always do. It’s a trick, Kyle.”
“Unless she’s had someone following me for days or tapped my phone on the off chance that I choose to sit at her table randomly one night, I don’t know how she could have known any of what she said. Even Mel thought it was strange.”
“Mel, the non-believer in the magic of the tarot cards?”
“Yes,” Kyle said.
Bridgette shrugged and replied, “Well, before you two start popping out babies, maybe just get to that one-month anniversary.”
“I’m working on it,” Kyle said with a smile. “It’s real, Bridgette, between Melinda and me. It’s probably the only real thing I have in my life right now.”
“But you’re leaving soon, Kyle, and she’s staying. She’ll never leave New Orleans. You know that, right? Her entire family moved away, and she stayed. She loves them but only sees them a few times a year, at most, because she doesn’t want to live anywhere else. I tried to get her to consider Baton Rouge at one point, which is only a little over an hour away, and she said no. This place could fall into the Gulf of Mexico tomorrow, and she’d still probably cling to anything she could find just to stay here.”
“I wouldn’t ask her to move, anyway,” Kyle replied. “I know that about her already, and it’s one of the things I like about her: she finds the beauty in things. When I first got here, it wasn’t a trip for me. It was a family thing that I had to take care of, and all I could see of this place was the overcrowding and crazy amounts of drinking, beads strewn about the streets and hanging in the trees, and the smell of all that drinking leftover in the air. Mel got me to see the other parts. She sees the beauty in just about everything.”
“She does. It’s her gift.” Bridgette shrugged again.
“You’re worried about me leaving.”
“Yes, I am. She is, too. She just probably isn’t telling you yet because she’s delaying the inevitable.”
“I thought I’d stay through the work on the house, and that would give us weeks or maybe months. Then, I happen to find the only contractor in the world who not only sticks to a schedule but makes the process easy and, somehow, is going to be done much sooner than I’d planned. Part of me is very happy about that, but the other part was kind of hoping for delays because that meant I’d stay longer.”
“What happens then? When she’s done with the work?” Bridgette asked her.
“I think Mel and I need to talk about that first, if that’s okay.”
“Yeah, I get it,” Bridgette replied.
“But I’ve never had with anyone what I have with her already. She’s special, and I have no intention of hurting her. I hope that’s good enough for now,” Kyle offered.
“I guess it has to be,” Bridgette said. “She deserves the best, Kyle. I may be unlucky in love, but I don’t want her to be.”
Kyle thought about those two words; in love. Was she in love? She’d said those words to two other women in her life, but after things had ended between them, she’d often wondered if she’d actually felt them. She hadn’t said them to Melinda yet, for obvious reasons, but everything was so different with her. Kyle was happy. She felt like she was finally out from under her mother’s thumb. Well, almost, anyway. When her mom had been back home, Kyle knew that if she’d called or texted and asked Kyle to stop by to do something for her, she couldn’t. She wasn’t there. She was off living her life in New Orleans, meeting a beautiful, amazing woman, and falling in love.
“You just realized it, didn’t you?” Bridgette chuckled. “Yeah, it’s all over your face.” She pointed at Kyle.
◆◆◆
“So, if I wanted to add a fountain or something back here one day, how would that work?” Kyle asked Myra.
“You pick out what you want and just need the plumbing hooked up, but it’s not that difficult. The only thing I’d say is to be careful with water.”
“Mold?”
“No. If you’re renting the house, it’s just another liability. If you had a pool back here, I’d tell you the same thing. Some family with toddlers rents the house for the week, and they don’t watch little Timmy closely enough; that kind of stuff. Even fountains can be dangerous. Besides, it wouldn’t add anything to the value of the house. Purely decorative. So, it’s up to you, but I’d recommend a small fence around it with a sign just to protect you.”
Kyle nodded as she stared out at the yard. When Myra left the kitchen and likely went back to her crew, Kyle continued to stare. She’d pictured a small fountain in the back corner, but she didn’t want anyone to get hurt or risk getting sued if that happened. In her mind, though, when thinking of the fountain, she hadn’t pictured the house being rented out. She’d pictured herself living in it. Now, she pictured two little toddlers running around the garden while Melinda and she sat on a blanket, watching them have fun. Kyle swallowed hard then, not because it scared her but because it felt right. It felt like that was what she was supposed to do, move into this house, and eventually, Melinda would join her. One day, there would be a wedding in the garden, but it wouldn’t be because she’d rented the house out for that purpose.
Kyle left the kitchen and walked into the parlor. Recalling dancing with Melinda there, she thought about how much she wanted to do that again, and soon. It was true that Kyle missed Jolie, but now that they had money, they could visit, and Jolie could stay here, in this house, whenever she wanted. Kyle could see that, too: Jolie’s kids running down the stairs and out into the backyard to join their cousins while Jolie and her husband tried to quickly chase after them. She smiled softly as a burly man, carrying flooring for one of the rooms, walked through the front door, nodding at her as he did.
That was when she saw her. Kyle walked outside and across the street to stand in front of her mother.
“What are you doing here?” she asked.
“This was where I should have grown up,” her mother replied, pointing at the house. “You’re doing work on it.”
“Yes, I am.”
“It’s going to be mine, Kyle. If anyone should approve the work, it should be me.”
“Mom, the house is mine and Jolie’s, and she told me I can do whatever I feel like I need to. It doesn’t belong to you.”
“It should,” her mother repeated.
“But it doesn’t,” Kyle said, letting out an exasperated sigh.
“I’ll sue, Kyle.”
“You know what? Sue your own kids. Go for it,” Kyle told her. “I have a great lawyer, Mom. I figured you would try something like this, so I already met with him about it. He tells me you have no chance of winning a lawsuit. Grandma knew what she was doing. You need to let this go.”
“I need a house, Kyle. I live in that shitty trailer.”
“You’ve chosen that life for yourself, Mom. Over and over again, you’ve made selfish decisions. You choose booze and cigarettes, and God knows what else over saving money to afford a nice apartment or keeping a job long enough to move up somewhere.”
“I was sixteen and a mom, Kyle. What did you think would happen? I had no support.”
“You had Dad for years until he couldn’t take it anymore, and he never left, Mom. He was sixteen, too, and he worked, and he was able to support himself, find someone who loved him, and help Jolie and me, too.”
“You’ve always been a daddy’s girl. Jolie is my baby.”
Kyle grew angry and said, “You leave Jolie alone.”
“She’s my daughter, and at least she loves me.”
“You don’t know what love is,” Kyle stated. “How you treat us isn’t love. And Jolie has a good life. Stop playing your mind games, and let us both be.”
“I want something, Kyle. Call it pain and suffering, but I need something for my troubles. Just give me something here.”
“If you want to sue me, go for it, Mom. You won’t win, and I’m not giving you money that you’ll just throw away. Grandma could’ve left you something, but she didn’t. I’m respecting her wishes.”
“Fine. Fuck you,” her mother snapped. “I’ll get my own attorney.”
“You do that,” Kyle replied.
Then, she heard a voice she recognized, so she looked over her mom’s shoulder. Melinda was leading a tour of the district, and Kyle didn’t know what to do. She hoped Melinda would stay in tour-guide mode and would walk right by them, pretending that she didn’t know Kyle at all because she didn’t want Melinda to ever meet her mother, but especially not right now.
“Hey,” Melinda said as she smiled wide at Kyle.
“Hi,” she replied and gave her a short wave as she’d do to a stranger who was being polite and saying hello as they passed by.
Melinda looked at her, confused, and then glanced at Kyle’s mother before she asked her group, “Can you all just give me one minute?”
‘Fuck,’ Kyle thought to herself.
“Is this Myra?” Melinda asked.
“What?” Kyle said.
“The contractor. Hi. I’m Melinda,” Melinda introduced herself and held out her hand for Kyle’s mother to shake.
“I don’t care,” the woman replied. “I’m getting a lawyer, Kyle.”
“Oh, shit,” Melinda realized then and leaned in a bit as if scrutinizing Kyle’s mother. “You do look alike a little, but it took me a minute. You’re Kyle’s mom.”
“Who the hell are you?”
“I’m her girlfriend,” Melinda replied.
“Mel, just…”
“Girlfriend? Since when do you have a girlfriend?” her mother asked.
“Mom, just go.”
“I’m on a public sidewalk. I can stay here as long as I want.” She crossed her arms over her chest. “And you can do better,” she added to Melinda. “Kyle is selfish.”
“Kyle is the least selfish person I’ve ever met, and no, I can’t do better. You could start trying to act like an actual mother and stop being such a bitch.”
“Excuse me?” Kyle’s mother returned.
“Okay. Mel, your tour.” Kyle pointed to the group of ten people standing only a few feet behind them. “And, Mom, here.” Kyle pulled Mr. Beaufort’s business card out of her pocket. “Have your attorney call mine, if you want, but just go.”
“Fuck both of you, then!” Her mother stated, snatched the card from her hand, and walked in the other direction.
“I’m sorry,” Melinda whispered. “I shouldn’t have.”
“It’s okay. But you’re working.”
“Ky, I’m sorry.”
