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MARCH
New Orleans Book 3
Sophie Santiago goes out with friends one night and ends up bumping into the most beautiful woman she’s ever seen, a tourist named Bryce. After a few hours with her, spent talking and dancing, Sophie knows that Bryce isn’t meant to be someone she knows for only one night, but something causes them to lose each other in the crowd. How will she find Bryce again when they didn’t exchange phone numbers or even last names?
Bryce Wilburn is a food blogger who lives in Tennessee. One year ago, she took a trip to New Orleans with her friends, and that trip changed her life forever. There, she met Sophie, a woman who Bryce instantly knew was the right one for her. While her friends mock her for believing in love at first sight, Bryce decides to stop wallowing and finally blogs about the night she met Sophie.
When a friend of Sophie’s discovers that blog post, she tells her about it, and Sophie and Bryce are finally able to reconnect. But can the magic of their chance encounter translate into more?
Finding love in a New Orleans bar after a few hours of talking isn’t supposed to happen. Yet, with Sophie and Bryce, it just might have.
To contact the author or for any additional information,
visit: https://nicolepyland.com



CHAPTER 1
Sophie had been invited to hang out with Monica, who didn’t use to be the kind of woman who used the phrase hang out. A Louisiana native originally, Sophie had been living in New Orleans for four years now, so she was more than familiar with the city and the French Quarter, but she rarely went out. Part of that was because she wasn’t much for the nightlife. An occasional drink with friends was fine, but going out every night hadn’t ever interested her, even when she’d been in college. She’d left New York and moved here when she was twenty-eight years old. Back then, she’d spent a few months exploring the bars and clubs that were notorious around the US and the world, but she much preferred staying at home, reading a good book or watching a movie while she drank hot chocolate that she often made from scratch with her favorite dark chocolate and mini marshmallows.
She’d only agreed to go out tonight because Monica had mentioned it would be good for her to meet her new friends since she would be sticking around for a while now. Sophie had moved to New Orleans for work, so she hadn’t made a lot of new friends here, and sitting in a cubicle all day, essentially pushing paperwork around, didn’t offer many opportunities for socialization. In hindsight, she knew she’d made a mistake leaving Arnette Assets, which was Monica Arnette’s family-owned corporation, but she hadn’t known it then. The place Sophie worked for now had made a lot of promises that they hadn’t kept. She’d been told she would be a director, but instead, they’d made her a manager. She’d also been told she would have a team of fifty people under her, but she only had three. They’d sold her on the fact that she’d be in the room helping to make decisions, and they’d stuck her in the cubicle for most of the time every day.
Part of the problem was that when she signed the offer, her current company had been on the brink of filing for bankruptcy. Sophie had only found out about it after she’d already packed up her entire life in New York and moved, giving up her very nice job for a quieter life in New Orleans, so when they’d kept her on but gave her the manager role with a huge pay cut from their original offer, she hadn’t had much of a choice but to agree to it. Ever since then, though, she longed for a promotion or to find a job that actually interested her, but whenever she searched and interviewed, nothing panned out. Monica being in town had been perfect timing. Sophie was reaching her end where she was and couldn’t keep this up much longer. She needed a change. She needed a raise and a promotion. She needed to be involved in leadership discussions and decision-making. She needed Arnette Assets. She planned to talk to Monica about it in a few days once she’d had a chance to update her resume and really pitch herself well, but maybe she could bring it up tonight just to see if there was any reaction from Monica about the idea.
When she pulled open the door to the dueling piano bar that seemed just Monica’s speed, Sophie looked around and spotted a booth with five women and just enough room for her to join them. To make a professional yet approachable impression, she had dressed better than she normally would for going to a bar, choosing to wear nice jeans and a collared shirt with a blazer over it, so she pulled down on that blazer, hoping it hadn’t wrinkled on her walk over in the humidity, and made her way to the group.
“Hi,” she said when she approached the booth where Monica Arnette was sitting with her new friends and her new girlfriend, Bridgette.
Monica looked genuinely happy when she glanced up, and Sophie wasn’t sure she had ever seen her old boss and friend look this happy.
“Oh. Sophie, hi,” Monica replied, smiling. “Everyone, this is my friend, Sophie. She used to work with me at Arnette a long time ago, but she lives down here now, so I thought I’d invite her to join us, if that’s all right.”
That was one of the things Sophie had always appreciated about this woman who had turned into her friend over the years. Monica, the owner’s daughter and next in line to take over Arnette Assets one day, had been Sophie’s boss back in the day, but whenever it came up how they met, she always said they worked together.
Sophie smiled back and took a look around the table. Monica was sitting next to her girlfriend, Bridgette, who had her hand on Monica’s thigh, and another woman was sitting on their side of the booth as well. She looked younger than Sophie’s thirty-two, maybe around Bridgette’s age or a little younger. Across from them, there were two more women, one a brunette and the other a blonde, and the two of them looked way too cozy with each other to just be friends.
“Thank God! I don’t have to be the fifth wheel now. Please, sit down,” the one sitting on Monica’s side said.
When Sophie took the only remaining free spot to sit down, Monica introduced her to the group, and she nodded to the women she now knew as Kyle and Melinda next to her. The one who had just said something about being a fifth wheel was named Jill. Sophie waited for Monica to say more or help her start a conversation, but she turned to Bridgette instead.
“Sophie, how long have you lived here?” Melinda asked.
“Oh, about four years this time. I technically grew up around here but moved away for school. You?”
“All my life. Kyle is new, though.” Melinda pointed to her girlfriend. “Just last month.”
“Oh, that’s really new,” Sophie said.
“Yeah. I’ve been here for about two months, though,” Kyle added. “I’m almost done moving. We’ve been working on the house.”
“You moved here for Melinda?”
“No, I moved here for me. But she was a nice bonus.”
“We don’t live together yet. Kyle inherited a house in the Garden District, and she’s been doing some work on it, but she’s also got to move all of her stuff in. I have a very nice apartment, though, that she gets to stay in whenever she wants.”
“Tonight?” Kyle asked.
“Whenever you want, babe,” Melinda replied before she kissed her on the cheek.
Monica and Bridgette rejoined the conversation then, and they all engaged in some small talk. Jill seemed to be only half-interested in whatever they were talking about, and Sophie wondered if Monica had set her up. If she’d done so, she was really bad at it because Jill was all the way on the other side of the booth, and they could hardly talk to each other over the sounds of the pianos and the others in the bar. Jill was cute, to be sure. But while she had that blonde, blue-eyed, all-American girl look about her, Sophie hadn’t ever really gone for that. Then again, Sophie was assuming Jill was gay or at least into women since she hung out with four lesbians, but she could be wrong.
She was enjoying the night, but after a while, she was beginning to regret not having found a chance to talk to Monica about maybe returning to Arnette. When Monica and Jill got up to go to the bathroom, she considered going with them in an attempt to get Monica alone for a moment, but they were gone before she could get up herself, and the moment had passed. This, of course, left her at a table with three women she didn’t really know all that well.
“So, do you have any embarrassing stories about my girlfriend? I’d love to hear one,” Bridgette said.
Sophie only really had one, so she leaned over the table and began telling it to a very interested Bridgette. When she was about to get to the funny part, though, she stopped mid-sentence because Monica was back now, and she was standing behind their booth, glaring at her.
“Was what?” Bridgette asked her when she didn’t finish her sentence.
“Uh… Nothing. She was just the best boss in the entire world and did nothing worth making fun of ever.” Sophie gave Monica a fake smile.
Monica sat down next to Bridgette and said, “Hi, babe.”
“No!” Bridgette laughed. “Soph was just about to finish telling me an embarrassing story about you.”
“I gathered,” Monica said as she continued to glare at Sophie playfully. “Did you want to continue?”
“Yes, but not with you sitting here. I’ll call Bridgette later and tell her the rest.”
She figured she could joke with Monica. They’d always managed a good friendship outside of the office. She didn’t work for the woman anymore – Monica had invited her for a night out with her friends – but this gave Sophie a chance, she thought, to transition to the topic of work.
“I was–” she started.
“You two exchanged numbers?” Monica got out before Sophie could finish her own sentence.
She was too slow, so Monica hadn’t even heard her, and now, they’d already moved on. In fact, the whole night had been like this. No one had intentionally interrupted everyone else, but this group of women seemed to be able to go from one topic to another with ease and no segues while Sophie, the newest one at the table, was trying to keep up.
“We’re starting a group text,” Melinda said.
“Just to make fun of me?” Monica asked with a playful expression.
Sophie had always liked her as a person, but she never would have described the Monica Arnette she knew in New York as playful. She liked this side to her friend and wondered if New Orleans had worked its wonders on her somehow in her brief time here, or maybe it was Bridgette, her new girlfriend, who seemed to always be making heart eyes at Monica.
“No, babe. So that we can all talk easily. You’re in there. You didn’t check your messages, did you?”
“While I was peeing? No, I didn’t,” Monica replied.
Sophie had missed what she felt like was her shot for the night, but she could ask Monica if she wanted to grab lunch this week and bring it up then. It would probably be better to do it one-on-one, without pianos playing right behind them, anyway.
Later, as they were talking about one of Kyle’s apparent two houses in the city, Sophie watched as Monica began to blush, and Bridgette appeared to be moving her hand somewhere she probably shouldn’t be moving it to in public. Sophie looked away and chuckled under her breath, but she could predict what was about to come next.
“I think I’m ready to go,” Bridgette said. “Mon?”
“Yes. I mean, whenever is fine with me.”
“Have a good rest of the night,” Melinda teased as she chuckled at their obviousness.
“Oh, I will,” Bridgette said.
Sophie had to laugh, too, because clearly, these two were very much in love and couldn’t wait to get their hands on each other. Monica glanced at her as if she were making sure it was okay that she would be leaving her with her friends, so she smiled to show her that it was. When Monica walked out with her girlfriend, Sophie looked around the table, wondering what they’d all start talking about now that she’d have to try to keep up with.
“Well, I think we’re going to call it a night, too,” Kyle spoke. “I have a long article to translate tomorrow, and Mel is opening.”
Sophie had learned over the course of the night that Kyle was a French translator and that Jill and Melinda both worked as local tour guides. Melinda was going to take over the NOLA Guides office one day, maybe pretty soon, and Jill loved what she did, walking people around the city and showing them the things they might miss otherwise. Sophie wondered for a minute if they were hiring because that had to be more fun than what she did all day.
“So, I think they all just conspired to set us up,” Jill said once Kyle and Melinda had said their goodbyes and left the booth.
“Oh. Really?”
“Yup. I think it was probably Monica’s idea, but Bridgette went along with it because she’s deep in lust and probably love, too, but it’s the lust driving tonight, at least. Kyle and Mel would’ve stayed longer, but they saw an opportunity to leave us here alone to get to know each other. I know Mel. This is just her style.”
“So, you’re…”
“Gay? Definitely. You?”
“Yeah. Monica and I kind of bonded over that when we worked together: two lesbian women, taking the corporate world by storm.”
“How did that go for you two?”
“I think the storm subsided for me when I left Arnette.”
“Did you and Monica ever…”
“No! God, no! She was my boss. Well, more like my boss’ boss. There were more managerial layers than that between us, I think. She’s the owner’s daughter. We just had a thing in common and then found that we liked hanging out while we walked from one meeting to another. Nothing like that ever between us.”
“She’s gorgeous. Bridgette is lucky.” Jill shrugged.
“She is. Monica’s great.” Sophie smiled. “And you’re not really interested in a setup, are you?”
“Not really,” Jill replied. “I want to fall in love. I want to meet someone, and it’s not you. You seem great. I’m just in a weird mood tonight.”
“Why is that?”
“Because Mel is probably my closest friend. We work together at NOLA Guides, and we weren’t super close until maybe recently, but it was nice to have her invite me to things like this. Then, she met Kyle, and all of a sudden, she–”
“Was busy a lot or bringing her girlfriend everywhere?” Sophie guessed.
“Yes. And I want a girlfriend to bring everywhere, too. I had Bridgette – or, I thought I did – but then–”
“You and Bridgette?” she asked.
“No, not like that. I meant as a friend. She was single. I was single. We went out a couple of times to try to become unsingle, or at least meet women to see what happens, but then she met Monica, and now, they’re talking about Monica leaving her company and moving here.”
“Monica’s leaving Arnette?”
Sophie found herself much more interested in this conversation now. She leaned over the table, pushing her empty drink glass aside to make room for her arms and her hands, which she clasped together in front of her.
“I guess. I don’t think it’s happening tomorrow or anything, but she wants to leave. That’s what Bridge said, anyway.”
Sophie swallowed, not expecting that at all. Monica was supposed to be the next CEO; she had been groomed for it. But she’d also be very good at it, from what Sophie could remember about them working together. She’d expected that Monica’s father would’ve retired a couple of years ago, but he’d hung on this long. Sophie didn’t know who would take over once Monica was gone if this was true. Maybe it was just a girlfriend’s wishful thinking because if Monica left Arnette, she could move here to be with Bridgette. She didn’t know, but she’d ask Monica when they talked next.
“Hey, do you want to get out of here? There’s a bar I like better than this place that’s across the street. A little more my scene,” Jill said. “I’ll buy you a drink if you let me complain more about my friends and how they’re ditching me to fall in love.”
Sophie laughed and said, “Sure. Why not?”
After they paid their bill, they had to practically push through the Quarter crowd. It was that time of year in New Orleans: tourists were beginning to multiply like rabbits and congregate in the streets, enjoying the fact that they could drink anywhere and everywhere and at all hours of the day. Once they were through the sea of people, they were inside the bar and looking around for a table. Jill spotted one and pulled Sophie along.
“Oh, we–” A woman started to say when she bumped into Sophie just as they reached the table. “Hi.”
“Hi,” Sophie replied as she took in the dark-brown eyes and short black hair of the woman standing in front of her now. “Sorry. What?”
“I just…”
“We were going to sit here,” another woman spoke, pointing down toward the tall, round table Sophie and Jill had been able to take.
“Oh. We can share, can’t we?” Jill offered to the other woman.
“Yeah, uh… no problem,” the first woman replied. “Bryce,” she added as she held out her hand to Sophie.
“Sophie,” she said and shook it.
Bryce was wearing a black short-sleeved button-down shirt and some gray slacks that had her looking like an elegant soft butch, and Sophie internally swooned. She only hoped that she didn’t swoon externally, too, because she loved the type, always had, and Bryce definitely fit the bill.
“You are?” Jill asked the other woman.
“Kelsey.”
“Jill,” Jill introduced herself.
“And this is Megan,” Bryce added when a third woman approached, carrying four drinks. “Where is Sean?”
“Bathroom,” Megan replied as she placed the drinks on the table. “Hi.”
“Hi. I’m Jill. That’s Sophie. Are you locals or tourists?”
Well, Jill was certainly direct, given the few things Sophie had heard her say tonight, but she guessed that worked well for her, too, because she wouldn’t mind knowing the answer to that question, and she hadn’t thought to ask it herself.
“Tourists,” Megan replied.
“You?” Bryce asked as she looked only at Sophie.
“Oh. I live here. So does Jill.”
“Yeah? Cool,” Bryce said. “Do you live… together?”
“No, Jill and I met tonight,” she said and then promptly shook her head. “Not like that. Not like we’re here together or that we’re–”
“We’re friends,” Jill interjected. “She means that we’re friends but is using a lot of words to say it, for some reason.”
“We’re all friends, too,” Kelsey shared. “Well, Sean and Bryce dated before, but they’re friends now.”
“Cool,” Jill replied. “So, I’ll grab us drinks and be right back, okay?”
“Okay,” Sophie said, not caring at all what kind of drink Jill brought her because she couldn’t stop staring at the dimple on Bryce’s right cheek.



CHAPTER 2
Bryce couldn’t stop staring. She had to look like a total creeper. Who stared at a woman they had just met when their friends were all talking around them? Total creepers. Yes, that was who did that. And now, she was one of them. Still, she couldn’t help but look into Sophie’s eyes. They were this deep, soulful brown, where Bryce had always thought of her own brown eyes as muddy. Sophie’s caramel skin looked soft and inviting. What? Had she just said that about a woman’s skin? Inviting? What the hell was wrong with her?
“So, you live here?” she asked, even though she knew that already because they’d already talked about it.
“Uh… yeah,” Sophie replied. “I moved back about four years ago for a job.”
“Back?” Bryce asked.
“I lived here before. Well, not exactly here, in a different parish, but close enough from here. I moved away for college. I came back about four years ago.”
“Where did you move?”
“New York. Brooklyn, technically. I got a job in Manhattan out of school. I missed it here, though. I like the quiet life, I guess.”
“New York is noisy, I’ve heard.”
“You’ve never been?”
Bryce shook her head and took a sip of her drink.
“I think I’m going to go back to the hotel,” Sean told her, interrupting not only their conversation but their eye contact when she tried to push between Bryce and Sophie.
“We just got here,” Bryce said.
“Yeah, but I’m still tired. All that partying this week. I’m calling it a night,” Sean replied with a glare that Bryce recognized all too well.
“Not alone,” Bryce told her. “It’s not safe.”
“I’ll go with her,” Megan offered. “I’m tired, too.”
“We just got drinks,” Kelsey noted, looking at both of them. “And you were wide awake, like, five minutes ago when I paid that shot girl to dump that test tube shot of God-only-knows-what down your throat.” She pointed to Sean.
“Yes. And now, I’m tired.” Sean glared over at Kelsey.
“Megs, you’re tired?” Kelsey asked. “What happened to partying all night long and crashing until noon tomorrow?”
“I overestimated my abilities,” Megan said as she looked over at Bryce.
Bryce knew what was going on, but she’d never say anything because Megan had only told her in confidence that she was in love with Kelsey and had been since they’d all become friends five years prior. It wasn’t just that Megan was in love with her. It was also that Kelsey was straight, and about an hour ago, a guy had bought her a drink, and they’d ended up dancing in front of Megan. Not the junior high school kind of dancing, either. He’d had his hands all over her, and she’d grinded against him. Bryce had tried to distract Megan, but she couldn’t exactly fault Kelsey because the woman had no idea that Megan loved her. Even if she did, though, it wasn’t like Kelsey could control the fact that she wasn’t attracted to women.
“Sean, you ready?” Megan asked.
“Let’s go,” Sean said.
Bryce also assumed she knew what that was about. She had dated Sean for close to two years three years ago. They’d both been hanging on to something that wasn’t meant to be because they genuinely cared for one another, but they weren’t all that compatible in bed, and that had led them to stop having regular sex too early on in their relationship. Afraid they’d lose each other, neither had said anything until nearly two years had passed, and people had started to wonder why they hadn’t even moved in together yet. When it had ended, they’d been determined to remain friends, and things had been fine ever since, with the exception of when Bryce went on dates or showed interest in other women. She hadn’t talked to Sean about it because it wasn’t really worth it; none of Bryce’s relationships had gone far enough for it to matter. But when that did happen one day, Sean would have to get on board because they were clearly not meant to be together, and Bryce wanted to be happy. She wanted Sean to be happy, too, and not give her glares like that just because Bryce was talking to an attractive woman, causing her to have to explain herself to said attractive woman should she notice.
“It was nice to meet you,” Sophie said to Sean before she turned to nod at Megan.
“You too,” Megan replied with her patented, easy, soft smile.
“Yeah,” Sean added and walked around the table toward Megan. “Let’s go.”
“I just got you a beer because I realized when I got to the bar that I have no idea what you drink,” Jill said as she placed a bottle onto the table in front of Sophie.
“Thank you. This is fine,” Sophie replied.
“So, Kelsey, where are you all from?” Jill asked.
“Tennessee, technically. But I grew up in Michigan.”
“Tennessee?”
Bryce turned to Sophie, who was looking at her, asking her that question.
“Yeah,” she replied. “I moved there for school and ended up sticking around; kind of like you, I guess.”
Sophie nodded and took a drink of her beer.
“Do you want–” Bryce stopped herself and glanced over at Jill and Kelsey, who were talking now. “I mean, do you want to…”
“Talk?” Sophie asked, helping her along.
“Yeah, talk,” she said. “I think there’s an upstairs here.”
“There is,” Sophie confirmed. “It’s usually not as busy as the downstairs because most people are too drunk to notice the stairs.”
Bryce chuckled and asked, “Do you want to go up there?”
“Yes,” Sophie replied with a nod.
“Hey, Kels?”
“Yeah?”
“We’re going upstairs. You okay here?” Bryce asked.
“Yeah,” her friend replied.
“Jill?” Sophie checked, too.
“I’m good. You go,” Jill replied.
Bryce picked up her drink and motioned for Sophie to go first. As they started walking, she couldn’t help herself and placed her hand on the small of Sophie’s back, guiding her, despite the fact that of the two of them, Sophie was the one who actually knew where she was going, while Bryce had only seen a balcony from outside, so she’d just assumed that there was an upstairs. Sophie didn’t push her hand away, but as they started making their way through the now-dense crowd, Bryce had to pull it away herself because there wasn’t enough room for them to walk side by side. When she then glanced down, to her surprise, she found Sophie’s hand extended behind her, as if Sophie had done this with her a thousand times before. Bryce took the hand and let Sophie guide her through the thick crowd, up a skinny staircase that was sticky with spilled alcohol, and around a corner until they were on the second floor.
Having arrived there, Bryce expected Sophie to drop her hand, but she didn’t. Instead, she just pulled Bryce along around another corner. The entire upstairs was a wide-open space with very few tables and chairs in one section. Where Sophie had pulled them, though, there were two comfortable chairs and a sofa. The chairs were occupied, but the small sofa was miraculously empty.
“Here?” Sophie asked.
“You know all the secret spots, huh?” Bryce joked as they walked side by side now, still with joined hands.
The crowd wasn’t as big up here. If Bryce had to guess, she’d say there were probably only thirty or so people upstairs and over a hundred in the den of iniquity downstairs. It would probably get busier as the night went on, but Bryce guessed that Sophie was right: most tourists likely didn’t even notice the staircase hidden in the corner, or if they did, they probably assumed the stairs were for employees only. When they got to the sofa, Sophie let go of her hand, and Bryce was surprised to feel that she missed the brief connection.
“In case you’re wondering, it should be relatively clean. This is at least the tenth different sofa I’ve seen here since I moved back. Not that I come out a lot. I don’t, really. I only came out tonight to meet my friend who’d invited me. But when you go out to one bar in the Quarter, you always end up in at least one more that night, and, well, I come upstairs in these places when I can because they’re quieter and not as crowded, so I’ve noticed the sofa. I think they replace it a lot. The bars open early here, and not everyone comes to get totally wasted, so they have nicer seating for the early crowd. I’m talking way too much about this couch, aren’t I?” Sophie laughed at herself, and it was so damn cute.
“I like it.” Bryce shrugged. “And we can keep talking about the couch, if you want, but I’d honestly rather talk more about you.” She motioned for Sophie to sit.
When Sophie did, Bryce sat down next to her, leaving a small space between them. She took a drink and waited for the woman to say something.
“I’m pretty boring,” Sophie told her before she took a drink of her beer.
“Oh, I doubt that,” she said.
“No, really.” Sophie laughed lightly. “I push papers for a living.”
“Is there good money in that?” Bryce joked.
Sophie continued laughing and said, “Not really, no.”
“Bummer. I was looking for a sugar mama tonight.”
Sophie laughed louder at her joke, which made Bryce’s heart feel like it might just burst open inside her chest. She’d never felt that before by making a woman laugh; that feeling that didn’t really have words in the English language to describe it, but her heart fluttered, and her brain told her to make Sophie laugh again and again because the result made her happy. Bryce hadn’t made many women laugh like this, though, so maybe that was why she hadn’t felt this before. She had also never described her heart as feeling like it might burst open inside her chest, so that was new, too.
“Well, that’s definitely not me. I more move around digital files than push actual paperwork, but I’m middle management, and it’s boring, and I hate it.”
“Sorry to hear that,” Bryce said.
“Me too. I actually only came out with my friend tonight because she works for the company I used to work for. She’s about to take it over – or, at least, I thought she was – and I was going to see if she could get me a job. I used to work there, so I thought it would be a win-win for both of us. I’d start over, if that was all that was available, but I found out that she might be leaving the company tonight, so I don’t know if that’s even possible now.”
“You should still ask her,” Bryce suggested. “Maybe she can help, even if she’s leaving.”
“I’m sure she can; it’s her family’s company. I’d just feel bad about asking her when it sounds like she’s going through a lot of transitions.”
Bryce took a sip of her drink and took in Sophie’s sleek, sophisticated look. God, she was sexy in a blazer and tight jeans. How was it possible that it had taken Bryce until she was twenty-five years old to realize that she was gay? She’d only been with guys before that, and it hadn’t ever been exciting or good most of the time, but she hadn’t woken up to the fact that she liked women until right before she’d met Sean. They had fallen right into their relationship, and Bryce knew that was one of the reasons she’d stayed in it for so long. Sean had been her first woman, and Bryce had thought that was how it was supposed to be for the longest time. Now, she was staring back into Sophie’s eyes again, and she knew she’d never stared into Sean’s like this before.
“You’re beautiful,” she stated without thinking.
Yes, she had said it out loud. Yes, it had been unintentional. And yes, she was mortified now, so she needed to take a drink to cover the blush on her face.
“Thank you,” Sophie replied with a sweet smile. “So are you.” She reached out her hand, and Bryce couldn’t believe it when Sophie’s actual hand ran through her short black hair that often just fell down around her ears because Bryce hated using product to slick it back a little. “Sexy.”
“Sexy?” Bryce asked in a higher-pitched voice than she had planned on using.
“Yes,” Sophie replied with a soft laugh. “I like this.” She ran her hand through Bryce’s hair again.
“So do I. You can keep doing that for the rest of the night, if you want.” Bryce closed her eyes and leaned into the touch.
Sophie did it again, but her hand slid to Bryce’s neck this time, resting there for a second. Bryce opened her eyes, and they looked at one another for a long moment before Sophie dropped her hand back into her own lap. Bryce shifted a bit until her arm was over the back of the sofa, hoping that because they’d clearly been flirting and had even moved on to obvious touching, the conversation could go more in that direction.
“So, what do you do?” Sophie asked after she cleared her throat.
Not exactly the direction Bryce had been hoping for, but she didn’t mind talking to Sophie about anything, it seemed.
“I’m a food blogger.”
“A blogger?” Sophie took a drink.
“Yeah. I got a job out of college as a fact-checker for an online magazine and met someone who had a side hustle as a blogger. She taught me a lot about it, and then, she quit her day job at the magazine because she was able to support herself.”
“With blogging? There’s money in that?”
Bryce laughed and said, “There can be. But my guess is you know that, and you were teasing me.”
“Yes,” Sophie said. “And you do it full-time now?”
“I do. It started on the side, but it took off, so now, I do it full-time, which is awesome. I have a pretty big local following, but there are a lot of people interested in it nationally, too. It’s mostly just me writing about the great food I eat. I have some recipes out there that I like to cook, but that part of the blog is pretty new. People like my takes on restaurants. I sometimes just pack up my car and drive for as long as I can stand and stop off at the first restaurant I see, which could be a dive, a barbeque joint attached to a gas station, or the fanciest place in town. Then, I go home, and I write about it. I make enough to get by, but I’m not at the A-list level of food bloggers or anything.”
“So, no sugar mama for me, either?”
Bryce laughed and said, “No, but my goal would be to get that kind of visibility on the blog and have a comfortable life. I don’t care if I get rich or anything; just comfortable is fine with me.”
“Me too,” Sophie said softly.
The music coming from the speakers got louder, and there was a deep bass beat from the song permeating their near-quiet space. It was slow enough that it felt sexy somehow. Like, if Bryce were to ask Sophie to dance right now, they’d be pressed up close together, and she’d be able to touch her everywhere. She wanted to ask her. She wanted to take Sophie back downstairs and walk her out onto the dance floor, taking full advantage of the song playing at that moment, getting her lips on Sophie’s neck to whisper something only Sophie could hear into her ear while she stood behind her, holding her and swaying to the beat with her. Bryce wanted to take this woman back to her hotel and slide on top of her, pressing their naked bodies together while she kissed Sophie everywhere.
There were two problems with that, of course. If they went downstairs to dance, they would lose this out-of-the-way comfortable sofa, and if she tried to take Sophie back to her hotel, she’d encounter Sean and Megan, who would be in their room because the four of them had decided to save money and get one room, sharing the two beds between them. They’d come to New Orleans to have fun, but none of them had planned on hooking up with anyone, and if they did, there was always the other person’s hotel room or apartment.
“I want to dance with you,” Bryce shared, deciding to be honest. “But I don’t want to lose this seat.”
“I’m not really a good dancer,” Sophie replied. “Especially to a song like this.”
“It’s just holding on to the other person and moving to the music,” Bryce said. “I’d lead.”
Sophie seemed to swallow before she replied, “Maybe another time. I don’t want to lose this seat, either.” She looked away for a second and then added, “And I’m worried that if you see me dance, you’d leave me on the dance floor for someone else.”
Bryce smiled when Sophie reconnected their eyes and said, “I don’t think that would happen.”



CHAPTER 3
“You don’t think you’d watch me attempt to move hips that don’t like to move and see another woman on the dance floor and at least think about dancing with her instead?” she asked.
“No,” Bryce said as she shook her head, looking like she meant it. “I don’t.”
“Well, you’re right: we could do that, but we’d be giving up this amazing sofa seat I found for us. These are hard to come by here.”
“Could you part with it, and we just find another seat?” Bryce asked before she stood up, placed her glass on the small table on her side of the sofa, and held out her hand for Sophie to take. “Or, we could just dance right here, in front of the couch, blocking other people from taking it from us. I’ll even threaten them with… something if they attempt to take it from us, if I have to.”
“The song’s almost over, Bryce. I–”
“Take a chance, Sophie,” Bryce interrupted.
Sophie looked around. No one seemed to be paying any attention to them. In fact, most people were still in the front section of the upstairs and possibly hadn’t even noticed this part of the bar. She took a deep breath and handed her beer bottle to Bryce, who set it next to her own drink and held her hand out again for Sophie to take. Sophie did and stood up, with Bryce moving into her.
“This okay?” Bryce asked her.
Sophie could only nod in response because Bryce was now standing only inches away, and they were joined at the hand. She hadn’t ever felt whatever this was before, but it was as if she was supposed to be standing in this bar at this moment with this woman, and as Bryce took Sophie’s hips with her hands and began to slowly sway them back and forth, Sophie found herself trying to keep up because she wanted to give Bryce zero reasons to stop.
“You can put your arms around my neck,” Bryce said with a small smile.
Sophie realized then that her arms were at her sides, just hanging there like purposeless noodles, so she moved them around Bryce’s neck, remembering how arms worked now. Bryce’s were around her lower back as she continued to lead them in their sway more than a dance.
“I’m going to turn you around,” Bryce said after what felt like only a few seconds.
Sophie didn’t reply because she didn’t know what to say. When Bryce turned her around in her arms, she pressed her front to Sophie’s back, and her head went to Sophie’s shoulder as they began to sway again. Bryce’s arms were around her middle, but not for long before Bryce placed her hands on top of Sophie’s and brought Sophie’s arms around her own neck, bringing them even closer together.
“Your hips seem to move just fine to me,” she whispered into Sophie’s ear.
“I think you’re doing most of the moving,” Sophie replied.
“No, you’re definitely moving with me.” Bryce’s hands moved back to Sophie’s hips, sliding a little under the blazer and shirt and resting on her hip bones. “Trust me. I can feel them.”
“Fuck,” Sophie whispered to herself but knew Bryce could hear her.
“I know,” Bryce said.
Sophie tried to reach for Bryce and pull her in closer. She had never wanted to kiss a woman she’d just met before, but as her hand moved into Bryce’s short hair at the back of her neck, she wanted to move Bryce’s lips to her own and kiss her until Bryce would turn her around and they’d end up making out on the sofa that was still, thankfully, empty, or else she’d be giving the people sitting there quite a show.
“Sophie, you…” Bryce’s hand slipped up a little higher and moved across Sophie’s stomach.
She didn’t finish her sentence, though, as the song finished instead, and they were left there for a beat before the next song started up, but it was a loud and fast rock song with no bass, not one they could dance to like this. Sophie felt Bryce’s hips thrust a few times, and she wished she were alone with a complete stranger because she wanted them to be doing this back at her apartment. She wanted Bryce to take everything off and climb on top of her. Never in her life had she thought that about a woman she’d barely known for ten minutes before.
“We should probably sit back down,” Bryce whispered, pulling Sophie out of the moment.
Then, Bryce kissed her neck and removed her hands from Sophie’s body, and Sophie felt empty, as if a part of her had just disappeared. What was going on right now?
Bryce walked around her, grabbed Sophie’s drink off the table, and handed it to her before she took her own and sat back down. Sophie just stood there and stared at her for a long moment before she finally sat down beside her.
“Now what?” Bryce asked with a smile. “I guess now that we’ve danced, I need to buy you another drink.”
“I’m not done with this one,” Sophie said, holding up her beer that was only half-finished.
“But if I buy you another one, will you stay longer?”
“You don’t have to buy me a drink to get me to stay.”
“No?” Bryce asked as she moved her arm around the sofa, with her fingers landing in Sophie’s hair. “Grapefruit.”
“What?” Sophie asked.
“Your shampoo or conditioner has grapefruit in it.”
“Oh. Yeah, I guess,” she replied.
“I could smell it.” Bryce ran her finger into the strands. “I like it.”
Sophie took a chance and leaned forward. She placed her hand on Bryce’s thigh and turned more so that they were facing one another. Bryce’s free hand ended up on top of her own, and quickly, their fingers were entwined and playing together as they continued to talk. Sophie lost all concept of time. She’d placed her beer on the floor, and at some point, someone had picked it up and tossed it out. She didn’t care. Bryce had long ago finished her drink and hadn’t ordered another one because that would mean that one or both of them would have to take a trip to the bar, and neither of them wanted to leave their cozy corner where they continued to get closer and closer as the night went on.
“I think I would like to move into a travel blog one day soon,” Bryce shared. “Food and travel just go together, and if I’m already driving to restaurants, I can easily write about the journey, too. I think it’s a natural progression.”
“It sounds nice,” Sophie replied with a smile. “Long drives with your soundtrack of choice. Something energetic when you’re tired and something calming when you’re contemplative.”
“Oh, I’d like that. I’ll have to make some good playlists.”
“And you like working for yourself?”
“Yes,” Bryce said as she shifted a bit and ran her hand through Sophie’s hair again.
Sophie had been closing her eyes nearly every time Bryce had done that because it felt too good to keep her eyes open.
“I don’t know that I’d want that. I like having a steady paycheck. And I think I’d crumble under pressure if I had to own everything, you know?”
“I think you’d handle it just fine,” Bryce said softly. “But it’s not for everyone; that’s true. It was hard at the beginning. I probably quit my job a few months too soon, but I needed to do it, and I was ready for the challenge. Still, there were a few nights of ramen noodles on the couch while I hoped people would click on my webpage and then click on the ads I had there to earn me some commissions while I watched the analytics on my laptop, but it’s all paid off.”
“I think that’s brave,” Sophie said as she leaned in a bit.
“Yeah? Do I get bravery points?” Bryce smiled at her.
“Do you need them?”
“I don’t know. I think that depends on you.”
“Why me?”
“Because I’m kind of into you, in case the hand-holding, dancing, hair brushing out of your face, and generally monopolizing all of your time tonight didn’t give it away.”
“It didn’t. I had no clue,” she teased.
“No. Really?” Bryce joked back. Then, her hand moved from Sophie’s hair to her cheek, and she added, “Maybe this will convince you.” Bryce leaned in as she licked her lips, and Sophie readied herself because Bryce was about to kiss her.