“I know. I’m not mad. I just need to get back inside.”
“I thought you were talking to the contractor, or I–”
Kyle turned to her and said, “Babe, you just stood up to my mother for me.” She smiled. “No one’s ever done that. You don’t have to be sorry.”
“But I overstepped.”
“No, you didn’t. We’re together. If your mother ever would’ve said–” Kyle looked behind Melinda to the group and added, “Let’s talk about this later.”
“Yeah, okay.” Melinda took Kyle’s hand and gave it a squeeze. “Maybe we should start thinking about that furniture shopping you wanted to do for this place.” She winked at her.
Kyle watched Melinda as she apologized to the group for the interruption and began walking them the rest of the way down the street.



CHAPTER 30
“Oh, just talk to her already,” Bridgette said.
“About her mom? I assume that’s going to happen, but she said it was fine. I considered actually going to jail there for a minute, but I don’t think I’d do well in jail.”
“You’d be your cellmate’s bitch in a heartbeat, but I’m not talking about running into her mom. Tell her about how you desperately want her to stay and never go away.”
“We’re dating, Bridge. I think she knows I want her to stay.”
“Then, at least ask her what her plans are,” Bridgette suggested as she turned the car on the street that led to Kyle’s house, the garden one, which Kyle had requested Melinda to stay in with her that night for some reason.
“She already has. She’s staying until the house is finished.”
“And then, what happens? She leaves? Do you visit her? Does she come back here in a month or something?”
“I know we have that stuff to work out, but if I bring it up now and she says she doesn’t know when we’ll see each other again, I don’t know what I’ll do.”
“So, you’ll continue to delay this very important conversation until you’re saying goodbye to her at the airport?”
“God, don’t talk to me about airport goodbyes. I’m not ready for that.”
“I’m only saying that I think she’s in, Mel. She’s in with you. You two just need to figure out what that looks like after the house is done being fixed up.”
“We will, but not tonight. Her mom is causing all sorts of problems, and I don’t want to add to them by asking her questions she might not be ready for. I mean, what am I going to say, really? Please move here for me, even though we just met and you’re going through probably one of the most difficult parts of your life? I think I’m in love with you, and I know I told you that I move fast, and it’s always been wrong, but that’s not what’s happening now? Please trust me? You’re different?”
“All that sounds good to me,” Bridgette said before she pulled the car over and parked, turning to Melinda.
“Bridge, I can’t put all that on her.”
“Maybe not all of it, yeah, but some of it, at least.”
“Not tonight,” Melinda replied. “Now, go home. And thank you for the unnecessary ride.”
“I hardly ever have the car, so I figured why not take advantage of it.”
“Speaking of that… Why did you? You didn’t tell me.” Melinda reached into the back seat for her overnight bag.
“Just doing the replenishment today.”
“You? What happened to that company you use?”
“Nothing. We just don’t use them anymore,” Bridgette replied.
Melinda met her eyes for a second before Bridgette looked away.
“And what’s the truth?”
“I hate that you know me,” Bridgette said.
“No, you don’t.”
“No, I don’t.” Bridgette sighed, staring out the windshield. “We had to let them go.”
“Did they do something wrong?”
“No. We couldn’t afford them anymore, which is why we haven’t hired anyone else.”
“Couldn’t afford them?”
“You know how I’m supposed to take over the company one day?”
“Yeah.”
“Well, there might not be a company to take over.”
“What?” Melinda asked, turning to face her friend.
“Yeah… We’re hanging on for now, but we’ve had to cut some expenses, and we’ve already dropped some stores in order to make sure we could replenish the ones we can get to without vendors. I’m hoping I can finally convince my parents to let me open an Etsy shop or, at least, sell on Amazon or something. They’ve been hell-bent on keeping things local forever, insisting that people don’t buy greeting cards online, but that’s just not the truth.”
“I’m sorry, Bridge.”
“I’ll keep working on them. Hey, are you big on anniversaries?”
“Huh?” Melinda asked, her head spinning a bit at the change in conversation.
“Anniversaries; like, celebrating each month you’re with someone.”
“I don’t know that I’ve ever really cared about months, no. Why?”
“Kyle asked me if you did.”
“She did? When?”
“I ran into her when she was shopping and I was restocking. She asked me if you cared about that stuff.”
Melinda smiled and said, “She did?”
“Ugh! Go inside and talk to her already.”
Melinda laughed and said, “Are you sure? I can tell Ky that you and I need to hang out tonight. Sounds like you’ve got some stuff going on.”
“I’m sure. I’m tired from driving around today and need to chill out.”
“Okay. Well, call me later?”
“Tomorrow, because I suspect you’ll be a little busy tonight.”
Melinda rolled her eyes and opened the door. She waved Bridgette off and carried her bag up the stairs, where she saw Kyle standing on the other side of the screen door with a big smile on her face.
“Hi, babe,” Melinda said as Kyle opened the door for her.
“Everything okay? You were out there for a while.”
“Yeah, we were just talking about monthly anniversaries,” she said, teasing Kyle.
“I should’ve known she’d tell you,” Kyle replied.
She took Melinda’s bag and set it on the floor.
“I’ve never really celebrated them, by the way, but I wouldn’t mind doing that with you.”
“It’s silly, isn’t it?” Kyle asked as she locked the door behind Melinda.
“No, it’s not. I like that you’re thinking about that stuff.” She wrapped her arms around Kyle’s waist. “I think about it, too.”
“Yeah?” Kyle pressed her forehead to Melinda’s.
“Definitely. You’ve kind of taken my whole world and turned it upside down, Kyle Schafer.”
“I could say the same thing about you.”
Kyle connected their lips, and Melinda pushed the smell of fresh wood and paint and something else she didn’t recognize out of her nose because kissing Kyle had a way of focusing all her thoughts on the taste of her, the feel of her, and the smell of her.
“I have a surprise for you,” Kyle said as she pulled out of the kiss.
“I know the work’s not done yet, so what is it?”
“Well, I made dinner. That’s not really the surprise, but it’s almost ready. I went with something easy. It’s pizza, but from a box with a mix, not a frozen one, so hopefully, it’s good.”
“Pizza, huh?”
“Yeah. I didn’t know what you liked, so I split it in quarters and did one quarter with just cheese, one with pepperoni, one with red and green peppers, and one with pepperoni and mushroom. I hope you’ll like at least one of those.”
“All of them, actually. Not a huge fan of green peppers, but I can pick them off. Red peppers are fine.”
“Good. I made a salad, too, just in case, and there’s garlic bread.”
“Garlic?” Melinda lifted an eyebrow.
“I haven’t put that in the oven yet. Should I skip it?” Kyle asked.
Melinda nodded but decided she should probably check in with Kyle on that, too, given what had happened today.
“We don’t have to, you know? It’s been a weird day for you. We can talk and sleep.”
“You think I have to have sex with you?” Kyle asked as she ran her hands up under Melinda’s work shirt. “I want to. And, honestly, I need to.”
Melinda smiled and said, “You need to?”
“That’s how it feels: like I need to be touching you, be pressed up against you.”
“Then, yes, skip the garlic bread,” she replied. “Now, what’s this surprise?”
“Oh,” Kyle said as if she’d just remembered she had one at all. “Outside.”
“Did you buy the chairs or something?”
Melinda was pulled along by the hand.
“What? No. I thought we’d go shopping together for those.”
“Right. Sorry,” Melinda said with a smile as she walked through the kitchen.
Kyle pulled open one of the French doors, and as she pointed with her free hand now, she said, “There.”
In the garden, there were four tiki torches lit in a square around a large tent that looked like it had light coming from the inside, too.
“What’s all this?”
“Well, I don’t have any furniture here yet… And we had such an amazing night out here last time, but I don’t want to get arrested for being naked where children could see, so I thought we could sleep out here. The tent has a see-through vent thingy that we can see the stars through if we want, and I put some blankets and pillows in there. It should be pretty comfortable. The torches should keep the bugs away and give us a little light, too, until we put them out.”
Melinda turned to her girlfriend and shook her head.
“What?” Kyle asked. “Do you want to go to your place? We can. I–”
“When did you even find the time to do this?” Melinda interrupted. “Babe, you’re dealing with so much. You didn’t have to do this for me.”
“I wanted to. This garden is magical.” Kyle looked out at it for a moment before she returned her glance to Melinda. “And I just want to spend as much time in it with you as possible.”
“The pizza’s in the oven?”
“No, it’s done. I just had to make the garlic bread, but since you said you didn’t want that, dinner’s ready. We just need to set the table.”
“Later,” Melinda replied.
She pulled on Kyle’s hand until they were in front of the tent, with Kyle laughing as Melinda unzipped the thing and quickly climbed inside. Kyle followed, zipping it back up, and they knelt facing one another without moving. The sun had only just gone down, which meant they had time before the stars really showed up. Melinda laid back on top of the pile of blankets, resting her head on one of the pillows Kyle had thought to bring. Kyle moved to hover over her. Melinda didn’t wait. She connected their lips, needing to feel Kyle’s own on hers again.
“Wait,” Kyle said and sat back on her heels, straddling Melinda.
“What’s wrong? Did you really want to eat first?”
“No, it’s not that.” Kyle laughed a little. “I’m perfectly fine having a midnight snack with you while we sit out here, naked, under the stars.”
“Okay. Then, let’s start with the getting naked part, babe.”
Melinda pulled at Kyle’s T-shirt until it was off, running her hands over Kyle’s breasts, which were still covered by a black-and-gray sports bra.
“God, you’re sexy in a sports bra. You should wear them more often,”
“Mel?”
“Yeah?” she said and then added, “Babe, take off your pants.”
“I’m staying,” Kyle told her.
“Staying dressed? What? Why? We’re in the tent this time. I thought–” Melinda stopped when she checked Kyle’s eyes. She wanted to smile but needed to verify what she’d thought she’d just heard. “Babe, are you saying what I think you’re saying?”
Kyle nodded.
“But for how long, Ky? A month? Is that why you were asking Bridge about the anniversary thing?”
“No. That just popped into my head because she was stocking cards, and it made me picture getting you one for our anniversary.”
“Okay.” Melinda sat up a bit but didn’t remove her legs from underneath Kyle.
“And for good,” Kyle answered. “I want to move here.”
“You want to move to New Orleans?”
“Yes. Is that okay?”
“It’s not a decision I can make for you, Kyle. But if you want to move here, I am absolutely okay with that,” Melinda told her, chuckling. “I’m over the damn moon for that.” She placed her hands on Kyle’s stomach. “You want this for you, though, right? Not because of me? I don’t want you to move here because you’re worried about us. I want you to want to live here.”
“I want to live here,” Kyle replied. “I love it here. At first, though, I thought it was because I was seeing it through your eyes, so I wanted to make sure that I did want to live here. I do. I’ve walked around on my own a lot in the past few days, and I’ve been thinking about my life back home, and I don’t feel like it’s home, Mel. I feel like this place is.” She sighed. “I’ll miss being able to see my sister whenever I want, but she can always come here, and I can–” Kyle paused for a second. “We. We can always visit.”
“We? You and me?”
“Yes,” Kyle said. “Of course, I’d rather Jolie just come here because there’s nothing there for me anymore, but I suspect that I’ll have to go visit her once or twice. She’ll get married one day, and I’ll have little nieces and nephews to visit, too.”
Melinda finally allowed herself to smile and said, “You really want this? You won’t change your mind in a week or two?”
Kyle shook her head.
“So, you’re moving in here?”
“Oh, I don’t know. I think I should still rent it out. The money I inherited is a lot, but it’s not enough to retire on. My income is stable, but there’s not a lot left over when I have to pay for my own health insurance and put money away for a retirement fund with no employer matching it. I want to be smart, you know?”
“I know. But you seem to like this place, Ky.”
“I do. Maybe I’ll just rent it for a while and sign a lease somewhere. I can see how it goes from there.”
Melinda pulled off her own shirt and said, “From there, we could be living together.”
“That sounds nice,” Kyle replied. And when Melinda unclasped her bra, Kyle pulled it off her and added, “And looks nice, too.”
“Babe, you’re really staying?” Melinda asked, still not quite believing it.
“I’ll have to go back to pack and figure out what to do with my car and stuff, but yes, I’m staying.” Kyle lowered herself back on top of Melinda.
“I think I’m going to like celebrating all the anniversaries with you.”
“How about the anniversary of the first time we made love in a tent in this garden?” Kyle undid Melinda’s button and zipper.
“I bet that’s going to be a good one to remember later.” Melinda smiled, wrapping her arms around Kyle’s neck. “I need you pressed up against me, Kyle.”
“I need that, too,” Kyle replied, kissing her.



CHAPTER 31
“Um… Kyle? Are you in there?”
“Ky!” Melinda shifted quickly.
“What?”
“Kyle, someone’s out there,” Melinda told her.
“Out where? Go back to sleep.” Kyle pulled on Melinda’s hand to get her to come back into the soft cocoon of their blankets and body heat. “What time is it?”
“It’s ten in the morning, and you’re in a tent.”
Kyle’s eyes opened. That was not Melinda’s voice. Melinda went from scared to relieved, though, if her facial expression was any indication.
“It’s your sister,” Melinda said.
“Yes, it is. Are you two decent in there?”
“Not exactly,” Melinda replied as her eyes roamed over Kyle’s bare chest.
“Well, I’ve seen Kyle’s, so cover up, Melinda, because I’m coming in.”
“Jolie!” Kyle yelled as the zipper quickly unzipped, and Melinda rushed to lie back down and bring the blanket not just over her breasts but also over her face while Jolie zipped the tent back up.
“Hi,” Jolie said. “I have a ton of questions about this.” She looked around the tent. “For one, there’s a perfectly good house a few streets away from here that has a bed. Granted, it’s one our grandparents probably made our mom in decades ago, but still. I’m pretty sure Melinda also lives in an apartment somewhere that has a bed, too, and it’s probably a lot newer and not at all touched by our grandma.”
“Jolie, get out,” Kyle said, laughing.
Melinda was trying to find her shirt with her hand, the only part of Melinda that was now outside of the blanket.
“Here,” Jolie said, handing Melinda a shirt.
“That’s mine,” Kyle replied.
“Does it matter?” Melinda remarked from beneath the blanket.
“I think this is probably yours,” Jolie said, holding up Melinda’s black bra. “A little too big for Ky here.”
“Okay.” Kyle took the bra. “Leave my girlfriend’s bra alone.”
“Girlfriend?” Jolie said, lifting her eyebrow and waiting for Kyle to explain.
“Yes. We’re together now,” Melinda said instead. “And thank you for my bra.”
Kyle handed it to her and laughed as Melinda shifted a lot under the blanket until she emerged with Kyle’s shirt on and, likely, her own bra on underneath it. Kyle was holding the blanket to her chest, covering herself up, but she looked around for her sports bra. Finding it by Jolie’s foot a second later, she picked it up, quickly pulled it over her chest, and lay back down.
“Um… Babe,” Melinda said. “These are yours.” She held up Kyle’s underwear.
“Gross, guys,” Jolie said.
“You came in here. No one invited you,” Kyle reminded.
“It smells like sex in here,” Jolie stated. “I’m going to vent the place a little.” She unzipped the tent a bit. “So, while my sister puts her panties back on, does anyone want to tell me why you’re in the backyard?”
“We stayed out here last night,” Kyle said as she slipped into her underwear and looked over at Melinda, who was still completely covered but appeared to be doing the same thing.
“Yes, Ky. I can see that.”
“The house is being fixed up right now, so the furniture is gone. I didn’t want to have sex with my girlfriend in Grandma’s bed. And yes, Mel has a place, and we’ve stayed there for the past few nights, but we like it out here in the garden, so I wanted to surprise her.”
“But not get arrested,” Melinda added from beneath the blanket.
Kyle laughed and said, “Yeah, that.”
“So, you bought a tent and went to town on each other out here?”
“Yes,” Melinda said.
Kyle laughed again.
“And it was amazing,” Melinda added before she finally came out from under the blanket and smiled at Kyle. “She’s amazing.”
“That’s adorable,” Jolie replied.
“What are you doing here? In New Orleans?” Kyle asked.
“Mom called me and told me you were being a total bitch, so naturally, I assumed she’d done something. I came back to help, if I can.”
“Help?” Kyle asked.
Melinda handed Kyle her pants and said, “Why don’t I let you two talk? I’m dressed. I just need my shoes.”
“Here.” Jolie pointed to Melinda’s shoes in the corner.
“Thanks,” Melinda replied.
“And you don’t have to go,” Kyle said.
“I do, actually. I’m working in a couple of hours, and I need to get home to shower and change.” She seemed to have a thought. “Where’s the construction crew?”
“Oh, they’re coming this afternoon,” Kyle answered as she cupped Melinda’s cheek softly. “They had a quick job in the morning. It’s why I wanted to do this last night.”
“You are very smart,” Melinda noted before she leaned in and gave Kyle a quick kiss.
“I’ll see you later?”
“Yeah. Just come by whenever. I’m in the office today. Jolie, it was nice to see you. Maybe we can all do dinner or something?”
“Yeah, maybe,” Jolie replied.
“Maybe?” Kyle said to her sister after Melinda said her goodbyes and headed toward the house.
“Yeah, maybe,” Jolie repeated. “I don’t know how long I’m staying yet. Can we please get out of your backyard sex palace now? This is weird for me.”
“You came in here.” Kyle laughed. “Uninvited, I might add.”
Jolie went out the now-unzipped tent flap and stood, waiting for Kyle while she put on the rest of her clothes and shoes.
“I saw a half-eaten pizza in there. I took an early flight and skipped breakfast.” Jolie started toward the house.
Kyle joined her, and once they were in the kitchen, she locked the back door behind her and walked to the coffee maker she’d bought. It was a cheap one, but it would get her through on the nights that she and Melinda decided to crash in the backyard. She started up a pot and went to the table.
“So, you and Melinda? You’re a couple now?”