“Oh, shit,” Jill said. “Well, that escalated quickly.”
When Sophie pulled back and turned her face, which was still being cupped by Bryce, she saw Jill standing there, looking apologetic. She’d completely forgotten that Jill and one of Bryce’s friends, whose name Sophie couldn’t even remember right now, were downstairs.
“Sorry for interrupting,” Jill added.
“It’s okay,” Bryce said as she leaned back and dropped her hand.
“It is?” Sophie asked.
Bryce laughed softly and pulled back all the way.
“I’ve actually had to use the bathroom for the past hour. Can you save my seat?” she asked Jill. “And where’s Kels?”
“Oh, I walked her to her Uber. She said she’d call your friends on the way back to the hotel for safety. I came back to check on this one.” Jill pointed at Sophie. “But I can see that I didn’t need to.”
“Will you still be here?” Bryce asked. “You won’t go anywhere?”
“I’ll still be here. Not going anywhere,” Sophie told her with a smile.
“Okay. Like, two minutes,” Bryce said before she stood up and walked briskly in the direction of the bathroom, turning back to Sophie several times to check that she’d kept her word, which Sophie found adorable.
“She’ll be ten minutes, at least. There’s a line.” Jill sat down next to her. “So, this is going well, huh?”
“She’s…” Sophie looked after Bryce, who had turned the corner and was gone. “I’ve never…”
“Damn. Really? I thought you might just hook up or something,” Jill said.
“I don’t really do that, hook up with someone I just met.”
“You were about to kiss her.”
“Kissing isn’t hooking up,” Sophie said. “And she was about to kiss me.”
“You were absolutely going to kiss her back.”
“Oh, definitely. I’ve wanted to do that all night. How long have we even been up here?”
“About two hours. Kelsey and I talked for a while before some guy asked her to dance. I really thought she’d say no because I’d bought her a drink and was clearly giving her signals, but she said yes, and when the dance was over, she invited the guy and his buddy back to the table with us. The buddy hit on me, and I told him I was gay. Then, the guy she danced with asked if Kelsey was, too, and she said she was straight, so there went my one chance at making out with my own hot woman in a bar tonight.”
“Sorry, Jill,” Sophie replied.
“I didn’t want to leave you here, but I’m ready to go home. I’ve been killing time for a while.”
“Oh,” Sophie said, looking down the hallway again.
“You don’t have to leave.” Jill laughed. “I’m a local. I know how to be safe. I live five minutes away from here.”
“Still, I should go with you.”
“You are obsessed with your new make-out buddy. I’ll be fine. I can text you when I get home so that you know I’m good. If you don’t hear from me in ten minutes, just call Mel. She’ll come to my place to check on me. Deal?”
“Are you sure?”
“I assume you’ll
be okay if I go? You and Bryce will be headed to your apartment, right? Or, she’ll at least make sure you get home safely?”
“I don’t know. We haven’t talked–”
“I will.”
Sophie looked up and saw that Bryce was back, standing in front of them.
“Oh, hi,” she said.
“Hi,” Bryce said back with a smile.
“You’ll make sure?” Jill asked as she stood.
“It’s really not a problem.”
“And you promise me that you’re a good person? Because this is the South… I know plenty of gun owners that I can send after you if she doesn’t–”
Bryce laughed and said, “I promise.”
“Okay. Sophie?” Jill checked.
“I’m okay here,” she replied.
Jill nodded and said her goodnights as Bryce sat down beside her again.
“So… We’ve been talking for so long that I’m actually really thirsty,” Bryce said. “I’d hate to give up this sofa, but I was thinking we could go downstairs and order some new drinks. Water is fine, if you don’t want another. Maybe we can find a table or just stand against the wall, and if you feel so inclined, we could maybe dance again.”
Sophie nodded to all of those things because she also needed something to drink, and she’d love to dance with Bryce again, hoping Bryce would kiss her neck on that spot as she stroked her stomach with her soft fingertips. She took the hand Bryce held out for her then, and Bryce entwined their fingers before she led the way this time as they made their way through the crowd, down the stairs, and toward the bar.
When they arrived, Sophie told Bryce what she wanted, and Bryce ordered for them. Their drinks ready, Bryce paid and handed Sophie her cup, but there weren’t any available tables in sight, and the place was even more packed than before, so they found a dark corner, and Bryce stood facing her. The bar didn’t even have bottles or glasses anymore, only plastic cups with the bar logo on them, and when Bryce finished her drink within a few minutes, giving her two free hands, those hands found their way to Sophie’s hips again. Sophie finished her own drink and dropped it in the nearby trash can before she wrapped her arms around Bryce’s neck, pulling her in close.
“I don’t understand how, but this feels like it matters,” Bryce shared.
“To me, too.”
“How?” Bryce asked.
“I have no idea. But it feels really good.”
Then, someone bumped Bryce from behind, pushing her against Sophie and Sophie against the wall.
“Jesus! Sorry,” Bryce said.
“Don’t be. You’re closer now. I like you closer.”
“I can be even closer,” Bryce suggested, tilting her head.
“I think I’d like to see that.”
Bryce licked her lips, and Sophie followed suit, trying to give her the signal that this was what she wanted. Then, Bryce leaned in, and the next thing Sophie knew, their lips were connected and moving together. Sophie’s hands were in Bryce’s hair, and she didn’t care if she was messing it up. Bryce’s hands were around her lower back at first, moving around against her skin before they lowered to her stomach and under her shirt, not trying to reach for anything Sophie didn’t give her permission to touch. Sophie moaned into the kiss when Bryce’s tongue moved into her mouth. They both tasted like alcohol, but she could also just taste Bryce, and there was something about the way this woman tasted, the way she kissed, the way she touched that had Sophie making a decision.
“Come home with me,” she said breathlessly when they parted.
“Yes,” Bryce replied before she went back in for another kiss, which Sophie welcomed, feeling Bryce’s thigh move between her own.
Bryce didn’t press or rock. She just stayed there, allowing Sophie to dictate their pace. When Sophie pressed into her, though, Bryce grunted a little into her mouth and pulled back to shift her lips to Sophie’s neck. Her thigh pressed into Sophie’s center, and Sophie hadn’t ever done anything like this before, but she didn’t want it to stop, either. Still, she knew that if they continued much longer, she’d be having an orgasm in this bar because Bryce’s lips were sucking on her earlobe, and Sophie’s hips were moving into her on their own accord.
“We–” she tried to say something, but there was a noise.
There was a lot of noise, actually, and it wasn’t music. Bryce must have noticed it, too, because she pulled out of the kiss and away from Sophie’s body. Sophie turned to see that there was a fight breaking out in the bar. Four guys were throwing punches and going at one another.
“We should go,” Bryce said.
But before she could hold her hand out for Sophie to take, more people joined in on the fight, so Bryce jumped up a few times as if she was trying to find them a way out of the pandemonium. Sophie looked around, too, and when she saw a possible exit path close to the bar, she was about to grab Bryce’s attention, but police officers had rushed inside the building, and people were now fleeing, trying to avoid being arrested. Sophie turned to her right, with people bumping and running around her, but Bryce was nowhere to be found.
She didn’t know what to do, so she tried to jump how Bryce had just done to see if she could spot her. Officers were breaking up the fight, but people were still running out of the bar, so she decided she’d run back upstairs. Maybe Bryce had ended up making her way there, hoping Sophie would, too. If not, Sophie could go on the balcony and try to spot the woman in the street. She rushed up the stairs, checking the crowd as she went, and then checked everywhere upstairs, too, before running to the balcony. She put her head on a swivel and looked down, but there were too many people running around and looking at what was going on inside the bar as more officers on their horses outside tried to corral the fighters, so Sophie simply couldn’t see her. Making her way back downstairs, she looked everywhere, but Bryce was gone.
Still, she waited. She took the chance that she might even end up arrested and stayed by the bar until the bartender told her that they were closing because of the fight and that she needed to go. Walking outside, she went up and down the street, hoping, silently praying that Bryce would reappear, and when she didn’t, Sophie called herself an Uber and waited on Canal Street. She hadn’t even gotten Bryce’s last name or her phone number. She’d had the most amazing night of her life with a beautiful woman, and she’d never see her again.



CHAPTER 4
“Care to explain?” Sean said with her arms crossed over her chest.
“You smell like you got dropped into a dumpster where they’d also tossed the horse poop on top and maybe, like, bags of vomit or something, too,” Megan added.
“Ladies, let’s back off for a second. Bryce here spent the past few hours in the slammer.” Kelsey walked around to face her. “Did anyone make you their bitch? Did you have a carton of smokes to trade?”
Sean laughed. Megan smiled in sympathy at her. Bryce said nothing.
“I had no idea you wanted to check ‘get in a bar fight’ off your bucket list,” Sean said.
“I didn’t get into a bar fight,” she replied. “Idiots got into a bar fight. I was trying to find a way out of the bar for Sophie and me, and I got pulled into the crowd.”
“Okay. But how did you end up in jail?”
“I wasn’t really in jail. The officers just pulled a bunch of people aside into this alley and then took us to the station, where they sorted us all out. They ran out of space for everyone there, so before they could even ask the people who they shoved on a bus any questions, they shoved me back on another bus and took me to another station that, I guess, was about five minutes away. When they finally started asking the damn questions, they realized that I wasn’t drunk and didn’t know the guys who’d been fighting, so they let me go. They grabbed a bunch of people. I think some were just on the street, and some were inside the bar. Someone said something about a knife, or maybe it was two knives; I don’t know. I think that’s why they grabbed everyone. But, at no point was I in a cell.”
“Good because our trip is almost over, and I don’t have any money left for your bail,” Kelsey replied.
Bryce sat on the end of one of the two queen beds and said, “I lost her in the crowd, and then I couldn’t leave the station until they let me go, which took forever, so by the time I went back to the bar to find her, she was gone. I’m not even sure if it was the right bar. They all look so similar around here. I didn’t even pay attention to the name when we walked into it last night. It looked the same, but it was also nighttime, and now it’s daytime, so I don’t know. Why didn’t I pay more attention? Why didn’t I get her number?”
“The girl you were talking to when we left?” Megan asked.
“Yes. Sophie.”
“The one you were still talking to when I left?” Kelsey asked. “While her friend was hitting on me?”
“Her friend hit on you?” Megan asked, looking a little shocked for a minute before the sadness kicked in.
“Yeah. Jill. She’s cool. We talked for a while, and she’s funny, but yeah, I could tell.”
“She’s just one girl in a bar, Bryce,” Sean added as she walked to the bed she’d shared with Kelsey the previous night and grabbed a sweater off it.
“She’s not just a girl, Sean. You don’t even know her.”
“Yeah, and neither do you,” Sean retorted. “You spent, like, what, a couple of hours with her. Why are you pining?”
“I saw them,” Megan said with a smile. “You stared at each other how they do in romantic movies when they realize they’re in love at the end, just before the music swells.”
“In love?” Sean guffawed. “They met at a bar for, like, an hour.”
“Sean, come on,” Kelsey said as she sat down next to Bryce. “I’d put my arm over your shoulders to comfort you, but you stink. Maybe a shower or two or seven, and then, we can all catch up on your night in jail.”
“I wasn’t in jail.” Bryce stood up. “And I cannot believe what an idiot I was. Always get the phone number.”
“She lives here, Bryce. You’re on vacation. Did you want to hook up? You said you weren’t about that when–”
“Sean, calm down,” Kelsey interrupted. “Let the woman shower. She’s smelling up the whole room. The maid is going to search for the vomit we’ve somehow managed to hide if Bryce doesn’t get the stench off her soon.”
Bryce didn’t think she smelled that bad. She knew she’d been grouped together in some police van or small bus thing with mostly drunk people, and many of them had alcohol spilled on them or on their breath, but she’d been stone-cold sober the whole night, especially when she’d gotten pulled away from Sophie. She remembered yelling Sophie’s name over the noise. She had tried to tell her to stay there, not to go anywhere, but she’d known Sophie couldn’t hear her.
As she showered, she thought of their kiss and how Sophie had wanted her to go back to her place. Bryce would have. She’d said yes. She would have gone back there just to talk more without other people and loud music around them. She didn’t need sex with Sophie. Yes, she would’ve happily done that all night long, but she’d just wanted to keep talking to her, to keep kissing her, and to try to figure out what this was because it was the best thing that she’d ever felt in her life. Bryce’s entire body had tingled the moment she’d seen Sophie, and it hadn’t stopped until they’d been pulled apart from one another because of some drunk frat boys. Her lips were still somewhat tingly, and she wished she knew how to make them always stay that way until she could find Sophie so that she could recharge them, make them electric again, and light Bryce’s entire body back on fire.
“She’s just a–” Sean started.
“Sean, I mean it: stop,” Bryce told her when she walked out of the bathroom, finding Sean standing there.
“What are we doing today?” Megan asked. “We’ve got one more full day here.”
“Shit,” Bryce replied as she shook the towel on her head to try to dry her hair a bit.
“What?” Kelsey asked as she put her phone and wallet into her small purse.
“She doesn’t even know I’m leaving tomorrow,” she replied. “We didn’t get to that part. I was putting it off because I didn’t want her to leave, thinking there was no point, with us leaving in basically a day.”
“Not that big of a deal,” Sean said. “We are leaving. The most you would’ve had was one night.” She walked back into the main part of the room and sat on the bed Bryce had shared with Megan.
“Let’s go to Café Du Monde again,” Megan suggested. “We can have a late breakfast or early lunch.”
“I think that’s just called brunch, Megs.” Kelsey smiled at her.
“Brunch of beignets and coffee?” Sean asked.
“We could have that first and then go somewhere else for sandwiches.”
“So, donuts and then sandwiches? I like how you think, Megs,” Kelsey said and placed a hand on Megan’s shoulder.
Bryce looked over at Megan, who forced a smile when Kelsey touched her.
“I’ll skip it. I want to go find the bar from last night. I got all turned around with the cops and the stupid alley, but I want to find it and wait.”
“Bryce, she’s probably not going to be there. You know that, right?” Kelsey said sympathetically.
“Not when I get there, maybe. But if I wait, she could show.”
“What if the night was only awesome for you but not as awesome for her?” Kelsey reasoned. “I’m not saying that to be mean. I’m just thinking that you don’t know her all that well. She’s a local, and it’s the kick-start of the tourist season. Maybe her thing is hooking up with tourists.”
“It’s not,” she said, shaking her head.
“How do you know for sure?” Megan asked.
“Because I know. You guys weren’t there. I’ve never–” She paused and looked over at Sean, who lowered her eyes to the floor, avoiding her gaze. “I’ve never felt this before. There’s something here. Maybe you guys should drive home, and I’ll fly back in a few more days.”
“What? Bryce, come on,” Sean spoke. “You can’t stay here just in case she happens to show up.”
“I can’t just leave.”
“Don’t you have that interview about your blog with that food magazine?” Megan asked. “It’s in person, isn’t it?”
“It’s a local magazine, so I can skip it or ask them to postpone.”
“You were so excited about this,” Kelsey said. “This is your first real interview.”
“Well, Sophie is the first woman I’ve been excited about in forever.”
“Bryce, come on,” Kelsey said as she sat down next to her. “Let’s just get some donuts in Megan here, and we can talk more. You have a life to get back to. It was an amazing night, and I get that you wish it would have ended differently, but maybe that was all you were meant to have: one amazing night to help you get ready for the woman you’re meant to be with or something.”
“That’s sweet,” Megan told Kelsey.
“Thanks,” Kelsey replied with a wink, causing Megan to blush.
Bryce stood up and said, “I’ll go for lunch, but I don’t know – this feels like more than one night with someone I was only meant to know for that long.”
She didn’t want to go get beignets, and she didn’t want sandwiches or to give up on finding Sophie, but her friends were probably right. They were being logical while she was being emotional. Bryce wasn’t normally an emotional person. She loved food and long drives in her car, and she loved her kitchen, which she’d been slowly redoing since she’d moved into the house that she had rented for cheap from her aunt on the stipulation that she’d remodel it bit by bit as long as she lived there until her aunt was ready to sell it. The kitchen had gotten the majority of her love and attention, but she’d not neglected the bathroom, which had been straight out of the 70s before she’d redone it with up-to-date features and a fresh coat of paint, removing the hideous patterned wallpaper. Given all that, and not for the first time, either, Bryce wondered how she hadn’t known she was gay before Sean. She wasn’t a contractor or a plumber by any stretch of the imagination, but she had the ability to watch a YouTube video or read some instructions, and suddenly, she could fix something or improve it.
She worked on the house for her aunt whenever she wasn’t blogging, going on her drives, or coming up with new recipes, and she found that it filled up her time well enough that she hadn’t missed dating or trying to find a relationship. Now that she’d met Sophie, though, as ridiculous as it had sounded, she knew what she’d been missing, so she wanted to make time for that, a relationship.
When they got to Café Du Monde, her friends talked around two small tables they’d pushed together as powdered sugar rained down on them from above instead of just being in the air and all over the ground at their feet. Bryce couldn’t focus on whatever they were talking about, though. She could only think about Sophie and how her eyes had glimmered in the low light of the bar, how it had felt to have her hand move through Sophie’s hair, and how good Sophie had felt pressed up against her body fully during their dance and again later, in their own little corner of the world. How had she managed to lose her? Bryce wouldn’t ever forgive herself; she knew that much. She wondered at what her friends had said. Was it meant to be one night? Was Sophie the kick-start she’d needed to find someone back home she was meant to be with? No, that didn’t feel right. In fact, it felt very, very wrong.



CHAPTER 5
When Sophie woke up that morning, she’d sent a quick email to her boss, calling in sick. She’d mentioned a headache but left out the part about there also being a heartache. It was silly; she understood that. Still, she kept replaying the whole night over and over again, starting at the piano bar, where she’d hoped to tell Monica that she was interested in returning to Arnette should there be an opportunity for her there. She’d planned to tell Monica about having no issue starting over and working her way back up, but she hadn’t gotten the chance.