“Yeah, we are.”
Jolie looked at the pizza, grabbed herself a slice with the mushrooms, and asked, “What are you going to do when you go home?” She bit into the slice and started chewing.
“Um…” Kyle sat down at one of the kitchen chairs. “I’m not.”
“Not what?” Jolie asked.
“Going home.”
Jolie’s eyebrows knitted together before she sat down across from Kyle.
“You’re not going home?”
“No. This is home now.”
“A tent in the backyard?”
“I’m staying in New Orleans, Jolie.”
Jolie took another bite and nodded, thinking about whatever she was thinking about.
“You’re moving here permanently?”
“Yes,” Kyle said.
“Because of Melinda?”
“Because of me,” she replied.
Jolie nodded some more and asked, “You’re sure? You want to live here because you want to live here? Not because you met someone?”
“She’s part of it, yeah, but not all of it, and not even the biggest part.”
“And if you two break up, you’d still want to live here? Because, Kyle, I get that you like her a lot, but you just got together, and if you move here, you’d move here. Melinda is all tied up in this city for you. You’d see her everywhere.”
“I know,” Kyle replied.
“And you’re not worried about that?”
“No,” she said definitively. “I’m in love with her, Jolie.”
Jolie’s eyebrow lifted as she chewed.
“I know it sounds crazy, but it’s true. It’s always possible that things could end between us, but I don’t see that happening.”
“Most people don’t see the end coming, Kyle.”
“I know. I just mean that I can see us together for the long haul. I see Melinda at your wedding with me.”
“When am I getting married, exactly?” Jolie asked.
“Someday,” Kyle replied. “I hope someday because I know that’s what you want: marriage and kids. And I can see Melinda there with me, babysitting and feeding them tons of junk food before we hand them back off to you.”
“First of all, bitch. Second of all, that’s a lot, Ky. You’ve never talked about someone like this before.”
“I’ve never felt it before.” She shrugged a shoulder.
“You trust it?”
Kyle nodded.
“Okay. Well, it’s your life. I just love you, and I don’t want you to get hurt.”
“I know. I love you, too.”
“So, you’re leaving me with Mom?” Jolie asked.
“No. You could move here, too. I just don’t think you want to.”
“I don’t. It’s nice for a visit, but not where I want to stay forever.”
“So, you’ll visit me?”
“A few times, at least, before I have all these kids you see in my future so I can have some actual fun here.”
Kyle laughed and said, “I’ll have to go back to get my stuff. I was thinking about maybe taking Mel with me.”
“Don’t, Ky.”
“No?”
“Our life up there isn’t exactly simple. I’ll help you pack up, and if you want, I’ll take a few days off, and we can drive your car down here together. I’ll fly back up when it’s time for me to go. It can be a sister road trip since we won’t be seeing each other all the time anymore. Then, leave all that complicated mess up there and start over with Melinda down here.”
“I guess,” Kyle said. “I’m just that lame person now who doesn’t want to be without her for even a few days.”
“I wondered when that would happen for you.” Jolie smiled. “She’s great, Ky.”
“She is, yeah.” Kyle smiled back as the coffee maker on the counter began to gurgle.
“So… Mom said she met her.”
“Ugh.” Kyle stood up, needing to be standing if they were going to talk about their mother now. “She came here to yell at me about how she’s owed everything, and we should have gotten nothing, and Melinda was giving a tour.”
“Mom actually gave her a compliment. Well, it’s a compliment coming from her, but she said she kind of liked Melinda because she had spunk.”
Kyle laughed and said, “I think if Mel didn’t have a tour group standing right behind her, she might have tried to start a fight.”
“Defending your honor? I like it.” Jolie nodded as she finished her slice of pizza. “So, what happens now?”
“She said she was going to sue me. What did she tell you?”
“Just that she was pissed and wanted my help. She asked if I could represent her, even though I’m not a lawyer, or if I could get a lawyer from the firm to represent her.”
“What did you say?”
“No, Ky. Of course, I said no. Did you really think I’d help her?”
“You told her about the money and the houses.”
“That was a slip, and it shouldn’t have happened.”
“She has a way of getting to you, Jolie.”
“I know. I’m working on it. It’s why I’m here, actually.”
“What do you mean?” she asked, pouring herself a cup of coffee.
“I don’t want her to use me to get to you anymore, Kyle. It’s not fair to you. It’s supposed to be you and me against everyone else, and I’ve not always done a great job with that.”
“She’s your mom. I understand.”
“But you’ve always been more of a mom-sister hybrid to me than she’s been an actual mother. Kyle, you’re only three years older, and you raised me. You were the one who made sure there was always something for me to eat. Don’t think I didn’t notice that sometimes, it meant that you went without. You’d steal a bite of my sandwich, and that would be your entire dinner some nights. I don’t know that I’ve ever said thank you for that.”
“I’m the big sister. You don’t have to thank me.”
“What she said to you the other day really pissed me off, Kyle. She told you she never wanted you, and that might have been true because I don’t know many accidentally pregnant sixteen-year-olds who truly want the baby at that age, but she had no right to say that to you. You are not the reason her life has sucked. It sounds like she’s been the cause all along. Grandma didn’t kick her out; Mom left. I think she’s spent the rest of her life trying to wrestle with the consequences of her own actions and blaming us. Well, blaming you, mainly.”
“Maybe,” Kyle said.
“So, no; I told her I wasn’t helping her. I told her to leave you alone and that all of this was your decision. Then, I booked the next flight out and requested some more time off work for another family emergency.”
“You should’ve told me you were coming. I would’ve–”
“Picked me up in the non-existent car you have down here?” Jolie laughed. “Besides, had I done that, you wouldn’t have gotten at least a few hours of sleep.” She winked.
“I don’t know what Mom is going to do. I’m kind of hoping it’s like everything else: she makes a bunch of threats and gives up. But it’s money, so I doubt it.”
“Have you thought about giving her just a little something to make her leave you alone?”
“I did, but Mr. Beaufort said that rarely ends well. Once she knows I’m willing to give her something, she’ll just expect more.”
“Knowing our mother, that’ll definitely be the case,” Jolie replied on a sigh. “Okay. So, we give her nothing.”
“That means you, too, Jolie. You can’t give in if I’m holding firm.”
“I won’t. But I think it would be helpful to me if you’d do something for me.”
“What?”
“Take it all.”
“Huh?”
“Kyle, I don’t need these properties. I don’t want the house Grandma and Grandpa lived in. And this one will be beautiful, I’m sure, but I don’t want it, either. Let me sign my share over to you.”
“You should sell me your half, then,” Kyle replied.
“No, just take them. Take the money, too. I’ll transfer it all into your account.”
“What? No. Jolie, you need it.”
“Just keep it. If something comes up and I need it, I’ll let you know. If I have it in my accounts, though, no matter how strong I might be, she’ll find a way, Kyle. I can’t let that happen. I might change my mind in a year or two, and if so, give me my money back.” Jolie laughed. “But for now, if I don’t have it, she can’t get it from me.”
“Are you sure? You could buy a house up there.”
“I will. One day, I’ll buy a house with my husband, and I’ll ask for some of it then. For now, though, I don’t need it, so it just feels like this albatross hanging around my neck. This would help me, Ky. And that’s especially true if you’re not there to help me when she gives me those puppy-dog eyes and tells me she needs cash.”
Kyle nodded and said, “Okay. If that’s what you want. But I’ll see about putting it in a special account. Maybe some of it would go into an investment account or something.”
“Whatever you think is best. I trust you.”
“Okay. We can go to the bank and take care of it, if you want.”
“That would be great, yes,” Jolie replied before she stood and walked over to the counter, where Kyle was still standing. “Is that the shitty chicory stuff or actual coffee?”



CHAPTER 32
“Jolie, hey,” Melinda said.
“Hey. Is it okay that I’m here?”
“Yeah, of course,” she replied and looked behind Jolie.
“She’s not here,” Jolie said. “She’s at the bank right now. She told me to stop by and let you know that she’s going to be a little late.”
“The bank?”
“My fault,” Jolie explained. “I told her I didn’t want the money or the houses. She’s talking to someone about moving my half to her account and setting something up. I don’t know. She explained it all to me, but it went in one ear and out the other.”
“Oh,” Melinda said.
She’d been running the register while Jill went out for a quick break and had expected Kyle and Jolie to stop by, but not for it to just be Kyle’s sister, with whom she’d never spent time alone.
“Should I go? I can occupy myself around the Quarter until she gets back.” Jolie hooked a thumb at the front door of NOLA Guides.
“What? No. We’re not busy today, and I’m just covering the register for Jill, who will be right back. Then, I’ll work in the office. I’m basically the manager of this place. I do tours for fun most of the time, and the tips are good, but I’ll take it over one day.”
Jolie smiled, leaned over the counter, and asked, “Are you trying to look good for the little sister?”
“Yes. How am I doing? You haven’t seen my kick-ass apartment. Want to go up there and–”
“Melinda, you don’t have to impress me.”
“You’re all Kyle has,” Melinda replied seriously. “No offense, but I really don’t give a crap what your mother thinks about me. I guess I should care about what your dad thinks. Ky said he’s a good guy, but he’s not here, and you are.”
“Ky, huh?” Jolie smirked. “Cute that you call her that now.”
“It’s easier, and I like calling her that.” Melinda smiled.
Then, the front door opened, and a man and a woman walked in.
“One sec,” Melinda added to Jolie. “Welcome to NOLA Guides. How can I help you?”
“We were hoping to go on a vampire tour,” the man said.
“Sure. We have one every night.”
“Tonight?” the woman asked.
“No problem. Let me get you taken care of,” Melinda replied.
When she pulled up the tour and gave them the price, the man pulled out his wallet and handed her his credit card. She charged it and gave them their tickets. Within a couple of minutes, they were out the door, and Jolie and Melinda were left alone.
“Kyle is the big sister. She’s taken care of me my whole life. She’s my best friend in the world. I’d do anything for her, and I only want what’s best for her,” Jolie stated, causing Melinda to swallow. “I don’t know you very well, but my sister is the happiest she’s ever been in her life. She says that it’s because of New Orleans and that even if the two of you don’t work out, she wants to stay here. I believe her. I believe she’ll finally be happy here. I just have a feeling you’ll be a part of that.”
“God, I hope so,” Melinda replied. “I’m crazy about her.”
“I can see that.”
“Not just because of the sex. You caught us this morning, so you might be thinking I’m in it for that.”
Jolie laughed and said, “I try not to think about sex and my sister in the same sentence whenever possible, so no, I wasn’t thinking that. Besides, she told me how magical you both seem to find that garden.”
“It is magical.” Melinda smiled.
“I guess. It looks like a garden to me, but whatever works for you two.”
The doors opened again, and Kyle walked in, all smiles.
“Hey, babe,” Melinda greeted.
“Did she say anything I need to apologize for?” Kyle asked as she walked behind the counter and over to her.
“No,” Melinda said, smiling back.
“Hi,” Kyle said before she leaned in for a quick kiss.
“This is a place of business, lovebirds,” Jolie noted.
“Shut up.” Kyle laughed.
“Did you get it taken care of?” Jolie asked.
“I did. The houses will take longer, obviously, but I called Mr. Beaufort on the way here, and he said he can take care of it for us. We’d just have to go in and sign the paperwork. He’s going to move quickly since you’re here now.”
“Cool. I’m ready to sign whenever you are. The faster I get this stuff out of my hands, the faster I get to tell Mom to leave me alone.”
“Leave you alone?” Melinda asked.
“Ky’s taking me out of the equation.” Jolie shrugged. “Of the two of us, I’m somehow the one Mom has been able to pressure into just about anything. So, this way, she can’t because I won’t have anything.”
“But Kyle will,” Melinda said.
“Yeah,” Jolie replied, looking confused.
“So, you’re putting it all on Kyle?”
“It’s okay,” Kyle said. “It’s better this way.”
“But you’ve already had to deal with her so far, and now, she’ll come for everything.”
“She’s not going to get it,” Kyle replied.
“No offense, Jolie, but it seems to me that you’re giving away this stuff so that Kyle has to be the one to handle your mom because you don’t want to.”
“None taken. You’re right,” Jolie said, to Melinda’s surprise. “But Kyle is stronger than I am. She always has been.”
“She shouldn’t have to be,” Melinda argued.
“Hey, we don’t–”
“No, you’re right,” Jolie interrupted Kyle. “And I kind of dig you standing up for my sister. I can see why my mom said you were spunky.”
“I’m not trying to be spunky,” Melinda said softly.
“You’re just trying to take care of my sister, and I think that’s great. I fully support it. You should know that I hate that I can’t seem to stand up to my mother whenever Kyle isn’t around. She has this way of figuring out exactly what card to play with me every single time. Sometimes, I don’t give in, and I manage to get her to give up, but with this much money and these houses that I don’t want anyway, she’d find a way how to get what she wants. She’s not above taking my phone when I’m in the bathroom and unlocking it with my password that she’ll figure out somehow. She’d go into my banking app or Venmo, and she’d take the money that way. It might be little by little or even all at once. She’s the kind of person who would do that and leave, packing a bag and running away. That’s our mother.” Jolie shrugged again. “If Ky is down here, though, if she’s got control of everything, Mom won’t get it. She won’t win. Kyle will.” Jolie smiled. “Kyle finally wins because she’s got a brand-new life with a girlfriend who clearly cares about her, a beautiful house, and no mom who’s treated her like crap for her whole life. She’s got money to support herself and whatever family she wants to have one day. She’s also got a little sister who’s going to do better with their horrible mother and finally support her how she should have all along.”
Melinda looked at Kyle, who was smiling at her sister, who had just given a very nice speech.
“Well, that’s all I ask,” Melinda joked.
Kyle and Jolie laughed just as Jill opened the door.
“Oh, hey,” Jill said.
“Hi,” Melinda replied. “Jill, this is Jolie. Jolie, this is Jill. Jolie is Kyle’s sister.”
“Nice to meet you. I thought you left.”
“I did. I came back,” Jolie replied.
“We should leave you alone. You’re working,” Kyle said.
“No. Jill’s back. I can take a break.”
“Are you sure?” Kyle asked.
“Why don’t you two hang out? I want to stop by a shop I saw on the way here. Can I meet you at Grandma’s?” Jolie asked.
“Are we still going to grab dinner tonight?”
“Yeah, if Melinda is up for it,” Jolie replied.
“Bridgette texted, wanting to know if we wanted to hang out. I think something’s going on with her and work, so I was hoping I could invite her. Jill, do you want to grab dinner with us?”
“I can’t. I’ve got a date tonight.”
“Date?” Melinda asked as she turned around to face Jill, who was dropping her purse off in the back office.
“Yes. It’s a first date. I met her online. Don’t make a big deal out of it.”
“We could triple date,” Jolie suggested. “I mean, I’m not gay, but maybe Bridgette will tolerate not getting any if I buy her dinner, at least.”
Melinda, Kyle, and Jill all laughed.
“I think you can double date. But if my first date is awful, maybe I can text you, and you can give me an out-call?” she asked Melinda.
“You bet. I’ll go with, ‘Meteor about to hit the gulf, so you need to pack up and leave,’” Melinda joked.
“Maybe just text me,” Jill said, rolling her eyes.
“I’ll see you at Grandma’s,” Jolie said, waving at them.
“Okay,” Kyle replied.
A minute later, Melinda and Kyle were lying on her sofa, taking full advantage of Melinda’s break.
“Are you sure this is okay?” she asked as Kyle kissed her neck.
“Um… It’s pretty okay to me. You smell good.”
“I meant the Jolie stuff.”
“You’re bringing up my sister when I’m about to slide my hand into your pants?” Kyle lifted herself to look at her.
“She’s putting it all on you, Ky.”
“She’s right, though: our mother would find a way to take it from her. This way, she can’t.”
“But your mom is still here.”
“I’ll deal with her.”
“She’s your mom, babe. Are you sure you’re okay?”
“It’s probably hard for someone like you to understand.” Kyle sat up, straddling Melinda. “You grew up with two loving parents. Our dad does the best he can and always has, but he didn’t live with us, and he never really tried to fight for us, to get custody and take us away from our mom, no matter how bad things got. So, yes, I’ve got some issues, but now, I can finally afford to talk to a therapist about them, which I do plan on doing.”
“I didn’t mean to suggest that you need therapy.”
“I know.” Kyle chuckled. “Mel, I think I might keep the garden house.”
“To rent out?”
“No, I mean keep it, keep it. I think I want to move in.”
“Really?” Melinda asked as she ran her hands up and down Kyle’s thighs over her pants.
“I keep picturing it, and I also talked to Jolie today. We walked around, and she pointed out a room she’d like to stay in whenever she visits. There are other rooms for her future kids to stay in and for my future kids to sleep in.”
Melinda nodded.
“Do you think you could live there, maybe? I mean, one day. Not tomorrow. I know–”
“You’re asking me if I’d ever live in a beautiful house in the Garden District with you?”
“I guess so, yes. I know you have this place and that your commute to work is all of thirty seconds.”
“It would change to a ten-minute walk,” Melinda told her. “If I walked slowly.”
Kyle laughed and said, “I feel like this city is full of potential for me, and you’re part of that. I want that garden to be our garden one day. There’s no pressure for us to move any faster than we are already. I just wanted you to know that those are my thoughts right now. I’ll move in when the renovations are done. I can rent out the other house or sell it. When we’re ready, you could move in, and we’d have a home. I’ve never really had a home.”
Melinda smiled up at her and replied, “That all sounds pretty perfect to me, babe.”
“It does?”
“Only if you stay here with me several times a week, at least, during those renovations, or if you get a new bed in your grandma’s house.”
Kyle laughed and said, “I’ll happily stay here whenever. You’re here.”
“I like the idea of you working up here while I’m downstairs in the office. I can imagine so many afternoon-delight situations.”
“Like right now?” Kyle asked.