Her replays moved from one bar to the other, and her mind continued to vacillate between wishing she’d not gone with Jill and being so grateful that she had. If she hadn’t gone, she wouldn’t be lying in her bed thinking about the fact that she’d had the best night of her life with someone and would never see them again. She’d be sitting at her desk right now, working and thinking about how to approach Monica for a new job. She wouldn’t be wondering if she had just met the woman of her dreams or if it was supposed to be one amazing night, and that would be all.
She wouldn’t be up and walking around her apartment thinking about how she’d compare every future woman to this stranger who hadn’t returned to the bar after all the noise and the fighting had died down. Sophie knew that for a fact because she had been there. She had gone back. She’d stood there looking like a complete idiot and lost puppy for a long time, checking the time on her phone every few minutes, telling herself just one more minute, and if Bryce didn’t show up, she would go, but she’d stayed until she couldn’t stand any longer. Bryce hadn’t come back. That meant something, didn’t it?
“No, it doesn’t,” Jill said as they talked.
“Yes, it does,” she insisted as she picked up her coffee cup.
“Sophie, from what you told me, it was a pretty huge fight, and there were cops involved. Maybe she has a warrant out or something.”
“What? You think she’s, like, a murderer?” she asked.
Jill laughed and replied, “No, like a speeding ticket she never paid. Jesus, you’re dramatic, aren’t you?”
“Not usually. You met me at a weird time,” she said as she turned to look around the busy café. “Why are we here?”
“You said you called in sick, and I had time between tours, so I thought we could just ingest a ton of sugar and see if that helped.”
“I don’t think sugar is going to help me here,” Sophie replied. “But, thanks,” she added.
“So, sick, huh?”
Sophie looked up and saw Melinda standing there. She hadn’t invited her. She hardly knew the woman beyond the fact that she was a friend of Bridgette’s, Monica’s new girlfriend, that she had her own girlfriend named Kyle, and that she practically ran NOLA Guides.
“I told Mel what happened when I was at work. I hope that’s okay. I thought you could use another friend, maybe,” Jill explained.
“You met a girl last night,” Melinda said as she sat down in the metal chair next to the two of them. “I called Ky. She’s on her way for more moral support.”
Was this what it meant to have friends? Sophie hadn’t ever had a strong group of female friends before. Sure, she’d had a few friends in college and some work friends, but even growing up, her life had been more about family and obligations with that family than about friendships. She’d just met these women last night, and they were taking time out of their days to console her over losing Bryce, a woman she’d only just met, too, in a crowd of drunkards.
“Oh, I didn’t expect you to drop your lives,” she said.
“It’s my lunch break. And Ky said she needed a break, too,” Melinda replied. “So, I got some details from Jill this morning, but fill me in.”
“Should we just wait for Kyle to get here so that she doesn’t have to say it, like, a hundred times?” Jill suggested.
“Oh, good point,” Melinda agreed. “I’m going to get in line and order. Ky should be here by the time I get back. Then, you can start at the beginning.”
Sophie went to say something in response but didn’t know what. She’d sort of been told what to do by Melinda and Jill, but it made sense, and she didn’t think she had the energy to tell the story over and over again anyway. Melinda joined the long line, but Sophie watched her as she looked at the order window and moved closer to it, saying something to the woman behind it. Then, suddenly, Melinda was walking inside and around the long line.
“Did she just–”
“Cut the line?” Jill asked, laughing a little. “Yeah, it’s a perk of being a tour guide: you meet a lot of people. Mel’s been doing this for a long time, too, so she knows them all. She can skirt most lines, pretty much, any day.”
“That’s pretty cool. I guess it’s a good thing to have tour guide friends, then, huh?”
“Totally,” Jill said before she took a sip of her coffee. “You should join our food tour one day. There’s typically at least one no-show who pays ahead online, so there’s a little extra ready for us at the restaurants. Mel and I have a theory that whenever that happens, someone got too wasted the night before, and they decide to stay in bed and lose out on the money they paid for the tour already.”
Sophie nodded and thought about it but didn’t see herself essentially taking someone’s food on a tour that she didn’t pay for. By the time Melinda was back at the table with way too many items for one tray to hold, Kyle had arrived. She pulled a chair from an empty table and sat down next to her girlfriend, giving her a quick kiss on the lips. Sophie looked away then, feeling bad about it but needing to do it all the same. Watching others kiss was too hard for her to take today. She’d kissed someone less than twelve hours ago, and it had been the best kiss of her life.
“So, tell us everything. We’re here,” Melinda said, giving her a sympathetic smile.
“I’m not sure what there is to tell, really. I guess I had a great night with someone, but we got interrupted, and now, I’ll never see her again.”
“No, that’s not how you told me,” Jill pointed out. “You made it sound like you met the love of your life.”
“Whoa. Really?” Kyle asked. “This was after we left the bar?”
“It was a different bar,” Sophie replied.
“Can I tell it?” Jill asked. “I feel like I should tell it.”
“Sure. Go for it,” she said, needing a break from explaining it, anyway.
“Okay. So, you two left early to go have sex with each other.”
“Hey!” Melinda laughed.
“Was I wrong?” Jill asked with a quirked eyebrow.
“No,” Melinda replied.
Sophie watched as Kyle wrapped an arm around Melinda and blushed. It was sweet, but Sophie hadn’t expected to have to tell the story to a new couple this morning, and she wished she had someone all her own to share some PDA with.
“Anyway, I wanted another drink, and we went across the street. I spotted a table, but by the time we got there, this group of girls also got there at the same time. Well, women, not girls. Then, like, instantly, Sophie is staring longingly at the woman.”
“Longingly? Really?” Sophie asked.
“Yes. You didn’t see it. I did. It was longingly. Don’t worry, though: she was staring longingly at you, too. And it really was in an instant. Like, boom! They locked eyes, and I was left standing there, wondering what was happening.” Jill took a breath. “There were three other women with Bryce. Oh, and Bryce was hot, too. I should’ve led with that. She’s like this perfect androgynous kind of butch, but really…”
“Soft,” Sophie practically whispered.
“Yeah, that.” Jill pointed at her.
“It was obvious what was happening there, so I tried to talk to the friend, when the other two friends left, to give Sophie a chance for some alone time with Bryce. Kelsey was hot, too, but I wasn’t interested. Totally selfless of me.”
Sophie laughed and said, “Yeah, right. She’s straight, and you were into her before you found out.”
“Still selfless to take the straight friend I had no chance of sleeping with while you went upstairs to slow dance with Bryce.”
“You danced with her? And wait… Upstairs? The bar across the street? People don’t really dance up there,” Melinda noted.
“They did. That’s what she told me, anyway. And, apparently, it was one of those slow, sexy dances where hands were everywhere, and lips were also involved.”
“Lips, huh?” Melinda asked.
“On my neck,” Sophie said. “But it was a peck, really.”
“A sexy peck?” Kyle asked.
“Yes,” she replied with closed eyes, picturing it again. “Like a slow, lingering kiss there.” Sophie touched the spot, missing Bryce’s lips.
“Nice,” Kyle said.
“So, there was the sexy dancing, with the equally sexy peck of lips on skin, and then, they were talking again and almost kissing for real, but I interrupted accidentally.” Jill made an apologetic face. “Still sorry about that, by the way.”
“It’s okay. I loved our actual first kiss,” Sophie said.
“You did kiss her?” Melinda asked. “Not just a peck?”
“Much more than a peck,” she replied.
“Yeah? Describe it,” Melinda said.
“I don’t know that I can do it justice,” she said as she leaned back in the uncomfortable metal chair. “It is, by far, the best kiss of my life, but it’s more than that. It’s like… I don’t know… She tasted like…”
“Alcohol?” Jill guessed.
“A little. But not like that. I meant she just tasted like we were supposed to be kissing.”
“Not sure I get that one,” Kyle said.
“We just matched. Like we were meant to kiss one another.”
“Damn. I want that,” Jill said.
“I had it, and I lost it,” she replied. “I asked her to come home with me.”
“I get the impression that you don’t do that very often. Is that a fair impression?” Melinda asked.
“Yes, it would be a fair impression. I never do that. I’m not a one-night-stand kind of person. And I wasn’t planning on it last night, but the way it felt to kiss her, and how she touched me… I just blurted it out, and I didn’t regret it after at all. I would’ve slept with her; I know that for certain. But it was also like I just wanted to keep talking. I didn’t want to say goodnight or goodbye, and she’s here on vacation, so for all I know, she’s already gone.”
“Maybe that’s why you couldn’t find her. Maybe after the whole thing, she had to get back to her hotel to pack and catch a flight,” Kyle suggested.
“Jill, did you find out from the friend how long they’d be here?” Melinda asked.
Sophie hadn’t even thought about that. Why hadn’t she asked Jill about what she’d learned from Kelsey after spending at least an hour with her? Maybe Jill had gotten the info about their hotel or the rest of their trip or even a phone number or another way to contact Bryce.
“Did you?” she asked now, swallowing hard at the idea.
“Don’t you think I would have said something to you by now had I found anything out that might help you?” Jill asked. “I learned basically nothing from her. We talked about Bourbon Street and the best bars. She mentioned something about not really wanting to come to New Orleans because she wanted to go somewhere else, but I don’t even think she told me where she wanted to go instead. It was mostly just us small-talking our way through an awkward night. Then, some guy asked her to dance, and he and his friend joined the table after. They flirted the rest of the time while I pretended not to pay attention, but she didn’t say anything that would help.” Jill shrugged. “I’m sorry. Had I known you’d fall into lust at first sight, I would’ve grilled her for information.”
“I wish it were just lust… Lust I could’ve dealt with. I’d be telling myself right now that it was just a hot kiss and that it wasn’t meant to be. This is more than lust; we talked, too. It wasn’t like I wanted her to shut up and just take me home. I wanted her to keep talking, to only stop talking to kiss me, and then keep talking again. And, yeah, sex as well, but this feels like my world tilted on its axis last night, and I don’t know how to right it.”
“I know that feeling,” Kyle said. “I had no intentions of coming to New Orleans and meeting Mel. I was here to find out about my family’s history. But I met her, and I just knew.”
Melinda smiled over at her girlfriend and said, “I love you, too, babe.”
“I know it sounds ridiculous and that it wasn’t really love at first sight. I’ve never believed in that as a concept, I guess. I think you start with having interest and desire at first sight, and as you get to know the person more, the love forms. Then, you can look back at that first meeting and think, ‘Yeah, that’s what that was: it was love at first sight.’ But it’s not really love in the very beginning, until you apply the context and examine it later, when you’re in love with this person.”
“That sounds nice,” Jill replied. “A little scientific or logical and less rom-com – running through an airport to get to the other person before they board a plane and you never see them again – but nice.”
“It does sound nice, yeah,” Kyle agreed.
“I’m kind of a nerdy, numbers person, so the science and logic behind feelings make sense to me more than the part about just meeting someone and knowing right away that they’re supposed to be yours just because you feel a certain way.”
“That sounds less nice,” Jill joked.
“It’s putting the brain in the same equation as the heart. I get it,” Melinda offered.
As Melinda, Kyle, and Jill continued to talk about things she didn’t care much about today, Sophie turned to look out at Jackson Square and the crowd of people crossing the street and walking into and out of Café Du Monde. That’s when she thought she saw something. Well, she thought she saw someone.
“Bryce?” she said mostly to herself.
“Huh?” Kyle asked.
“Bryce,” she repeated and stood abruptly, nearly knocking over the table made of heavy metal as her knees hit it.
Without further explanation, she left her new friends at the table and headed in the direction of the crowd outside, but given how packed the café itself was, that actually made two crowds that she had to somehow make her way through in order to get to Bryce. She wasn’t entirely sure if this was, in fact, Bryce, but she thought she recognized the hair she’d had her hands running through just last night. Sophie tried to run but couldn’t because there were too many damn tourists trying to get the café’s famous beignets, take pictures of them eating them, and post them on Instagram or TikTok. If only they knew she was trying to find the possible love of her life and that their need to get to beignets wasn’t as important as that, she might have known for sure if she’d seen Bryce.
When she finally made it out onto the street, she got one more glimpse of the back of that head as it disappeared into a car. She couldn’t run because there were still way too many people out there, but she jogged and bobbed through families and groups of tourists, probably looking like a crazy person, until she realized that she’d never catch the car as it turned left up ahead. Sophie stopped then and tried to catch her breath.
“Fuck,” she said to herself. “Shit. Fuck.”
“Excuse me. Will you please watch your mouth around my children?” a woman scolded her as she attempted to cover the ears of her young son.
“This is New Orleans. You want family-friendly? Go to Disney World,” Sophie replied angrily as she turned and headed back to the café where her friends waited.
“Sophie? You okay? You’re sweating.”
“I haven’t run like that since high school gym class,” she said as she sat back down. “And I think I just introduced an eight-year-old to some bad words.”
“It wasn’t Bryce?” Melinda asked.
“I don’t know,” she replied. “Whoever it was got into a car, and I tried to catch it, but cars are faster than humans who only ran track for one year as a freshman in high school because their parents wanted them to try a sport.”
“Sorry,” Jill offered.
“Yeah, me too,” she said. “I guess it really is over, huh?”
“Maybe,” Kyle spoke. “I’m sorry, Sophie.”
Sophie just nodded in response, and after the café, she walked home instead of ordering an Uber because she needed the fresh air. Admittedly, part of her thought process to take a walk was that if Bryce was still in the city, maybe she’d be walking around, looking for her, too. That probably wasn’t the case, but it made her feel better, at least.
Around dinner, Sophie walked by the bar where they’d met, but it was already crowded, and she knew she’d never find Bryce inside, even if the woman was there. She somehow had this feeling that if Bryce returned to the bar, she’d stay outside and wait for Sophie to show, if she really wanted to see her again. After that, Sophie finally gave up and went home, where she sat on her sofa and tried to push past the intense pain that she felt at losing someone she hardly even knew.



CHAPTER 6
One Year Later
“And what was wrong with this one?” Kelsey asked.
“Nothing,” she said as she sat back down at the table.
“Nothing, but you came back over here when she was clearly into you?”
“She’s nice…”
“And gorgeous,” Megan added. “She has those big blue eyes you can fall into.”
“Megs, if you’re interested, I can make an introduction,” Bryce replied before taking a drink of her beer.
“What? No. I’m okay. I meant for you,” Megan said.
“You should, Megs,” Sean suggested, giving Megan a playful elbow nudge.
“Hey, leave her alone,” Kelsey admonished. “If Megs doesn’t want to, don’t force her. The point is that Bryce here isn’t interested.”
“That is correct,” she confirmed with a nod.
“But you never date anymore. When was the last time you–”
“Nope. Don’t say it, Megan. Don’t ask the question,” Sean interrupted.
“We’d have to listen to her again, and I cannot take it anymore,” Kelsey added.
“Not since Sophie,” Megan continued, not listening to anyone else. “Bryce, you can’t keep going on like this.”
“Like what? I’m not doing anything. I’m just enjoying a beer at this backyard barbeque my friends invited me to.”
“And not talking to the woman who is gay, available, and was definitely checking you out while you two were talking. I clocked her staring at your boobs at least twice, and when you bent over to get her a beer, she checked out your ass. Her head tilted to the side like a cartoon character; it was so obvious.”
“I didn’t come here for a date,” she replied.
“You don’t go anywhere for a date anymore,” Kelsey pointed out.
“Come on, Kels. Let’s leave her alone,” Sean suggested.
“Thank you,” she said to that.
“Are you sure you’re okay, Bryce?” Megan checked. “I know the whole Sophie thing kind of rocked you, but it’s been a year.”
“Almost exactly,” Bryce replied. “Two days from now, actually.”
“This is not the kind of anniversary you celebrate,” Sean noted.
“Trust me, I don’t plan on celebrating,” she replied. “I know you think I’m crazy. I get it. I know I haven’t stopped talking about that night or Sophie since it happened, but I can still feel her sometimes.”
“Feel her? She’s miles away, Bry.”
“No, she’s not. Not to me, at least. She’s here.” Bryce placed her hand over her heart. “And I can’t get her out of here. I’ve tried.” She shook her head. “I’ve been on a few dates since we got back, and I can’t focus on the woman on the other side of the table. I keep picturing Sophie when I first saw her. I see her looking back at me after we kissed, like it hit her, too. It’s all I can think about, and it’s been a year. That has to mean something, right?”
“What can it mean?” Sean asked. “You don’t even know her last name. It’s not like Sophie isn’t a common name.”
“I know. There were four hundred of them just in New Orleans with public profiles online. I checked all of them, and I couldn’t find her. Some had private profiles without pictures I could see. There were more than twenty of those. When I added Sophias to the mix, the numbers went up even higher. I tried to find her, but I couldn’t.”
“You’re acting like you stopped looking; like it’s in the past. But I saw you on our way here on your phone,” Kelsey said. “You were looking again.”
“I try at least once a week,” she confessed.
“Bry, come on. It’s been a year. Let it go already,” Sean told her, sounding impatient. “Just move on.”
“You can get under or on top of someone else,” Kelsey suggested.
“Kels!” Megan glared a little. “Leave her alone. It’s not about sex.”
“I know. I’m sorry.”
“And it’s not like any of us are going out with a different person every night,” Megan said. “I haven’t been on a single date in over six months, and the last one was a total disaster. Sean, I think the last woman you went out with was right after we got back from New Orleans. And, Kels, I don’t even know the last time you had a date with some guy.”
“It’s been a while,” Kelsey replied.
“So, let’s just leave Bryce alone. If she wants to take her time to find someone else, fine. If she wants to keep searching for a woman whom she can’t forget, fine. None of us has any right to judge who she likes, loves, misses, crushes on, or lets go of, okay?”
Kelsey smiled softly at Megan, who was the sweetest, kindest woman Bryce had ever met. She wished so much that Kelsey could see what a beautiful person Megan was and that she loved her back in the way Megan needed her to because Megan deserved that, and Kelsey possibly wouldn’t ever be loved the way Megan loved her.
“Deal,” Kelsey said.