“I’ve only got about fifteen minutes. Jill has to leave for a tour, and I need to cover the office until Lacey gets here.”
“I can do a lot in fifteen minutes.” Kyle lowered herself and unbuttoned Melinda’s khakis, unzipping them right after.
“Well, I don’t have a ten-minute commute yet, so feel free to take advantage of the full fifteen.”
Kyle kissed her slowly, and Melinda pictured the future Kyle had thought of for them. When Kyle’s hand moved into her panties, Melinda thought about how this could be her life now. For the next few weeks, Kyle could work up here while she worked downstairs, and they could have lunch together and moments like this where Kyle stroked her firmly, slowly coaxing an orgasm out of her. After that, Kyle would move into a beautiful house that she’d make her home, and Melinda would spend nights with her there, falling asleep in her arms and maybe even some nights under the stars in the garden. Someday, Melinda would also pack up her things in this apartment and move into that house. And if the fortune teller from the Square was right, one day, after all that, she and Kyle would have kids in those bedrooms.
How had her life changed so significantly so quickly? Only a few weeks ago, she’d been at a pub, helping Bridgette figure out how to talk to a beautiful tourist who had ordered food to-go. Now, that tourist had her fingers deftly stroking Melinda’s clit while her lips were against her neck, pressing, sucking, and nibbling, making Melinda’s hips rock up into the touch, and they were talking about having a life together.
“Yes! Don’t stop!”
“I won’t,” Kyle said softly into her ear. “Come for me now, and we’ll have ten more minutes for you to come for me again.”
“What about you?” she asked.
“Later. I’m not going anywhere.”
And Melinda knew that was true.



CHAPTER 33
“I’ve got the paperwork ready for you, and our notary is ready as well, so we just need your signatures,” Mr. Beaufort said. “I do want to double-check that this is what you want to do.” He looked at Jolie. “You’d be giving these houses to your sister.”
“I’m selling them for one dollar each, actually. I want one of those pressed pennies from Café Du Monde.”
Kyle laughed and rolled her eyes at her sister.
“Well, okay. Let me get the notary in here, and we’ll get started.” Mr. Beaufort left the conference room.
“I’ll ask again, too,” Kyle said.
“I want that pressed penny, Ky. Two of them. One from the café and one from the Riverwalk.”
“I’m serious, Jolie,” Kyle replied.
“I know. So am I. But given Melinda’s concerns, I want to make sure that you’re good with this, too. It puts all the pressure on you, like she said. I hadn’t thought about it like that before she brought that up, but it’s true.”
“I’m used to it.” Kyle shrugged.
“But it won’t put a damper on this whole new life thing you’re working on?”
“No,” she replied. “I need to finally just deal with this, with her, and move on. If you don’t have any of this inheritance to give her, that actually helps my cause.”
“Okay. Here we go,” Mr. Beaufort said as he walked back into the room with a woman who held a book and a stamp.
An hour and a half later, Kyle was the proud one-hundred-percent owner of two houses and had more money in the bank than she’d ever thought she’d see in her entire life.
“I did something at the bank yesterday,” Kyle revealed.
They walked outside, and Kyle reached for her phone to order a car.
“What?”
“I set up a savings account for those possible future kids of yours. It’s in my name for now, but eventually, we’ll move it over to them. My plan is to rent out Grandma’s house. All the money the rental makes will go into that account. I started them out with some money, too, but Mom won’t be able to get to it. I’m telling you because I’m trusting you not to tell her about it at all, even though it’s my account. I need to know, Jolie, that you can have this information, and it’s not a risk that one day, when you have kids, and they’re ready to go off to college or join the military or work as a tour guide, they’ll be able to use all this money and it won’t be Mom taking advantage of it.”
Jolie thought for a moment as Kyle ordered their car, looking up to meet Jolie’s eyes.
“Let’s call her.”
“Mom?”
“Yes. Let’s meet with her,” Jolie said.
“Why?”
“To tell her about all this; not the savings account, but that she won’t be able to take advantage of me anymore. That the money isn’t in my hands, and neither are the homes. Let’s tell her together that she’s not getting anything and that she needs to get her life together herself. I’ll be right there with you. I’ll be firm, Ky.”
“Are you sure? That’s a lot. She’s angry right now, Jolie. She’s trying to find an attorney.”
“I know. I can handle it. It’s about time, anyway,” Jolie replied.
“Okay. If you’re sure.”
Jolie reached for her own phone and quickly pressed the screen, putting it to her ear.
“Mom?” She paused. “Can you meet Ky and me?”
Kyle hadn’t been prepared for her to call their mother right away, but she’d go with this if it meant they’d finally be able to tackle their mother together.
“Yes, we want to talk to you.” Jolie paused again, rolling her eyes at Kyle in exasperation. “No, you don’t need to bring a lawyer. Mom, we’re your kids. Will you just meet us?”
“Where?” Kyle whispered.
Jolie looked around and said, “There’s a diner. I’ll text you the info, okay? Meet us there in a half hour.”
Kyle saw the diner Jolie was referring to. A minute later, Jolie hung up and sent their mother the address.
“Why here?”
“Because it’ll be a public place; less likely for her to make a scene. And it’s not in the Quarter or the Square or anywhere you’re likely to go again. If this goes sideways, I don’t want you to have a bad memory of Jackson Square because of our mother.”
Kyle smiled at her younger sister before she canceled their shared-ride car and they walked toward the diner, where they were sat in a booth. Minutes later, they both had a cup of coffee in their hands, but neither of them had taken a drink yet. It was more to have something to do with their hands than because they needed the coffee. They also weren’t talking while they waited on their mother. At first, Jolie had wanted to come up with a game plan, but they’d both decided it might be best to just go with it, let Kyle take the lead, and try to make this as quick as possible.
“I didn’t know you were here,” their mother said once she arrived at their booth.
“I flew in yesterday,” Jolie said. “Sit.” She motioned to the other side of the booth, which they’d left empty for their mother.
“I assume I’m here so we can avoid the messy lawyer stuff?”
“Yes,” Jolie replied.
“Great. When can I expect–”
“Never,” Jolie interrupted.
Kyle turned her head toward her sister.
“Sorry?” their mother said in disbelief.
“Mom, Grandma left Kyle and me this money. It’s not yours.”
“I came here because I thought we could be civil and get this done,” their mother said.
“And we are. It’ll be done today,” Jolie replied. “You won’t be able to get anything from me anymore because I don’t have anything. I transferred everything Grandma left me to Kyle, and Kyle isn’t giving you any of it.”
“You gave Kyle all of the money?! What about the houses?”
“Those, too. She owns them outright now.”
“Then, I’ll have to hire an attorney.”
“You can try that, but Kyle has one already, and he’s one of the best in the city. He says you have no case, and I believe him. Grandma made sure to be very clear in her will. She didn’t just give everything to us; she specifically said that you get nothing.”
“She did not,” their mother huffed.
“Ky and I watched the video today, Mom. She did. You should watch it. She wasn’t trying to be mean to you, but you took her grandchildren away from her. She never got to meet us because of you, and she wanted us to have something from her because of that. You never told us about the cards, about the calls on our birthdays and Christmas, about how Dad tried to get you to go home, or at least, let us talk to our grandparents. You never did anything except make us feel like your two biggest mistakes.”
“I did not.”
“You told Kyle that you never wanted her,” Jolie stated. “How dare you say that to my sister? She raised me when you couldn’t or wouldn’t.”
“She didn’t raise you. I didn’t see Kyle paying rent on the trailer.”
“Kyle started making me dinner when she was five years old, Mom.”
“I had to work.”
“You had to drink,” Jolie remarked. “You had to be out with friends, and you had to not come home some nights. Ky woke me up and got me to school. Ky packed a lunch for me when she could. You’ve treated her like all this was her fault, and none of it was. You messed up when you were a kid, Mom. I don’t know why or what caused it, but you did that. Somehow, Kyle and I ended up all right, and she’s been trying to get me to finally stop giving in when you push me, and I’m ready for that now.”
“So, this is your fault, as usual,” their mother retorted.
Kyle tried not to be offended by that, not to let it sting her like everything else their mother had always said to her. This was only one of her many comments, and it wasn’t even the worst the woman had thrown at her.
“That’s enough,” Jolie stated firmly as she leaned over the table. “You will leave her alone starting now. You will leave both of us alone starting now. If you ever want any kind of relationship with us, you will get yourself some help. I don’t care if it’s rehab or a therapist or what, but you’ll figure it out.”
“How am I supposed to pay for that?”
Jolie looked to Kyle then.
“I will agree to pay a therapist,” Kyle said. “And if they recommend rehab, to pay for that. But, Mom, if you leave early, I won’t pay for it. You’d have to foot the bill.”
“I don’t need rehab,” the woman guffawed.
“You need something,” Jolie replied. “You have to deal with this, Mom. I won’t be there anymore to pick you up when you’re drunk and make sure you get to work so that you don’t lose your job. And Ky is moving here, so she won’t be there, either. This is it. This is your chance to try to finally be a decent mother and to stop treating your kids like shit because you screwed up decades ago.”