“Sure,” Sean half-heartedly agreed.
The barbecue had been fun. Still, as much as she enjoyed good food, drinks, and company, Bryce was ready to go home and wallow some more. She knew her friends had been meaning well, attempting to introduce her to women periodically throughout the year, but she was getting really tired of yet another attempt to set her up, so she said goodbye to them and drove the long way home.
The past year had been the most challenging yet for her. After she returned from New Orleans, she’d postponed that interview with the local food magazine because she hadn’t been ready to work. She’d taken a week off from blogging, which, it had turned out, hadn’t been enough time, and, as a result, her normal light, casual approach to writing had turned more serious and direct. She went here. She ate this. It was good. It was bad. It was somewhere in between. That was it. She lost subscribers, and no one else came calling for interviews.
A month after that, she found her blog groove again, but the damage had been done. She was only making enough to pay rent and bills with nothing left over, so she’d started delivering food for an app to make extra cash, which gave her a chance to try some new restaurants. A few months later, she’d turned that into a topic for her blog, trying food her delivery customers tried. That became something her subscribers were very interested in, and she continued on that path until it was time to take a break because she could only eat so many cheeseburgers and fries from the place down the street in one week. In that time, the blog grew back in subscribers, and she got a couple new advertisers, so she was able to quit the delivery app but still maintain her login just in case she wanted to do a once-a-month spot in the blog where she ate whatever her customers ate again.
In her personal life, though, nothing much had happened. She’d gone out with a few women because her friends had insisted, but she hadn’t wanted to. She wanted Sophie. She wanted to at least see the woman again, to talk to her, to find out if she was still thinking of one night from almost a year ago when she’d met some tourist in a dimly lit bar and offered to take her home. Bryce doubted it. She was certain Sophie had moved on long ago, and that hurt her heart to the point where she could physically feel her body react at the mere thought of Sophie being with someone else now. She wanted her to be happy, of course, but Bryce was thirty-one years old now, and she’d never had that kind of reaction to another person in her life. When she’d had no clue she was gay and dating guys, she’d been in the dark about her own sexuality, and nothing had ever felt right, but she was okay. She never felt in love, but she’d been young and knew she had time.
Then, she’d figured it out, met Sean, and Sean had been the one to help her come out to her friends. Bryce had thought that she’d loved her at some point, but they weren’t compatible as girlfriends, and now, sometimes, she wondered if they were even compatible as friends. Every time they talked about Bryce meeting someone, Sean pushed back, so bringing up Sophie with her wasn’t something Bryce liked to do at all because Sean just rolled her eyes or told her she was crazy to still be talking about it. Sean also hadn’t really been dating herself, and while Bryce knew why, it still didn’t give Sean the excuse for acting how she was when Bryce just needed a friend.
To Bryce, that whole night had felt like a movie she could play back over and over again in her mind while she fixed up her aunt’s house or helped her with some of her doctor’s visits or other needs. She could see it as if she wasn’t one of the main characters but off to the side of the action, nearly bumping into Sophie going for the same table and instantly connecting with her eyes and just knowing something she’d never known before. Wasn’t that supposed to be how it felt when you met the person you were meant to be with, or at least, be with for more than one night?
It was true that Bryce didn’t know much about Sophie, but what she had learned that night, she liked. Sophie had her family obligations, though she hadn’t gone into any detail while they’d been flirting at the bar; she had a job she didn’t like; she kind of seemed a little nerdy, which Bryce was a fan of; and she had a thing for Hershey’s chocolate bars, preferring the one with almonds to the one without, but she loved using them in s’mores even more. Bryce had pictured them sitting in front of a campfire, roasting marshmallows, for a second before she’d come back to the present, and she could still see it just like a movie playing behind her eyes.
Bryce had searched for Sophie. That last full day in New Orleans, her friends had helped her drown her sorrows in powdered sugar-covered beignets, and then they’d climbed into an Uber and headed to this place Megan had been excited to check out before they left, but after that, Bryce had asked for some time alone. She’d walked Bourbon Street from bar number one all the way to the other end. The place had been jam-packed with tourists, so she’d given up around dinnertime, met her friends, and when they decided to go out for their last night, Bryce had gone to the river and stared out at it, walking around Jackson Square at night before she’d gone back to the hotel early and tried to find any Sophie from New Orleans on social media that might just be her Sophie.
And that was how it still felt, too: that Sophie was her Sophie. Yes, logically, she knew that wasn’t right. Sophie probably belonged to someone else now, who got to say, ‘This is my girlfriend, Sophie,’ or even, ‘This is my fiancée, Sophie,’ when they introduced her to people at work events. It had been a year, after all, so Sophie meeting someone, falling in love, and getting engaged wasn’t out of the realm of possibilities.
Having pulled into the driveway of her one-bedroom rented house, Bryce sighed loudly, and her head went back against the seat. She really hated thinking about that: Sophie being on someone else’s arm. She could still vividly remember the feel of Sophie’s fingers linked with her own, and picturing them touching someone else hurt. It made her stomach rumble and gave her the feeling that she might vomit. It took her a minute to pull herself together, but when she did, she finally got out of the car and headed inside.
She hadn’t eaten much at the barbecue, so she checked her fridge and found leftovers from an Italian place she had eaten at for the first time the previous night. She’d enjoyed the food and the atmosphere, and she needed to write her blog about it, so she decided to heat it up and have it for dinner to remind herself of the flavors. When she sat at her computer, though, she wasn’t thinking about the flavors or the atmosphere. Bryce sighed again. Sophie. All she could think about was Sophie. She took another bite of her lukewarm pasta and started typing, only she wasn’t typing about food.
My name is Bryce. In my blog, I don’t really talk much about myself; I just write about the food because that’s my thing. Today is different, though, so I hope you won’t mind me taking a slight detour from the delicious Italian food I had at Marco’s Italian Kitchen last night. I’ll get to that in my next blog, I promise. If you’ll allow me this one time to tell you a non-food-related story, though, I’ll be forever grateful. I think my poor friends are out of patience, having to listen to it over and over again, and I still have some talking to do.
One year ago, or rather, nearly, I was in New Orleans. If you’ve been following the blog, you’ll remember my week in the Big Easy because I blogged extensively about all the fantastic food I ate there, but something bigger than food happened back then; way bigger. I was there because three of my friends and I decided that we wanted to take a road trip somewhere, and we chose New Orleans. We drove all the way there, singing songs from our Spotify playlists and arguing over whose playlist we’d listen to. It felt like I was back in college again, going on spring break with my friends, but I’d just turned thirty and had been out of college for eight years.
When we got to the city, we explored, walked, ate, went to museums, and sat by the Mississippi River. We went to voodoo shops, and I learned about the religion. We listened to jazz and explored cemeteries. We walked the Garden District and saw the beautiful houses. And yes, we went to bars. A lot of them. I’m not really a big drinker, but I enjoyed spending time with my friends on a carefree vacation.
Then, I met her. I was grabbing a table with my friends when another woman approached with a friend of her own, and I was mesmerized. Her name was Sophie, and she was beautiful. She had these deep brown eyes that I described as soulful and this wavy brown hair that I could run my fingers through forever.
About six years ago, I came out as a lesbian and right into a relationship. We ended when we realized we were better off as friends. I tried to date again, and I met women I was interested in, who were beautiful and kind, but things never worked out because there was just nothing there.
When I saw Sophie that night, though, it felt like my life was changing, like it was a moment I’d never forget, and I spent the next several hours getting to know her. We talked on this little sofa in the only relatively quiet bar that I don’t know the name of in this town, and we held hands and danced. She ran her hand through my hair, and I know hers smelled like grapefruit. While we danced, I breathed in the scent of her skin, and I took a chance and kissed it once.
Hours later, we had the kind of first kiss romance movies can’t even compare to, and I felt it in my bones that I never wanted to kiss anyone else ever again. I know you might be wondering how I would know that after only a few hours with her, and that’s fair. I get it. It sounds crazy. All my friends tell me as much. But it’s not crazy to me. Sophie asked me to go home with her that night, and I said yes immediately because, yes, I would’ve loved to have made love with her, but I also never wanted our night to end. I wanted to stay up all night talking to her, hold her as we fell asleep, and not think at all about the fact that I would be leaving New Orleans soon.
This story, unfortunately, doesn’t have a happy ending. A fight broke out in the bar, and Sophie and I got separated in the crowd when things got crazy. I tried to find her. I promise, I did. I searched the bars; I walked the city; I looked on social media. But my Sophie was nowhere to be found.
For the past year, I’ve tried to push her out of my mind. I’ve tried not to think about her and move on, but I can’t. Somehow, this woman, whom I met nearly a year ago, is in my soul, and I don’t see her vacating it any time soon. I want to find her, to talk to her, to ask her if she tried to find me, too, if she still thinks about me, if she thinks I’m nuts to believe that I’d be writing this blog right now, and if she would have given us a chance.
I’ve never believed in love at first sight, but Sophie made my heart race, my toes tingle, my brain unable to form thoughts, and my mouth unable to say words at times. Is that love at first sight? It feels wonderful, confusing, terrifying, and exciting, and I miss it. I miss her. I miss my Sophie, who will never know that for one night, I was the happiest human on the planet. I still picture taking her to dinner, holding her hand as we walk the city at night, and I still look for her online almost daily.
Sophie, if you’re out there, all of that is true: I still think about you. I will probably always think about you. Knowing you for just a few hours also gave me the courage to tell my parents that I’m a lesbian after years of knowing the truth about myself. Realizing that I could meet the love of my life in an instant and that my family wouldn’t even know because I’d been too scared to tell them made me let them in and share with them something that’s so important to who I am. So, thank you. Thank you for that, and thank you for the tingles and the heart racing. Thank you for trying to steal our table and dancing with me when you were worried your hips wouldn’t move. They moved. Trust me. Just… Thank you. If I never find you, I hope you find someone one day who makes you so happy. I’ll try to wish for that for myself, too.
Bryce read and reread what she’d just written. When she first started typing, she’d had no intention of actually posting it, but as she read through it a second time, she decided that she needed this to get out there. She needed to get these words out somehow, and her friends, as patient as they had been, were struggling now, listening to Bryce continue to rattle on about going weak in the knees for a woman she’d never see again. So, she gave the blog a title and hit the publish button, not even checking it for typos, which wasn’t something she usually did. Then, she finished her pasta, showered, and fell into her bed, feeling at ease for the first time in a year.



CHAPTER 7
Sophie watched as her date applied lipstick for the second time since they had arrived at the restaurant. She wasn’t sure if this woman was trying to make the act look sexy or if she thought she needed to reapply, despite having too much on already, but she slowly and maybe seductively dragged the bright-red lipstick over her bottom lip and then her top one again until she finally capped it, closed her pocket mirror, and tucked both items back inside her clutch. Sophie forced a smile when their eyes met. This was her fifth date in six months. It was her seventh overall in the past year. Well, nearly a year, at least. In just two days, it would be exactly a year since she’d met Bryce, and she considered that night a date. She considered that night to be the best date of her life.
Sophie still couldn’t believe it had been that long. She missed her. How was that possible? Missing someone she hardly knew. Missing someone she only talked to for a few hours one night. They’d done all the small talk and had only just touched the surface of the important things people talk about, so there was no indication that they would’ve been anything to one another beyond that night. It could’ve just been amazing sex, and the next morning, Bryce could’ve told her that she was a conservative Republican who was homophobic and needed to go confess her sins for what she’d done or something. That would have ended whatever they’d had the night before, for sure. Sophie smiled shyly, thinking about that because Bryce wasn’t like that, and somehow, she knew it.
“Do you like it? It’s my lucky shade,” her date said.
“Sorry?” she asked as she tried to refocus on the woman in front of her and not the one she’d met almost a year ago.
Sophie had done this every single time, and it had taken her three months to even agree to let Jill set her up with someone in an attempt to get Bryce off her mind. When she had finally given in, Jill had set her up with a friend of a friend who had been in town from Dallas. As nice as the woman was, though, Sophie didn’t feel any spark there. She had no interest in kissing her goodnight or going out with her again. Her second date had been with someone Kyle had met while volunteering at a soup kitchen, and she was also very nice. She ran the non-profit and dedicated her life to helping the less fortunate. Sophie wanted to feel something for her – the woman was pretty and had a sweet disposition – but when she tried to picture them sleeping together, she could only imagine that the woman was a bit of a pillow princess, which might have been unfair, but Sophie wanted something else and wasn’t willing to find out if she was right.
Her third, fourth, and fifth dates were also attractive women who were nice and funny, but that was all she could remember about them after their nights had been over. The sixth woman was a little different. She had a near buzz cut and had been a blind date that a woman at work had set her up on. Sophie shouldn’t have gone at all because now things were awkward between her and the co-worker, who, it turned out, had suggested she go out with her cousin. Not that buzz cuts were bad or anything – on many women, they looked great – but while her date could pull it off, too, Sophie kept thinking about how she’d loved running her hands through Bryce’s hair, and she wouldn’t be able to do that with this woman. That had been it, and when the woman had given her a peck on the cheek at the end of the night and asked Sophie for another date, just that act, a kiss on the cheek, had her thinking about someone else kissing her neck and, later, her lips, making Sophie feel like that was the only kiss she needed in her life ever again and she could die happy. As a result, without hesitation, she’d turned down the offer of another date and now had to face glares in the break room at work.
This seventh woman was someone Monica had met one night at a function she’d gone to with Bridgette, where they’d been trying to market the greeting cards they made and sold. Sophie wondered if her date had pulled out the lipstick on that night, too.
“I had a great night,” the woman told her at the end of their dinner when they walked out to their cars in the parking lot.
“Yeah, me too,” she said more out of habit than anything else.
“So… I’m only about fifteen minutes from here, if you want to come over for a drink.”
And here it was. Sophie really should have expected it: the woman had been giving her signals all night. But it was something she still wasn’t used to. These seven dates were the most she’d had in a single calendar year in her entire adult life, and now, she knew why. Sophie hated dating. She didn’t want to go on a blind date or have someone set her up. She wanted to meet a woman on her own and have that connection with her that told them both that they needed to meet up again before it would go from there.
“Oh. I’m pretty tired, and we had coffee with dessert, so I think I’ll just head home.”
“Are you playing hard to get, trying to be noble because you know what I’m really asking for, or blowing me off?” the woman asked. “Just so I know.”
Well, Sophie had to admire the moxie.
“I don’t know,” she said, clearly lacking the same moxie. “You’re great. I just–”
“Blowing me off.” The woman nodded. “Got it.”
“I’m sorry. I’m just in a weird place at the moment.”
“But you went out with me anyway?”
“I thought I was okay, and that’s my fault. I’m sorry. You really are great.”
At least, Sophie assumed that she was. She hadn’t been paying much attention at dinner and hadn’t caught many details about her date’s hopes, dreams, aspirations, or, really, anything beyond her first name.
“I’m sorry,” she repeated.
“It’s fine. I only went on this date because I wanted Monica to donate to a charity I’m on the board of.”
“Monica asked you to date me before she’d donate–”
“Oh, no.” The woman chuckled. “Not like that. She just brought up her friend, who was single, and I thought that if I mentioned that I was single, too, she’d set us up, and I’d be more likely to get a nice donation.” She shrugged. “No harm. I’m kind of doing this on-again, off-again thing with a friend of mine, anyway, and it’s been off for a minute now. I think I’ll call her and get it back on again.”
Then, without saying goodnight, her date climbed into her car, and Sophie watched her use the touch screen in her vehicle to call someone. This woman was arranging herself a new date with someone else for later that night while her current one was still standing right there. Sophie had dodged a bullet with this one and would definitely let Monica hear it.
◆◆◆
“She did what?!” Monica asked when Sophie called her after arriving home.
“I think she made a booty call,” she replied, flopping onto her sofa in her sweats.
“I can’t believe her… And she thought that if she went out with you, I’d donate more?”
“Basically, what she said.”
“Soph, no. I’d never do that. I–”
“I know,” Sophie replied. “I know you well enough to know that.”
“Part of me wants to take back my donation, but it’s not like it goes to her – it goes to people in need, so that would only make things harder on them.” Monica sounded like she was talking to someone on her end of the phone. Then, she laughed and added, “Bridge said I should give a bigger donation to another member of the board to spite her.”
Sophie laughed and replied, “I’ll leave that up to you, but I think I’m going to be done dating for a while. No more setups, please.”
“I am sorry, Soph.”
“I know.”
“There haven’t been all that many dates, though,” Monica added.
“More than enough, considering I’ve been a train wreck on all of them, including tonight.”
“Bryce?” Monica asked.
“You don’t have to tell me how stupid it is to still be thinking about her. I am well aware. I’m trying, Mon. I’ve watched you and Bridgette move in together, and you seem so happy working together, too. I also helped Mel move into Kyle’s house, which is now their house, and I’m so happy for all of you. I want that, too, trust me. I’m not trying to hold on to this. It holds on to me. It makes me feel like I can’t move on until I somehow find her again and learn she was married when we met and has six kids or something.”
Monica laughed and said, “That’s a lot of kids.”
“Maybe she wasn’t married then, but she could be on her way now, you know? It’s been a year. She probably forgot all about me, met someone, and they’re moving in together as we speak, eating cold pizza off of boxes, and sleeping on an air mattress because they’re waiting for their new bed to arrive at their perfect little house in their perfect suburban neighborhood.”
“You’ve thought a lot about this, haven’t you?” Monica asked.
“I think about her every damn day.”
“Soph, I think you’ve made more of the night than it was. I don’t mean to say that it wasn’t an important night or that Bryce wasn’t great. It’s just that sometimes, we reimagine things the way we want them to be. We add things to them that didn’t really happen, and someday, we start actually believing that those things have occurred.”
“Are you suggesting I imagined that we kissed?”
“No,” Monica replied. “Not that, specifically. Just that maybe it’s taken on this larger-than-life part in your mind, and because of that, you can’t move on from it.”
“I’m trying, Monica.”