“Therapy is expensive.”
“Yeah. And if you go, I’m paying the therapist. You’re not getting any money. It goes straight to them. You never touch it.”
“Why are you like this?” their mother asked, shaking her head.
“Because you’ve forced us here, Mom. You’ve threatened to take money from your children.”
“Because–”
“No. You don’t deserve it. You deserve this conversation, and that’s it,” Jolie interrupted her again. “Those are the terms, Mom. If you ever want any kind of relationship with me, us, our own future families, you will drop this inheritance thing. You will get some help. You will work through whatever it is that you need to work through. Until then, we’re done, Mom. I don’t want to see you. I can’t visit. It’s not healthy for me.”
“Same for me,” Kyle added.
“She wasn’t a perfect mother, either,” their mother said in response.
“Grandma?” Jolie asked.
“She wasn’t a saint.”
“How would we know, Mom? We never got to meet her,” Kyle replied.
“She would’ve made me move home.”
“Why would that have been so bad?”
“We were too different. She wanted me to be something I wasn’t, and I wanted her to just understand.”
“Sounds familiar,” Kyle said.
Their mother stared at her for a minute, and Kyle wasn’t sure how to read her expression, so she wrapped her hands around her now-cold coffee.
“I won’t get a lawyer, but I’m not happy.”
“No one asked if you were happy,” Jolie replied. “We’re not exactly happy, either. The difference is that we want to try to be, and you can either be in the way of that or get out of it, Mom.”
“What did you do to her?” their mother asked, looking at Kyle still. “She was never like this before.”
“She made me strong,” Jolie replied for Kyle. “She’s my big sister, and she made me strong. I’m just finally ready to show her that.”
Kyle’s eyes welled with tears that she didn’t want to shed right now, so she did her best to hold them in.
“I don’t know about rehab or therapy. I couldn’t get time off from work, anyway,” their mother excused.
“Then, we’ll talk when you figure out how to get whatever help you’re going to get,” Jolie said. “Until then, Mom, the money train has left the station, and the taking-care-of-you part of my life has to be over. You’re my mom. You’re supposed to be taking care of me until you’re super old and need us to help change your adult diapers or something. This isn’t supposed to be how it is.”
“I won’t wear adult diapers,” the woman replied.
“We all will eventually. No shame in that,” Jolie said.
Kyle chuckled a little under her breath until her mother’s gaze landed on her own again, but it didn’t seem angry or unreadable this time. It was almost sad. Had something Jolie said finally gotten through to her?
“I’ll book a flight home.”
“Good,” Jolie said.
“I’m not going to rehab.”
“Some kind of therapy?” Kyle asked.
“You’ll pay for it?”
“I want to be clear, Mom: I’m only paying for the billable therapy hours. I won’t pay for anything else. I will work it out with them that they are not to give you any money. If you try to run some kind of refund scam where you get me to pay for more sessions than you’re receiving and try to get them to give you the extra money, it won’t work. I’ll warn them. I’ll double-check everything.”
“Sounds like a full-time job,” Jolie noted. “Don’t do that to her, Mom. Take this seriously. Just do this, please. You’ve never done anything for us. Do this. I’ll go to the therapist’s office myself to make sure you’re there if I have to.”
“Oh, and Jolie gets to help pick out the therapist.”
“What?” their mother protested. “It’s supposed to be my therapy that I don’t even need.”
“You’re not going to pick someone who makes it easy and gives you gold stars. You need to find someone who can help you deal with whatever you need to deal with, Mom.”
“If they want me to go in with you or Ky one day, we can talk about doing that as well so we can all start trying to heal together,” Jolie offered.
“Family therapy? I tried that once. It didn’t work.”
“No, you didn’t try. That was the problem. This time, you will, or that’ll be it, Mom. I can’t have you in my life if you’re going to keep making Kyle feel awful or if you’re going to call me one day, while I’ve got my kids in my car, and ask me to pick you up from a bar because you’re too drunk to drive home. I won’t continue this cycle.”
“I won’t, either,” Kyle added.
“You’re having kids now, too? With this Melinda?”
“Mom, we’re making progress here. Don’t say anything you’ll regret later.”
Her mom nodded and said, “I like her. She’s…”
“Spunky?” Kyle finished.
“She stood up for you.”
“She did.”
“I never did that,” her mother said.
“No, you didn’t,” Kyle replied, sighing and then swallowing.
“I didn’t know how to, Kyle.”
“I know,” she said.
“Mom, learn how. Get help,” Jolie added, placing her hand on top of their mother’s on the table. “Please. It’s been over thirty years. Just stop fighting and try.”
Their mother didn’t say anything at first. She just looked around the diner instead.
“Where’s the waiter? I’m hungry.”
Jolie pulled her hand away and turned to Kyle.
“Do you two want something to eat?” their mother asked. “Pancakes? My treat.”
“Sure, Mom,” Kyle replied, recognizing this as their mother taking that important first step.
“Mom, Ky is going to buy me a couple of pressed pennies today. Do you want to come with us before you fly home?” Jolie asked.
The woman shook her head and said, “No, I think I’ll let you girls have your fun.”
“It’s the best we’re going to get for now,” Kyle said softly to Jolie. “I’m proud of you,” she whispered, smiling at her younger sister, who smiled back at her.



CHAPTER 34
“Are you sure you want me here?” Melinda asked.
“Yes. You don’t have to be if you don’t want to be, though,” Kyle replied.
“No, I want to be. It just seems like a family thing.”
“Since we’re already on our way, it kind of feels like a moot point, doesn’t it?” Jolie reasoned.
“When do you go home?” Kyle asked as she leaned forward and turned to Jolie.
“In two hours. You know that. Walk faster,” Jolie replied.
Melinda was holding Kyle’s hand as they walked through the massive cemetery outside of the city. The mausoleums with their concrete angels and crosses rose up around them. Melinda had always been fascinated with the cemeteries in Louisiana. Due to being below sea level, people weren’t really buried. They got mausoleums that sometimes held other members of their family. It was yet another way to indicate how much money a person or a family had had. It wasn’t supposed to be the size that counted, but some of the mausoleums were massive while others were much smaller. Some had little to no decoration, while others had massive saints and ornate stone carvings.
They’d driven to the cemetery in Bridgette’s car, had gone into the office together to ask where their grandmother was buried, and had been given a map with a circle on it. Now, they were walking along the path to that section of the cemetery. Kyle had asked her to go with them, and Melinda wanted to be supportive, but she also didn’t want to get in the way of her and Jolie saying their goodbyes.
When Kyle stopped, Melinda looked ahead.
“We’re here,” Jolie said.
Melinda let go of Kyle’s hand, expecting the two women to walk ahead a few more steps and leave her behind. Instead, Kyle looked down at their now-unconnected hands and reconnected them, entwining their fingers and giving Melinda a smile that said that she wanted her to be there, too. Melinda nodded, and they walked a few more steps toward the mausoleum, which held not only Kyle’s grandmother but also her grandfather. There were two doors and an angel on either side, along with stone-carved vines and a cross atop the mausoleum.
“So, I don’t know what to say,” Jolie began after a long moment of silence. “I wanted to say goodbye, but it’s really more of a hello, huh?”
“Yeah, kind of,” Kyle replied.
They didn’t say anything else for another minute, so Melinda thought they might need some help.
“Um… Hi. I’m Kyle’s girlfriend, Melinda.”
Kyle turned to her, looking surprised.
“Did you not want to be out with her? Maybe I should have said friend,” Melinda added.
Kyle laughed and replied, “I’m holding your hand, so I think she knows.”
“They,” Jolie corrected. “Grandpa’s in there, too.” She pointed.
“Well, hello. It’s nice to meet you,” Melinda said.
Jolie laughed and said, “It’s weird. We’re talking to a headstone.”
“We’re just telling them that we’re here and that we’re good,” Kyle said. “So that they know.”
“But it’s either you believe that they’re watching over us, so they know already, or you don’t, in which case, we’re just talking to stone,” Jolie replied.
“You wanted to come here,” Kyle said.
“I thought Mom would come.”
“Oh, Jolie,” Kyle said, patting her sister on the shoulder. “We made some progress, but you can’t expect her to want to move three steps right away. We were lucky to get her to agree to take steps, period.”
“I know.” Jolie looked around. “Can I have a minute? I just want to walk around for a bit. Then, we can go.”
“Yeah, of course,” Kyle replied.
Jolie began walking in the direction of the office, but she walked slowly, taking in the other mausoleums as she went.
“Think she’s okay?”
“Talking to Mom like that took a lot out of her, I think. She really laid in. It was pretty epic.”
“I’m glad. Is that wrong?”
“No,” Kyle said.
“I just didn’t want her to lay everything on you.” Melinda leaned into Kyle’s side.
“I know. She didn’t. I thought I’d have to lead the whole thing, but she took it and ran with it. My mom might actually consider seeing a therapist. It’s not likely, but she said she’d think about it, and she bought us pancakes.”
“That’s good, babe,” Melinda replied.
Kyle turned back to the mausoleum and said, “Grandma and Grandpa, this is Melinda. She is my girlfriend. We haven’t known each other all that long, but it’s real, and I’m crazy about her. I never got the chance to come out to you when you were alive, so… Surprise, I guess? I’m gay. I’m also going to move here and into the house. I thought you should know that, too. Melinda and I might end up making it a home one day. I wish I would’ve gotten a chance to meet you both. Maybe I should’ve defied Mom years ago. I don’t know. I do know that things haven’t ever been easy where she’s concerned, and I hope you two aren’t up there thinking any of that is your fault. I think it’s just her. I hope she tries, but after years and years, I’ve finally decided to try myself; try to have a new life here, in the place you loved and called home. So, I guess I just wanted you to know that. Thank you for… everything.”
Melinda rested her head on Kyle’s shoulder, wanting to be there for her the best way that she knew how. Jolie stood by the car and waited for them, and when Kyle was done, they drove, mostly in silence, to the airport. Melinda waited in the car while Kyle said goodbye to her sister. Then, Kyle climbed back inside, and Melinda drove them out of the airport and onto the highway.
“So, what are your plans for the evening?” she asked.
“Whatever you’re doing,” Kyle replied.
“Dropping the car off at Bridgette’s and taking you back to my place.”
“That’s it?” Kyle checked. “You don’t want to hit the town?”
“Hit the town? Who are you?” Melinda laughed.
“I just meant go out. You don’t want to go out?”
“No, I want to stay in with you,” Melinda said, taking Kyle’s hand and entwining their fingers.
“Okay,” Kyle replied.
She turned to look out the side window, and Melinda wondered if it really was okay.
“Ky?”
Kyle turned back without saying anything.
“Do you want to go out tonight?”
“I don’t know. I was just thinking it might be fun. My mom is gone. Jolie is about to board. And I made some big decisions recently. I thought we could go out and unwind.”
“We can go out. Where do you want to go?”
“Now, I feel like you want to stay in.”
“It’s not that, Kyle. This place has a way of sucking people into it. I don’t usually go out a lot. You just met me at a time when Bridgette was hunting for a new lady love, and she’s not a huge fan of online dating.”
“So, you’re saying I shouldn’t get used to us going out every night and partying all the time?”
“Yeah, that’s what I’m saying. I’m more of a homebody than you know, probably.”
“You’re getting nervous now, aren’t you?” Kyle asked.
“Nervous? About what?”
“Now, it’s real: I’m here.”
“I’m confused. Were you somewhere else before?” she joked off.
“I mean that before, I was leaving at some point, and this was new and fun. We know by now that it’s real and can be something more than fun, but I was still going back home, and we would’ve been figuring out how to do long-distance. Now, I’m moving here, and you think I’ll find you boring or something.”
“I am not nervous,” she said as she pulled them off the highway.
“No?”
“No. I just want to make sure you know that I’m pretty boring.”
Kyle laughed and said, “You are anything but boring.”
“I really am, though. I give tours, and I go home. I read and drink coffee and go out when my friends need me there to wingwoman, but that’s about it, Ky.”
“Babe, you literally took me on a helicopter ride.”
“Because I was wooing you. I’ve wooed. You’re here. We’re together.”
Kyle laughed wildly and asked, “So, the wooing is already done?”
“Some of it, at least. I mean, I’ll give you a foot rub every now and then, maybe,” she teased.
“Well, I do love a good foot rub,” Kyle replied.
“Okay… I’m a little worried, yeah,” Melinda admitted. “It just kind of hit me when we dropped Jolie off: you’re staying here.”
“I am.”
“And we’re together.”
“Yes, we are.”
“And it’s been a whirlwind, but that’ll change now that things are settled between you and your mom, and we’re not worried about our end date because you’re not leaving.”
“So, does that mean we’ll have sex less since we’re not trying to have as much as possible before I go?”
“What? No,” Melinda said seriously.
“Okay. Well, as long as we’re clear about that.”
They drove the rest of the way in silence. Kyle picked up their joined hands and kissed the back of Melinda’s palm when they arrived at Bridgette’s place to drop off the car. Melinda gave Bridgette the keys, and she and Kyle walked.
“This is all I need,” Kyle told her.
“What?” she asked.
“Walking around the city with you, having those nights in where we hold each other, read, and drink that coffee you mentioned before.”
“That’s all?”
“I’ve never had that.” Kyle shrugged a shoulder.
“Never?”
“My previous relationships were chaotic, at best. I don’t want to go out every night. I don’t need that. I need this; you and me, strolling around the city we both love, talking about our days and our plans.”
“And you won’t get bored with me?”
“I can’t see how,” Kyle replied.
They walked with no place in mind until they realized they’d ended up in Jackson Square just as the sun was setting. Melinda wasn’t sure if they should keep walking or head to her place. She was tired, but there was something about this night that held her attention and told her not to just go home and cuddle with Kyle.
“Well, hello.”
Melinda looked down at the woman who was busy setting up her table.
“Oh. Hi,” Kyle said to the fortune teller they’d met before.
“How are you two doing?” the woman asked.
“Great. You?” Kyle replied.
“Just setting up for the evening. How did it go with your mother?”
“How did you–” Melinda cut herself off, staring at the woman in disbelief.
The woman just winked at her.
“Good, I think,” Kyle said as if this woman was her best friend and had every reason to know about Kyle’s family issues.
“That’s good,” the woman said. “And the house?”
“The house? You know about that, too?” Kyle asked.
“I assume you’re staying.”
“Jesus,” Melinda said. “You should charge a lot more for what you do.”
The woman laughed and replied, “I do this because I have a gift, not to get rich.”
“But you could,” Kyle added. “And I’m moving in.”
“Congratulations,” the woman said, sounding sincere. Then, she pointed to Melinda’s stomach. “And to you, too. One day.” She shrugged and smirked.
“I’m sorry; did you just point at my stomach and tell me congratulations?”
“Yes, I did. One day.” The fortune teller nodded.
“How do you…”
“I hear M names are in fashion,” the woman said when Melinda faded out.
“Holy shit,” Kyle replied.
“Yeah, holy shit,” Melinda said. “Can I bring my tour groups here to have readings with you? They’d love this. We can work out some kind of a deal or something.”
“I prefer to keep myself open,” the woman replied. “I come out here when something calls to me. I sit and wait until someone like you approaches and I have something to offer.”
“An M name?” Kyle asked softly.
“A couple of them, yes.”
Melinda looked over at Kyle, who smiled wide at her. Then, she moved her head to Kyle’s shoulder and smiled, too.
“But don’t get ahead of yourselves just yet. You have some furniture to pick out first, I believe.”
“Yeah, we do,” Kyle said. “For the garden.”
“Then, the bedroom,” Melinda offered.
“Stop by and see me sometime,” the woman said.
“We will,” Kyle replied. “And thank you.”
The fortune teller sat down in her folding chair, gave them both a sweet smile, and they walked on, saying nothing until they were in front of Melinda’s building.
“I think dinner and a bath,” Kyle said.
“Bath?”
“Yes, we have all that stuff I bought. We could relax tonight.”
“That sounds amazing,” Melinda replied.
“And maybe tomorrow, we can go pick out that furniture,” Kyle suggested as they made their way up the stairs.
“Do I have to put it together?”
“No.” Kyle laughed.
“Can you put it together, and I watch? I’m thinking only a sports bra and a little sweat on your brow. If you have a tool belt, that’s extra points.”
“Oh, it is, huh?” Kyle tickled Melinda’s sides when they walked into the apartment, closing the door behind Melinda and pressing her against it.
“Yes, it is.”
Kyle sobered and asked, “Does it scare you, what she said out there?”
She shook her head no and asked, “You?”
Kyle shook her head as well and said, “No. I think I’m too happy to be scared.”
“What happens when the happiness wears off?”
“I’m kind of hoping I never find out,” Kyle replied.
Melinda cupped her cheeks and said, “I hope so, too, babe.”
Kyle leaned in and captured her lips. They kissed, standing against the door for a long time, until Melinda’s hands moved to Kyle’s sides and gave her a gentle shove. Kyle ended up on the sofa, and Melinda climbed on top of her, looking down into Kyle’s gorgeous green eyes.
“I’m ordering us a pizza.”
“Okay,” Kyle agreed.
“And we’re having a boring night in.”
“Perfect,” Kyle replied before she wrapped her arms around Melinda’s waist and pulled her down. “But first…”
“Say something to me in French.”
“What? Not what I had in mind.” Kyle chuckled.
She reached for the hem of Melinda’s shirt and pulled it off her, letting it fall to the floor next to the sofa.
“You’ve managed to get out of it so far, but I need proof that you actually speak the language now.” Melinda smiled at Kyle, showing that she was just teasing.
“Okay,” Kyle said seriously. “Je t’aime.” She cupped Melinda’s cheek and asked. “Do you know what that means?”
Melinda didn’t know a lot of French, but growing up in New Orleans, she knew enough to know what Kyle had just said to her.
“Yeah, I do,” she replied. She placed a gentle kiss on Kyle’s lips and added, “I love you, too.”
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