“I know you are.” Monica paused before adding, “Hey, what are you doing tomorrow night? Want to come over here and have dinner? I have good wine, and we’ve got almost all the boxes unpacked now. You can sit on dining room chairs at a table. No eating cold pizza on boxes.”
“Maybe,” she said. “Can I let you know? I might have to work late tomorrow.”
“No problem,” her friend replied before they disconnected.
Monica recently left Arnette Assets to join Bridgette’s greeting card company full-time, but she’d officially quit Arnette nine months prior and had remained on as a consultant until her father had retired a month ago. She’d also been unofficially working with Bridgette the entire time, and now, they adorably shared a home and an office while Sophie lay on her sofa in her small apartment alone, wondering about the soft dark hair of the perfect soft butch she’d loved and lost all in one night.
She thought about the line in the movie Titanic when Rose told everyone in the present day that she never even had a picture of Jack. That was exactly how Sophie felt now. She didn’t even have a picture of Bryce. She’d had a phone. It had a camera. Why hadn’t she snapped a quick selfie and, at the same time, suggested they exchange numbers just in case? That thought haunted her every single day.
She hadn’t ever gotten up the courage to ask Monica about a job. Monica’s year had been a busy one already. She had moved her son into college, moved from Manhattan to New Orleans, and quit the job she’d had her entire life and future job as CEO she’d been about to take. She’d also started a relationship with Bridgette, joined the company here, and just recently, they moved in together, even though Bridgette probably hadn’t spent a single night at her own apartment in months.
God, Sophie wanted that. Well, she wanted a new job too, and she’d still been trying, but luck just hadn’t been on her side. She’d been rejected from well over a hundred companies, gone on over twenty interviews for remote jobs and a few for local ones, and there were jobs that were neither local nor remote that she’d applied for, but when push came to shove, she knew she wouldn’t take a job that required her to move. Not only did she love where she lived and the new friends she’d gained here, she had her family to think about. It was also true that Bryce knew she lived here. If Sophie ever moved, that would be the end.
She’d gone to the bar where they’d met at least once a week for a year now. Sometimes, twice a week, and one time, every night in one week. She’d order a drink and sit on that sofa waiting as if, at that exact moment, Bryce, too, would have gotten that idea and would show back up. Of course, that would mean that the woman still thought about her, and Sophie needed to get it into her mind that that just wasn’t the situation. She needed to move the hell on.



CHAPTER 8
“Why did you do this?” Sean asked as she stared at her phone.
“Do what?”
Sean turned her phone to face her, showing Bryce her blog post.
“Oh. Well, you all didn’t seem to want to hear me talk about it anymore. You, in particular, didn’t want me to talk about it anymore.”
“So, you put it out there into the world like this?” Sean turned the phone back to herself and read from the blog, “I’ve never believed in love at first sight, but Sophie made my heart race, my toes tingle, my brain unable to form thoughts, and my mouth unable to say words at times. Is that love at first sight? It feels wonderful, confusing, terrifying, and exciting, and I miss it. I miss her. I miss my Sophie, who will never know that for one night, I was the happiest human on the planet. I still picture taking her to dinner, holding her hand as we walk the city at night, and I still look for her online almost daily.” Sean finished quoting Bryce’s own words to her and looked up at her. “You knew her for, like, three hours.”
“I knew in three seconds,” Bryce stated. “But you don’t believe me, so why are we even talking about this?”
“Bryce, we were together for two years,” Sean said. “I know you. I know you don’t believe in this crap.” She set the phone down on the table between them.
“And I said as much in the blog, in the very section you just read out loud to me.”
“Yet, spending just three hours a year ago, with some woman you barely even know, has you changing your mind?”
“Sean, leave it alone. I wrote it because I needed the outlet since you and Kelsey – and probably even Megan – are done listening to me, and my parents, whom I only just came out to, aren’t probably ready to hear the whole story. Thank God they don’t read my blog all that often.”
“They don’t understand what you do,” Sean replied. “But, Bry, you have to move on.”
“So you’ve said. And I will. I’m trying. This is part of it.” Bryce pointed at her phone. “Writing it down helped. I probably should’ve done that from the beginning since you haven’t exactly been supportive.”
“How would you feel if your ex-girlfriend, whom you had a life with for two years, started talking about how she’s never felt this way before? Two years, Bry… I know it was whatever in the end, but in the beginning, there was real love there, wasn’t there?”
Bryce didn’t want to hurt the woman because there had been real love between them. She just wasn’t sure she’d ever really been in love with Sean how she was with her.
“Sean, yes, we loved each other. I’m sorry; I don’t mean to hurt you with this. But it’s been over for three years. We were both bound to move on and find someone one day.”
“But you haven’t found anyone, Bry. You’ve had a hot make-out session in a bar, and you’re pretending like you’ve met the love of your life. You even say that in this blog: how could you possibly know that? But even still, it didn’t work out. She’s there. You’re here.”
“I thought about going back,” Bryce said.
“What?”
“To New Orleans. I’ve bought a ticket five times this year. Once, I canceled the flight right after I bought it. Twice, I waited until two days before the flight was scheduled to leave. The fourth time, I actually checked in, but I didn’t go to the airport. And the fifth time, I went all the way there and left before I got through security with my carry-on bag.”
“What? Why?”
“Why did I do it, or why did I not go?”
“Both, I guess.”
“Because every time, I’ve just talked myself out of it. Initially, I would tell myself that I didn’t even know where she was or how to find her, so I shouldn’t bother. Then, I’d tell myself that she’s not still thinking about me, so it would be awkward if we did see each other somehow. At the airport, I marched out of my Uber, through the glass doors, and straight to the security line where the TSA agent asked me for my boarding pass, and I just stood there, frozen.” Bryce shook her head. “That was two months ago. I turned around after I realized she was probably with someone else, and I’d just be getting in the way. Again, that’s assuming I could find her at all. I’d planned on camping out at that bar day and night after I found it until my flight back home. I thought if I just do that, and she never comes in, then that would be it, and I could actually move on, but I chickened out.”
“Bry…” Sean said softly.
“I have a date!” Megan flopped down into the booth beside Sean.
“What?” Bryce asked.
“I have a date, an actual date with a beautiful woman, and I am excited about it.”
“That’s great, Megs,” Sean said as she looked at Bryce with confusion.
While Megan had confirmed her feelings for Kelsey to Bryce, Bryce knew that Sean had long suspected that Megan at least liked Kelsey as more than just a friend.
“She’s really nice, too. We talked on the phone, and she asked me out.”
“You talked on the phone?” Bryce asked.
“Remember that dating profile Sean made for me last year? It’s just been sitting there since, and I haven’t checked the messages in months, but I was bored last night, so I finally opened the app and saw a woman had messaged me about a month ago and was interested in talking. The others were mostly interested in something else, so I decided to be brave and message her back. She was online, and we messaged for hours before she texted me, and we did that until midnight. Then, I called her, and we talked until four in the morning. She’s amazing,” Megan shared. “She asked me out before we both finally went to sleep, and I said yes.”
“That’s great, Megs.” Bryce smiled at her friend. “When are you going out with her?”
“Tonight. I need help getting ready. It’s been forever since I’ve gone on a date – a real date where I’m actually excited. Nights watching movies with Kels and falling asleep on the sofa together don’t count.”
Bryce’s eyes went wide at that. Sean’s did, too, though, so she wasn’t alone in hearing that very important piece of information for the first time.
“Sorry. What?” Sean said for the both of them.
“Yeah… I’m a glutton for punishment, huh?” Megan said. “Well, Bryce already knows, so you might as well know, too. But please don’t say anything to her. I don’t want things to be weird with us.”
“You’d have to actually tell me first, Megan,” Sean said.
“I’m in love with Kelsey. Have been forever,” Megan said with an acquired nonchalance in her tone and a shoulder shrug. “And she’s straight and uninterested. It’s been awful, honestly, but a few months ago, we started hanging out alone for the first time in a long time, and it was nice, being with her. As much as it hurt to not have them be actual dates, I hate it when I’m not with her, so I needed them, too. It’s hard to explain, but she invited me over to watch a movie, and we ordered in, and it was like, yes, this is what I want.”
“Kels likes guys, Megs,” Sean reminded.
“I know. And it’s not like I think anything is going to happen. Sometimes, though, when I’m there and it’s late, I just stay. We’ve fallen asleep on the sofa a few times, and once, she just told me to stay over, and we fell asleep in the bed. I realize she’s not at all interested in more, so I’m not getting my hopes up or anything, but it’s still nice.”
“But this new woman…” Bryce changed the subject, thinking she was going to kill Kelsey later.
“She’s great,” Megan replied with a smile. “I need help picking out what to wear, and I need you two to tell me what to do. What if she wants me to come inside? God, what if she doesn’t? Does that mean the date wasn’t good?”
“Calm down,” Sean told her softly and then wrapped an arm around Megan’s shoulders. “We’ll help you. And no, it doesn’t mean that. If she asks you inside, assume it’s for a drink or to keep talking. Nothing more. If it goes there, and you want to go there, too, take it there. But if you don’t want to, or she doesn’t, you wait. Simple.”
“Says you. I’ve been in love with my straight best friend for years. No one has compared to Kels.”
“Damn,” Sean replied.
She’d likely not known how deep Megan’s feelings were for Kelsey, but Bryce had, so this wasn’t news to her.
“Megs, you’ll be fine. You are smart and beautiful, and clearly, she loves talking to you since you spent hours doing that last night. Just play it by ear, okay?” she chimed in.
“Yeah, okay,” Megan said unconvincingly. “Oh, I saw your blog, by the way. I can’t believe you put that out there.”
“Told ya,” Sean pointed out.
“You think it was a bad idea, too?” she asked.
“What? No. I think it’s sweet and romantic. I just meant that it was very brave of you to do that, to tell the world that story.”
“It’s really picking up, too. I’ve gotten a thousand new subscribers today alone.”
“What? Seriously?” Sean asked.
“Yeah. And it’s gotten more comments than probably the last year of food blogs combined.”
“That’s cool, Bry,” Megan replied.
“People are asking for an update,” Bryce added.
“There’s not one,” Sean said.
“Well, not really. But there are more details I can share, I guess.”
“You’re going to post again?” Megan asked.
Bryce looked at Sean for a second and replied, “Yeah, I think so.”
◆◆◆
When Bryce got home from lunch with her friends, she sat at her computer and wondered what she could say to the people who were asking for more. It had been less than twenty-four hours since her post, so it wasn’t as if she’d found Sophie and ran into her open arms, but she felt compelled to write about it, so she started typing.
I never expected the response I’ve gotten so far about my post called ‘One Night in New Orleans, I Fell in Love.’ It’s been less than twenty-four hours, and people are asking for an update. The truth is that I don’t have an update for you, but I can tell you something I told my friend today. It’s the first time I’ve told anyone, and it may not be a big deal, but one of my best friends, who is the sweetest girl on the planet, met someone yesterday. She really likes her, and I’m so excited for her, but hearing her talk about it and seeing her so happy got me thinking about how much I want that, too, and how I can’t seem to picture it with anyone other than this woman I met randomly a year ago in a bar.
What’s the thing I’ve never told anyone? Silly, really, but I did more in my search to find Sophie than I told you yesterday. I bought plane tickets. I never went back to New Orleans, though. Five plane tickets, to be exact, and I only got one refund. I talked myself out of it every time. With the first one, I canceled the flight right after I bought it. Another two times, I waited until two days before the flight and canceled. The fourth time, I actually checked myself in, and I stared at the flight time on my phone, counting down the minutes, but I didn’t go to the airport. And the fifth time, I went all the way there and left before I got through security.
Every time, I talked myself out of going. At first, I just told myself that I didn’t even know where Sophie was or how I could find her, so I shouldn’t even bother. I told myself that she’s not still thinking about me how I am about her, and it would be really awkward if we did find each other somehow. She’d tell me that the night was fun but not life-changing for her, and I’d leave more heartbroken than when I’d arrived. At the airport that one time, I got out of my Uber and went straight to the security line where the TSA agent asked me for my boarding pass, and I just stood there, frozen. I couldn’t get on the plane. I knew what I risked if I did and never found her. The pain would be worse for me than it was living with the not knowing what could have been, so I went back home and tried to think of anything else.
That was two months ago. I realize that Sophie is probably with someone else. In my vision of this trip back, I’d planned on camping out at that bar day and night until my flight back home. I thought if I did that, and she never showed, that that would be it, and I could actually move on, but I chickened out. I thought it was better not to know than to know that she’s moved on and risk that kind of pain, but I’m starting to think I was wrong. I’m starting to believe that I’d rather know if it didn’t mean as much to her, or that maybe it did, but she’s with someone else already and happy with them. At least then, I’d know, and I might finally be able to put that night behind me.
Bryce checked for typos this time and hit publish. She sat at her computer and checked the analytics, seeing a near-instant spike in views on the new post. That was likely due to the fact that the blog subscribers got a notification whenever she posted. She went to grab something to drink, and when she came back to her computer, the spike had continued, and she had numerous social notifications on her phone. She also had a text message from Kelsey, which she decided to check first.
Kelsey Jenkins: Megs met someone?



CHAPTER 9
Sophie stared at the file on her screen. Part of her job was owning a monthly spreadsheet. There were systems that existed to do what she was tasked with doing each month, of course, but the company couldn’t afford any of them. Besides, they wanted a human to review the data to ensure its accuracy every month. Her job was to take last month’s data, compare the rows and columns to the current month, and review the metrics from another spreadsheet to ensure the changes from that one were included in the new one.
It was something she complained about each month because the person they’d had doing this job before her had taken three days a month to complete the work. Sophie just ran a quick check on the sheet because she knew how to use Microsoft Excel better than whomever they’d had doing this before, and it took her only about fifteen minutes, including the time it took her to upload the finished file to their shared drive. She still complained about it, though, and pretended it took three days because she knew that if she finished it that quickly, her boss could look at her other tasks and might start to think that maybe they didn’t need her at all. They’d already forced her to let two of her direct reports go this past year, which meant she was down to one person. Her dream of running a department was getting further and further away by the minute.
Sophie would feel bad about pretending to take longer on the spreadsheet each month were it not for how they’d treated her and her team and the fact that they gave her the workload of two people, meaning she had way more work than she had time for already. In recent months, she’d been skipping lunch a lot, arriving home around six-thirty, starving for dinner, and she would just turn on her TV, find a show to keep her occupied enough, and pass out from exhaustion after yet another fruitless job search. That had been her every night for a long time now. She didn’t like it, but she couldn’t see a way out, either.
When she got Monica’s text asking her if she wanted to go to lunch, though, Sophie decided enough was enough. She was going to lunch today and not giving this company one more extra minute of her time.
“No Bridgette?” Sophie asked when she slid into a chair across from Monica at the restaurant.
“No. I do go places without her, you know?”
“You live and work together, so prove it.” She winked at her friend.
“I am now, aren’t I?” Monica asked with a smile. “She has a meeting.”
“Ah… That’s the reason.”
Monica laughed a little and told her, “No. I wanted to go to lunch with you. I love Bridge, but I wanted some friend time.”
“So, you’re already sick of each other?” Sophie teased.
Monica rolled her eyes and said, “You know she’s basically been moved in since I bought the house. All we did was wait until her lease was up to move the rest of her stuff in.”
“I know.”
“It’s nice, though,” Monica added as she picked up the menu. “Having no backup plan, no other apartment to have to deal with, and to finally be able to call our house our home together. I moved in with Lily before we got married, and you know that didn’t end well, but this is the first time I really feel settled and like it’s her place and my place together.”
“That’s good, Mon,” Sophie said.
“It is,” Monica replied with a soft smile. “I’m going to ask her, you know?”
“Ask her what?”
“To marry me.”
“What?” Sophie said a little louder than she’d intended.
“Not tomorrow,” Monica added. “But soon. I’m going to ask Melinda to help me find her a ring.”
“Damn.”
“She’s the one, and I’m over forty – no time to waste. I want to put a ring on that finger.”
“Good for you,” Sophie said.
Then, she drifted off, picturing Bryce down on one knee with a ring in her hand, asking some faceless woman to marry her. Bridgette and Monica had only known one another for a little over a year, and it had been a year since she’d seen Bryce, so it made sense. It could happen. It could be happening right now.
“Do you want to come?”
“Where?” Sophie asked, trying to put Monica back into focus.
“Ring-shopping. I’m thinking next month sometime. I’m going to make a few appointments. I’d like to get something custom-made for her. She deserves the perfect ring and the perfect wedding.”
“If you want me there, I’m there,” she replied. “But if I’d get in the way, feel free to make it more about Mel. She knows Bridgette way better than I do.”
“My guess is this will spark something in her. She and Kyle are on that track, too. Kyle might already have a ring; I don’t know. We don’t get that much alone time for me to ask. I should have Bridge find out, though.”
“Won’t that tip her off to your plans?”
“Shit… You’re right,” Monica realized. “Do you think I should take her somewhere?”
“Bridge?”
“Yes. For the proposal. Should I do it on a vacation or something? A nice beach, maybe, where it’s just the two of us. No, that’s not Bridge.” Monica shook her head. “By the water, though. She loves the river.”
“You’re planning it in your head right now, aren’t you?” Sophie asked with a smile.
“Yes, sorry. I’ll stop. It’s just hard. We’re pretty much always together, so I can’t exactly look up rings when I’m sitting at my desk because she’d see the screen, and when we’re at home, we’re all over each other.”
“Okay… Don’t need to know that.” Sophie waved her hands in front of her face.
“I don’t mean like that,” Monica said with a laugh. “We do that, obviously, but I meant that we just like to snuggle up on the couch and talk about our days, or we’re lying in bed doing the same.”
“But you spent your whole day together.”
“In the same office building, but not always together. She has meetings with her teams, and I have some with mine. Sometimes, she’s also in the field with her dad, so it’s nice to just catch up.”
“Yeah, I bet,” Sophie said, wishing she had someone to catch up with every night.
“So, what’s going on with you?”
“I hate my job,” she blurted out.
“What?” Monica asked, looking up from the menu.
“Yeah. Hated it since I got it, really, but I can’t seem to find another one.”
“Soph, you hate your job? You’ve been there for five years.”
“Five years of awful,” she said. “I’ve been applying and interviewing, but I can’t seem to get anything else.”
“Why didn’t you tell me? I could’ve helped.”
“I tried. I was going to tell you last year and ask if you could help me get on at Arnette. I knew you guys were still big on employees being in-office, and I was actually prepared to move back to Brooklyn if I had to, just to get out of this company, but Jill told me you were leaving. Then, you and I talked about that and how you were struggling to let go, so I didn’t want to add one more thing to your plate. I didn’t want to use you for your connections when you were trying to move on.”
“Soph, I would’ve helped. Whatever you needed. You know that. Do you still want Arnette? It’s one phone call.”
“No, I can’t move,” she said.
“Not that I want you to, but why not?”
“Because I–” Sophie swallowed. “I love it here.”
“I can understand that.” Monica nodded. “I’ve fallen in love with this place and the girl that used to make fun of me for being too big-city.”
“Yeah, it gets its claws in you, and it’s hard to give it up,” she told a half-truth. “When I left for college, that made sense. It gave me a chance to experience another world in a way. So, while I’m grateful for that and for the job I got at Arnette, I think I need to be here.”
“We’ve opened up some remote positions since. Were you thinking about the same role you had? I don’t know if that one is available, but maybe another. I can make a call and see what they’d consider and if it could be remote.”
“I don’t want to put that on you. I can find something. It’s just taking longer than I thought it would.”
“Soph, you’re my best friend. You know that, right?” Monica said. “I love you like a sister. I’ll call.”
“If you want to, sure. I just…” She sighed. “I thought I’d find something, but the only things I’m seeing require me to be in-office and not in New Orleans or close by. I found something in Baton Rouge last night, which wouldn’t be too horrible, but the commute would kill me if I had to do it every day. I hate driving by myself. I hate traffic. Road rage. Maybe if I had someone to carpool with, it would be fine, but–”
“But we’d still get to see you, so you’d still have us.”
“It’s not just that,” she finally decided to admit. “It’s… Don’t laugh, okay?”
“Why would I laugh at you?” Monica asked.
“It’s Bryce.”
Monica nodded and said, “What about her, exactly?”
“It’s my family, too, but it’s really Bryce, if I’m honest with myself. If I move…” she said without needing to finish the sentence because Monica would understand.
“She couldn’t find you,” Monica replied.
“Do you know that I found zero food blogs with the name Bryce on them based in Tennessee or anywhere else in the world?”
“Maybe she doesn’t use her name for security purposes or something.”
“Probably. I also make my social profiles public for a few days a month before I shut them down.”
“What? Why?”
“Well, I can only risk it for a few days. Being fully public puts all your stuff out there, and that’s dangerous. Not to mention the comments and messages I receive every time I do it. None of them are from Bryce. Most of them are from men who see that I have ‘lesbian’ on my profile and, apparently, want to ‘do me’ and make me come with their–”
“Okay, I got it,” Monica interrupted, holding up her hands. “Gross.”
“Yeah. Why do they do that? I get links to porn and ten dick pics within about an hour after I make profiles public. I take them back to private after a day or two. I haven’t done that the past few months because it’s exhausting and, sometimes, just plain gross, but I thought that she might try to find me, and if she did, she’d go online. I wanted to be there if she did, but I can’t keep doing that, can I?”
“Do you want to keep getting dick pics?”
“God, no,” she replied. “Just say hello. What woman is going to tell you to come on over when she gets a close-up shot of your wang?”
Monica laughed and replied, “Soph, I know that night meant a lot to you, but no, I don’t think you should keep opening yourself up to unsolicited penis pictures or anything else that comes from public profiles. It’s really not about that, though, is it? It’s been a year, and she hasn’t found you, and you haven’t found her. Maybe that means something.”
Sophie nodded and said, “I’m sure you’re right.”
“It doesn’t mean that she doesn’t still think of you or that it didn’t mean anything to her.”
“But it was one night, and it was a long time ago now,” Sophie added. “Time to really stop comparing other women to a woman I’ll never really know.”
“I hate to say it, but I think so.”
“You’re right,” she said. “Anyway, let’s get back to the whole ring conversation. What are you thinking for Bridge?”
“Well, I’d get her something huge, but that’s not her style, so I’m thinking simple but visible from at least ten feet.”
“Ten feet? Damn. That’s big.”
“I can afford it. And I want her to have something to show off.”
“Mon, she doesn’t seem like a woman who needs a big ring to show off. I’ve seen her look at you. You’re all she really wants. Melinda might know better, but for my money, I’d go simple. Bridgette will say yes regardless of what’s in the ring box. I bet if you gave her a piece of grass tied in a circle, she’d wear it every day for the rest of her life.”
“I think it would fall apart.”
“She’d just put it back together with glue,” Sophie said with a smile. “She wants the marriage, not the jewelry it typically comes with.”
“I know.” Monica looked back down at the menu. “But I love the idea of her walking around with my ring on her finger. Is that old-fashioned?”
“No,” she said with a chuckle. “It’s not. Let’s just talk to Mel, and we can help however we can.”
Monica nodded in response, and they proceeded to order their food when the waiter approached. After he was gone and they were alone, though, Monica stared at her for a second.
“What?” Sophie asked.
“I just realized I’m mad at you.”
“What? Why?” She laughed.
“It’s been over a year since you and I reconnected, and you never told me that you hated your job.”
Sophie shook her head and replied, “I’m working on asking for help, okay?”
“I’ll call Darius. He’s the new CEO.”
“CEO? No, Mon. I’d be a director, at most. No CEO needs to be involved in that.”
“He owes me. I’ll get you an interview. I’ll ask him for the jobs he hasn’t posted online for leadership that he’d be willing to do remotely and let you know what they are. If you want one, I’ll get you in, and it’ll be up to you to get the job. I can’t guarantee anything, but at least it’s something.”
“Thank you,” she said genuinely. “I really appreciate it.”
“I’d hire you on with Bridge and me, but we’re running lean right now until we can get everything back in the black.”
“No, it’s fine,” Sophie told her. “I’m not looking for a handout. Just a chance.”
After they finished their lunch and said their goodbyes, Sophie returned to the spreadsheet awaiting her and pretended like she was fully focused on it while she was actually thinking about Bryce down on one knee again and that faceless woman holding her surprised hands to her mouth as she said yes to Bryce’s proposal. Bryce’s arms would wrap around her, and they would hug before they’d kiss to celebrate their moment.
Sophie closed out of the spreadsheet at five o’clock, not giving this place another minute. She grabbed her jacket and purse and headed out the door, trying to remind herself that it was time – time for her to put Bryce out of her mind and stop making that one night rule her entire life.



CHAPTER 10
Reagan1991: I think you need to find her. It’s obvious that you two are meant to be.
Iloveladies180: This breaks my heart. You lost the love of your life.
Reply to Iloveladies180: She doesn’t know if that’s the love of her life. It could’ve just been a fun night out.
NDFBrulz: Damn! Sucks! I hope you find her.
GirlzGirlzGirlz: I sent this to my friend, and she and I both think you need to keep trying. We need this blog to go viral to help.
NAP1989: I have a friend in New Orleans. I’ve asked her to see if she knows anyone named Sophie that might be your Sophie. I hope you find her.
Bryce read every comment on her blog, some of them repeatedly. There were at least three stories that people had posted about finding their own loves, and as much as Bryce was trying to move on from this, reading these comments and stories was only giving her hope that she could actually find Sophie one day. Again, she wondered why she hadn’t thought about doing this before. Right after she met Sophie, she could’ve typed a blog and sent it out into the world. She could’ve even still been in New Orleans, and maybe they’d be together now. Maybe they’d be talking about how crazy that night was as they ate breakfast after a night of making love for their one-year anniversary.
Of course, even if she had written the blog and she’d met up with Sophie there, they still might not have ended up liking each other enough to continue beyond that. She had to keep that in mind because picturing Sophie sitting next to her on her sofa was almost too much for her to handle. Bryce scrolled through the new likes and comments on her phone before opening one of her social profiles and seeing all the reposts, shares, and comments there. The blog had blown up overnight. With the addition of the second post, more people had read it and sent it to other people. Readers were now offering their help. Some had mentioned knowing people in New Orleans. Others said they had vacation plans there soon and would ask around. One person said they’d try to find the bar for her on their trip and see if anyone knew a woman named Sophie, who was a local. The ones who had no connection to the city offered to share the story online to help her find her. They shared it on Instagram and TikTok and talked about this woman named Bryce who was looking for this woman named Sophie, who might just be the love of her life.
Bryce hadn’t been prepared for that at all, and now, it was the only thing she wanted to write about. The food part of her blog hadn’t had an update in well over a week, which was pretty unusual for her, but she’d added more than four thousand subscribers to it because of her blogs about Sophie, and more and more people were coming to her site. So, while it might be forcing her to hang on to something that wasn’t ever going to happen for her, it was good for business.
At first, she wasn’t going to comment back and encourage people, but the outpouring of support had gotten to be too much, so she decided to post again.
If you’ve just joined this blog, you might think I only write about a woman named Sophie, who I met one night in New Orleans, but I actually write mostly about food. To my subscribers who are here for my take on restaurants and recipes, I’ll get you back to your regular blog soon, but this has taken on a life of its own, so I want to address it.
I wrote the first blog because I needed to get my feelings on the page for some reason that even I’m still unclear on. Just talking to my friends about it wasn’t helping, and I can honestly say that I feel much better now, just having posted the first blog. Now that people are following and interested in this story, I’m actually hopeful. I probably shouldn’t be because there’s no guarantee that this blog will reach her, but with all the help people have already given me by commenting, sharing the story, and offering to go to New Orleans and ask about Sophie, I feel like there’s a possibility that one day, I might get to see her again.
For those of you holding out for a happy ending, I wouldn’t hold your breath. The reality is that it’s already been a year, and Sophie could have moved on. We all, but mostly me, need to be prepared for that. I still can’t believe I didn’t get her number or at least tell her the name of my hotel so that she could find me there. I can’t believe I don’t have her last name or that I never gave her mine, or even the city I live in or something; really, anything about me at all that could help her find me if she was searching.
Even this blog doesn’t have my actual name on it. When I first started it, I thought alliteration would be better and catchy, so I went with Food with Foster. Foster is a name I found online that I liked, thinking that if I ever had a daughter, I might name her that. Now, I wish I had gone with Bryce’s Food Blog or something equally obvious because Sophie might have searched for it and commented, and I never would’ve had to write this story and put it out into the world.
I miss her. That’s the truth: I miss someone I hardly know. I miss her smile. I miss the blush she had when we first met. I miss the feel of her skin on mine, how amazing her lips felt, and how she laughed. I just need to know that she’s okay, that she’s happy, and I’d be okay. I could move on. But without knowing that, I’m here, stuck in limbo.
For those of you offering help, please do. I’m not normally someone who asks for it, but I sure could use it now. I had hoped to use this blog to move on, but now, I’m using it to find her. If you have a lot of followers or know someone who does, knows someone in New Orleans, especially in the gay community, and you can share this blog with them, I would be forever in your debt.
To Sophie, if you read this: I’m looking. I’m trying. I’m not giving up.
◆◆◆
“Another one?” Sean asked a few hours later when she appeared at Bryce’s front door.
“You’re early.”
“Traffic wasn’t bad,” Sean said as she walked in. “And a third blog about her?”
“Sean, just drop it. No one forces you to read my blog.”
“Normally, it’s about food,” Sean replied as she sat on Bryce’s sofa. “I like food.”
“It will be about food again, but you probably should’ve guessed by the title of this one that it wasn’t food-related.” Bryce sat down next to her. “Can I ask you something?”
“What?” Sean asked as she leaned back.
“Why does it bother you so much?”
“I told you.”
“Yes. But you said it was because we were together for two years, and I never talked about my feelings for you like that.”
“And that’s true.”
“But is it the whole truth?”
“What are you asking me, exactly, Bry?”
“I’m asking you if we need to talk.”
“About what?”
“You know,” Bryce replied. “Sean, do you still…”
“Oh, God.” Sean stood quickly. “Don’t bring that up.”
“The way you acted at the bar that night when I met Sophie, and every time I bring her up or someone I’m going on a date with, you–”
“Act like a good friend who doesn’t want to see you get hurt,” Sean interrupted.
“Megan and Kels do that, too, but they don’t act how you’re acting.”
“Bry, they weren’t your first girlfriend; the woman you lost your lady virginity to; the woman you fell in love with first.”
“But…” Bryce paused as she tried to figure out how to say this. “You know we’re better off as friends, right? We both decided that back then.”
“No, you decided that,” Sean replied. “I went along with it because it was easier than telling you that I was about six months away from asking you to marry me.”
Bryce swallowed and fell back into the sofa.
“Yeah…” Sean added. “You heard that right. The day after you broke up with me, I had a reservation for us where I was going to ask you to move in with me, and the plan was to go ring-shopping after that.”
“Why didn’t you say anything?”
“Why would I want to embarrass myself like that?”
“Sean, we hardly ever had sex. We were basically friends already.”
Sean sat back down beside her and said, “When we got together, I knew you’d never been with a woman before. And don’t get me wrong, I loved having sex with you, Bryce, but you wanted it a lot more than I did. I don’t mean that you wanted me more than I wanted you; just that my sex drive wasn’t as… active. I don’t know if that’s the right word. I liked it once a week or a few times a month. I like the long, all-night lovemaking where you wake up sore and exhausted and need a week to recover, and I like snuggling in between. You loved it practically all the time. When things started to slow down in that department, I thought we’d settled into the relationship part. Sex is less frequent once you’re out of the honeymoon period. And when we got to that place where it was once a week or even every couple of weeks, I wasn’t complaining. Did I ever complain?”
“No,” Bryce said as she thought back.
“And you didn’t, either,” Sean added. “So, I thought we were good. I thought we’d settled into what worked for both of us.”
“Sean, we both want to be the big spoon and on top.”
“I’m okay giving up my big spoon status every now and then,” Sean told her. “And I rolled over for you a few times.”
Bryce chuckled and said, “A few times.” She shook her head. “In the beginning, then, were you just giving me what I wanted?”
“Yes,” Sean replied honestly. “I didn’t mind, though.” She shrugged. “You’re gorgeous, and I was your first. I thought if you wanted to be on top, I could handle that because you give amazing orgasms, Bry.”
Bryce rolled her eyes and replied, “Sex isn’t just about that.”
“And we didn’t only have just sex. But if you’re asking me if I liked it when we mellowed out a little, yes is my answer. You never said anything to the contrary, though, so I thought we were on the same page. Then, one day, you’re ending things and acting like it’s amicable because we should have both realized that we weren’t meant to be, and I was planning a future for us. I accepted it because it’s embarrassing, thinking about me making plans to buy you a ring and you making plans to meet someone else.”
“It’s been years. You’ve never said anything.”
“I never really needed to,” Sean said. “You’ve gone out with a few women, and I know I’m no longer the only one you’ve been with, but you’ve never met anyone you wanted to bring home to your parents. Hell, you weren’t even out to them when we were together. Now, it’s like you spent one night with someone, and she inspired you to tell your mom and dad that you’re gay, and you’re writing these blogs about her that could easily be in a romance novel, and I’m reading them thinking about how I was going ring-shopping.”
“Sean, I’m sorry,” she said.
“I don’t need you to be sorry. I need you to get over this.”
“It’s not that simple. If I could, don’t you think I would have already?”
“You just asked the entire internet to help you find her. Do you really want to get over it?”
“No,” Bryce answered honestly. “I want to find her.”
“Because you think she’s the one?”
“I don’t know. I only know that I need to find her to put closure to this. If she’s not – at least, I’d know for sure, and I could actually move on the right way.”
“And what about me? I’m just supposed to wait?”
“What? No, Sean. There’s no waiting here. What do you think you’re waiting for?”
“For you to realize that we…” Sean faded out and stood back up. “There’s really no chance, is there?”
“For us? No, there’s not. I love you, but not in that way.”
“Right,” Sean said with a nod. “See? Embarrassing.”
Then, there was a knock at the door, and Bryce remembered for the first time that Megan and Kelsey were going out to dinner with them.
“Do you want me to tell them that we need to cancel?” Bryce asked.
“No, it’s fine.” Sean walked over to the door and unceremoniously pulled it open. “Hey,” she said with no emotion.
“Hey. You okay?” Kelsey asked.
“Yeah. I’m great,” she replied sarcastically.
“PMS?” Megan asked.
“No,” Sean replied. “Can we just go to dinner?”
“Sure.” Kelsey looked over at Bryce, who just shook her head, telling her to drop it.
“Yes, but are you–” Megan started. “Ow!”
Kelsey had elbowed her and gave her a glare.
“I mean, dinner. I’m hungry,” Megan said instead.
“She skipped lunch,” Kelsey replied.
“How do you know that?” Sean asked her.
“She told me when we drove over here,” Kelsey said with a look of confusion on her face. “And I did, too. So, can we go?”
“Yeah, just let me grab a sweater,” Bryce said.
“Bry, I saw the post. You’re asking people to help you find her. That’s so cool,” Megan noted. “It’s like this worldwide phenomenon now.”
“It’s no big deal,” she said as she reached for the sweater she’d left on the chair by the sofa. “It’s not going to work.”
“How do you know?” Kelsey asked. “I think it’s pretty romantic.”
“Romantic?” Sean asked. “You’re starting to sound like Megs over here.”
“I am not.” Kelsey chuckled. “I just think it’s sweet.”
“Sweet?” Bryce asked as she made her way to the door. “Yeah, that’s a Megan word. You’d usually say something like, ‘Cool,’ or, ‘Interesting.’”
“Anyway,” Kelsey said to her with wide eyes. “It’s cool and interesting, okay?”
Bryce laughed and replied, “We’ll see. Are we ready?”
“Yeah, let’s go,” Sean spoke. “I’ll drive. Kels, shotgun?”
“No, Bry can have it,” Kelsey said as they left Bryce’s apartment.
Kelsey sometimes got carsick, which was why, for the majority of their road trip to New Orleans, she’d either driven or sat in the passenger’s seat.
“Megs?” Bryce asked, knowing Sean didn’t want Bryce sitting next to her on the drive to the restaurant.
“No, I’m okay in the back seat.”
Bryce had no recourse now, so she nodded, and they made their way to the car. She knew that it was odd for Kelsey to give up the front seat, but then she watched Kelsey pull the door open for Megan before walking around to the other side of Sean’s SUV and thought that was even stranger.
When she climbed into the passenger’s seat, though, she looked over at Sean.
“We’re okay, all right?” Sean told her as Megan laughed at something Kelsey had said in the back seat.
“Okay,” Bryce replied softly.



CHAPTER 11
“Okay. I have good news,” Monica said as she sat down.
“You do?” Sophie asked.
“She does,” Brigette added as she sat down next to her girlfriend.
“Okay. Well, what is it?”
“Your old role at Arnette isn’t open, but the one right below it is. I know it’s not ideal, but if you get this one, it’s a way back in, and you could work your way back up.”
“Really?” Sophie asked, hopeful.
“Yes. And they’re also willing to open it remotely for the right person.”
“Considering you did that job and the one above it, I think that might be you,” Bridgette said.
“I checked online. It’s not posted.”
“They’re looking inside first, but when I talked to my replacement, he mentioned that there weren’t any great candidates, so they’re going to post it externally at the end of the week. I told him about you, and he was really interested. You’d still have to apply when it posts, but I have his email for you, and if you send him your resume and a really good cover letter about why you want to come back, he’ll put you first in line for the recruiter to talk to,” Monica said.
“You’re serious?”
“Yes,” Monica said with a smile.
“Oh, my God. Monica, thank you. That’s amazing. I really appreciate this.”
“It’s just an interview. I can’t promise you that you’ll get it, but if they don’t have any internal candidates standing out to them, and like Bridge said – you’ve done the job before, and you did it well – you’re high on their list of people to talk to.”
Sophie let out a deep sigh and finally felt like she was making job progress for the first time in a long time.
“I have an interview lined up for a company in Atlanta,” she shared. “It’s a phone interview, but if they like me after a few video interviews, I’d fly there for a final in-person one.”
“Would you have to move?” Bridgette asked.
Their conversation was interrupted when their waiter arrived, and Monica told him, “We’re still waiting on a couple of people. Can we maybe have some waters for now?”
“We’re not supposed to seat incomplete parties. Did the hostess–” The waiter placed the menus on the table but didn’t finish his sentence before walking away.
“We’re here,” Melinda said, rushing over to the table with Kyle in tow. “Sorry. We’re all here now.”
“Melinda, hey,” the manager said as she walked out.
“Hey. Sorry to steal a table. But I promise, we’ll eat a lot and tip better than the tourists,” Melinda replied.
“You know you’re welcome at any time,” the woman told her. “Hi, Kyle.”
“Hey,” Kyle said with a polite smile that looked a little forced.
“So, I guess I’ll let you two join your group.”
“Thanks,” Melinda replied. “I’ll say goodbye before we go.”
The manager walked off, and Sophie now knew why she’d been told to use Melinda’s name at the podium when she arrived.
“Mel’s ex,” Bridgette explained to Sophie.
“Not really,” Melinda added as she sat down next to Sophie.
“She is,” Bridgette replied.
“It was, like, a month,” Melinda argued.
“It was a lot of…” Bridgette glanced over at Kyle for a second. “Hand-holding and pecks on the cheek for a month.”
“Babe, want to figure out what to eat?” Monica asked, shaking her head at Bridgette.
“Ky’s not jealous. Are you, babe?” Melinda asked her own girlfriend.
“No, not at all. You only told me that you two never stopped touching each other for a week, but I’m fine that you wanted to go to the restaurant she manages today and that we were here two weeks ago and a few times before that. Perfectly fine.”
“I’m glad you’re so secure in our relationship,” Melinda teased her.
“I seem to remember you two didn’t stop touching for like a week too there,” Bridgette added.
“We hardly stop touching each other now,” Kyle said.
“Trust us; we know.”
“Monica just wrapped her arm around your shoulders,” Melinda countered. “And, if I’m not mistaken, your hand is on her thigh right now.”
“She’s hot,” Bridgette stated in response.
“Bridgette!” Monica laughed.
“What? My girlfriend is smoking,” Bridgette said before she leaned over and kissed Monica on the neck.
“Did you just say, ‘Smoking?’” Monica teased.
Sophie had nearly made it a full hour without thinking about Bryce. Seeing the kiss on the neck, though, brought everything to the forefront. Suddenly, she was right back in that bar with Bryce, holding her from behind as they danced together, away from the crowd. The song with that sexy bass beat had Sophie’s hips moving in time with her partner’s and contemplating what it would be like to have Bryce move with her like this in other ways.
“So, Soph, Monica said she had good news for you,” Melinda began.
“Yeah,” Sophie replied as her mind refocused on her friends. “She got me an interview at Arnette. Well, I have to get it set up, but I’m on a list now, at least.”
“That’s great,” Kyle noted.
“Yeah. And it’s for a job you’d want?” Melinda asked.
“It’s a job I’ve had before. Well, it was the job I had when I first started there before I got promoted, but I loved it, yeah.”
“Then, that is awesome,” Melinda said, smiling at her.
“I just hope I don’t screw up the interview. I’ve had so many, and I haven’t gotten a job.”
“What about this one in Atlanta coming up?” Bridgette asked, bringing their conversation back around to before Kyle and Melinda had arrived. “You’d move?”
“I don’t want to. Honestly, I’d forgotten I’d even applied for this one. I never heard back from them, so I assumed I didn’t get an interview. This morning, though, I had an email from their recruiter. The job sounds good, but I’ve never even been to Atlanta, so I don’t know.”
“You’d really move?” Kyle asked.
“I’m hoping I don’t have to. I don’t want to leave, but I can’t keep doing what I’m doing. I feel like I’m being taken advantage of most days and that I’m actually losing brain cells with the menial tasks they give me. They’ve made me let people go, and we haven’t hired replacements, but it’s not like their work just goes away, so someone has to do it. I miss being part of something bigger; solving problems and helping people on my team,” she explained, leaving out the fact that she didn’t want to leave New Orleans because if she left, Bryce would never know.
“Oh, my God!” Jill exclaimed as she ran over to the table.
And the woman actually ran. She ran past the podium, after practically knocking over people waiting in the lobby to get their table, and past a waiter who was carrying a heavy tray of food. Then, she stopped and placed her hands on the table, leaning over and breathing hard.
“Jill? What’s going on?” Melinda asked. “I left you at work. You have a tour in, like, thirty minutes.”
“I know. That’s… why… I… ran,” Jill managed to get out between breaths. “Sophie.”
“Yeah?” Sophie said as she stared at the sweat forming on Jill’s brow.
“Sophie,” the woman repeated and pointed at Sophie.
“Is here. Are you taking attendance?” Bridgette asked.
“Here. Sit down,” Monica offered as she scooted over, giving Jill space to sit down next to her.
“Jill, are you okay?” Kyle asked.
“Bryce.”
Sophie’s ears perked up at that, and she leaned over the table toward Jill.
“Bryce. I found…”
“Bryce? Sophie’s Bryce? You–” Bridgette started. “How many words? How many syllables?”
“Shut up, Bridgette,” Sophie said then. “Jill, what about her?”
“I found her.” Jill nearly caught her breath. “I found her.” She smiled wide.
“You what?” Melinda asked.
“How?” Monica added.
“You…” Sophie leaned back again. “You found her?”
“She found me,” Jill said as she pulled out her phone. “Well, technically, a friend of a friend, who had a follower who–” She shook her head. “It doesn’t matter.” Jill scrolled through her phone. “She wrote about you.”
“Wrote?” Kyle asked.
“She’s a blogger,” Jill replied. “But her blog isn’t written by Bryce, or we would’ve found it when we looked. It’s Food with Foster, and the writer is Foster Jane. I wonder if Bryce’s middle name is Jane.” She tilted her head as if contemplating.
“Jill!” Sophie had to lean forward again. “Make it make sense, please.”
She also pulled out her own phone because she couldn’t wait for Jill now.
“She has this blog that is normally food, but she wrote about you. She has three posts about you now.” Jill turned her own phone toward Sophie. “Here. People are trying to help her find you. There have been posts about it on my feed all day.”
“Oh, my God,” Monica said.
Sophie took the phone and looked at the blog. There was no picture of Bryce, but the first words she read were, ‘My name is Bryce.’ The rest of the blog, which she skimmed through, was about her. She couldn’t believe it. She quickly grabbed the link and sent herself a text from Jill’s phone before she handed it back to her and picked up her own, returning to the blog to read through it more fully. Sophie didn’t care that there were five other people at the table with her or that the waiter had arrived with water for everyone and asked them for their orders. She just read.
“I’ve never believed in love at first sight, but Sophie made my heart race, my toes tingle, my brain unable to form thoughts, and my mouth unable to say words at times. Is that love at first sight? It feels wonderful, confusing, terrifying, and exciting, and I miss it. I miss her. I miss my Sophie, who will never know that for one night, I was the happiest human on the planet. I still picture taking her to dinner, holding her hand as we walk the city at night, and I still look for her online almost daily.”
“She called me her Sophie,” she said in disbelief.
“She did?” Monica asked as she leaned over to Bridgette, who must have pulled the blog up on her phone as well. “She sure did. Soph…” Monica smiled wide. “This was posted a few days ago.”
“And there are two more posts about you, too,” Jill added. “She’s looking for you.”
“After a year?” Kyle asked.
“She’s been looking this whole time,” Melinda replied as she stared down at her own phone. “You two must have just been missing each other.”
Kyle leaned over and read from her girlfriend’s phone.
“What does this mean?” Sophie asked no one in particular.
“It means you found her. Or, she found you,” Bridgette answered. “Sophie, this is awesome. You never thought you’d see her again.”
Sophie’s heart raced, and she just stared back down at her phone, trying to take it all in. Bryce had written multiple blogs about her. She’d remembered the scent of Sophie’s shampoo. She hadn’t forgotten about her or their night together. She hadn’t moved on.
“You have to message her,” Jill nudged.
“What?” Sophie asked.
“Message. You have to send her a message. Now. Do it now so that we can help you figure out what to say.”
“Now? I haven’t even read the other blogs yet.”
“I did. They’re good. Trust me. She’s looking for you. Just message her.”
“Soph, what’s wrong?” Monica asked instead, knowing her better than the rest of them combined.
“Nothing. I… I just… I can’t believe it. I was trying to move on.”
“But you haven’t, right?” Jill asked. “Don’t answer that. We all know already.”
“I need to process this. Or, at least, read the others.”
“No, you don’t,” Bridgette insisted. “Just tell her you’re out here; that it’s you.”
“End her pain,” Melinda said. “I’m on the second blog now. She almost flew down here to find you.”
“She what?!” Sophie asked, clicking on the next blog.
“Five times. Damn, Sophie. You must be one hell of a kisser,” Melinda teased.
“Hey!” Kyle joked and laughed.
“I love you, baby.” Melinda kissed her cheek.
“She almost flew here?” Sophie asked.
“And now, she’s crowdsourcing your location. Sophia, you need to message her,” Jill said, calling her by her actual first name.
“I want to. It’s not that I don’t. But the way she writes about me… I’m not this–”
“Yes, you are,” Monica interrupted. “You are exactly who she wrote about. You’re the woman she met that night. Message her. Tell her that you’re here and that you’ve been thinking about her, too.”
“But what happens after that?”
“One of you gets on a plane,” Jill replied. “Duh.”
“We meet? In person?” Sophie asked nervously.
“You don’t have to worry about that yet,” Kyle said.
“Just see where it goes,” Melinda added.
“How do I–” Sophie looked down at her phone again. “There’s a contact form somewhere, right?”
“Just leave a comment. She said she’s been reading all of them,” Jill suggested.
“A comment?”
“Yeah. That way, everyone can see that she’s found you.”
“No, email her,” Monica suggested. “You want this to be private. She can tell them later that she found you.”
“That’s no fun,” Jill argued.
“It’s not supposed to be fun. It’s Sophie meeting the possible love of her life again,” Bridgette replied.
Sophie found the contact page, and a form opened up automatically. She stared down at the few required fields and felt like she’d forgotten every word in the English language.
“What do I type?”
“Hi. This is Sophie. I’m madly in love with you and have been for over a year. Please come kiss me again now,” Jill said.
The group laughed, but Sophie remained serious.
“Hi. It’s me. Your Sophie,” she said as she typed. “You found me, I guess.”
“That’s cute,” Melinda noted, leaning into Sophie a bit.
“Sent,” Sophie said.
“What?!” Jill asked loudly. “You sent that?”
“Yeah. Shit… Why did I hit send?” she asked herself. “That was awful. Oh, my God! I can’t believe I did that.”
“Send her another message,” Jill told her.
“No, that’ll look weird,” Bridgette added.
Sophie opened up another form and began typing.
“What are you doing?” Kyle asked.
“Telling her I hit send too soon and that I meant to tell her that I looked for her as well.”
“That’s better,” Monica said with a nod.
“What if she doesn’t respond?” she asked after hitting send for the second time.
“She’s looking for you. She’ll respond,” Jill said. “This is the most excitement I’ve had in forever.”
“Food tour,” Melinda reminded.
“Shit! Yeah. I need to go now. Sophie, I expect updates in our group chat the moment she messages you back.”
“Yeah, okay,” Sophie said. “Do you guys mind if I skip dinner? I kind of want to be alone right now.”
“Go. Read and reread blogs about your epic love story,” Bridgette said with a smile.
“Thank you,” she replied.
Sophie constantly checked her phone as she walked home from the restaurant, waiting for a response from Bryce, but by the time she got there, she was disappointed that she didn’t have one. She did exactly what Bridgette had assumed she’d do, though. She read and reread all three blogs, and her heart ached for Bryce to respond to her. It made no sense, but Sophie knew it: she had somehow fallen in love with a woman she’d only known for a few hours.



CHAPTER 12
Bryce stared.
“Oh, my God!” Megan yelped and covered her mouth with her hand. “It’s her.”
“We don’t know that,” Kelsey reasoned. “She’s gotten messages from three women claiming to be Sophie. I guess they could be guys claiming to be a woman who is Sophie.” Kelsey looked off toward Bryce’s back concrete patio.
“Stop it,” Megan told her and playfully slapped her.
“Ouch! Be nice.” Kelsey chuckled and pretended to tend to a fake wound on her bare shoulder. “Kiss it and make it better, Megs.”
“Oh, stop,” Megan replied as she giggled.
Bryce looked up in time to see Kelsey appear noticeably disappointed that Megan was back to staring at Bryce’s computer.
“She messaged. You found her.” Megan put her hands on Bryce’s shoulders and gave her a little shake. “The power of lesbians!”
Bryce laughed and said, “Kels is right: I don’t know for sure that it’s her. It could be anyone. The story has kind of gone wild, and I’ve had other people message me, too.”
“You messaged them back and figured it out. Time to do that with this one, right? These two, technically, since she messaged you twice. That’s cute, huh? She was so excited that she hit send too fast,” Megan noted.
“It might actually be her,” Kelsey added. “Megs has a point about the two messages. The others didn’t do that.”
They’d gone to dinner, and after Sean dropped them back off at Bryce’s, Megan and Kelsey had come inside, but Sean had opted out of the friend hangout session with beer and popcorn while they watched a movie. Bryce understood why. Dinner had been awkward enough. On top of that, for the first time ever, Bryce thought their foursome felt more like an old couple that had been arguing before dinner but hadn’t wanted to cancel and a new couple who were still totally into one another, and that made dinner a double date. That was ridiculous because Sean and Bryce hadn’t been together in years, and Kelsey was straight.
While Bryce was starting to wonder about the last part of that statement, she had too much on her plate to try to discern if something had changed for Kelsey, given how much more time she had been spending with Megan recently; and not just how much but what they’d seemed to be doing with that time.
She’d instantly checked the analytics when she got home, and she’d gotten an additional eight hundred subscribers to her blog since she’d left for dinner. That was crazy enough to her, but even crazier was that people were clicking on the ads and going to the affiliate pages, which earned her money. While Megan had made them popcorn and Kelsey had pulled beers out of the fridge, Bryce had checked her notifications. The last thing she’d expected to see were two messages, both from the same person claiming to be her Sophie.
Kelsey had had a point: Bryce had gotten fake Sophies already, which had been awful. She’d gotten them all while they’d been at dinner, nearly one right after the other, and she had sent them both the same question, ‘What are the names of my three friends who were there that night?’ None of the fakes had gotten it right. One of them had actually made up three names as if they would magically, somehow, guess them all correctly, but no, her three friends were not named Jack, Alex, and Sarah. Seeing the first message come in, though, had given her such hope. Her heart had raced. Her breathing had stopped altogether for a minute. She had thought she’d found her, and it had been level-headed Kelsey who had convinced her to test them first. And thank God for that because they’d just turned out to be terrible people who wanted to play on her emotions.
This one felt different, though. It felt important. It felt like she could get her hopes up. But she knew she shouldn’t. So, instead, as Kelsey and Megan both talked amongst themselves behind her, Bryce typed a message.
Sophie,
Forgive me if it’s really you, but I’ve had a few impersonators try to convince me that they were at the bar that night. Can you do something for me to prove that you’re really her? Can you tell me the names of the three friends that were there with me that night? Hell, if you can get one of them right and tell me the name of your friend who was there, I’ll believe you. I just have to make sure because I’ve gotten my hopes up before now, and it’s just too hard.
Bryce
“That’s good,” Megan told her as she read it over her shoulder. “Simple, but to the point. Still telling her that you’re crazy about her.”
“What if it’s not her again?” Kelsey asked.
“Don’t put that out there into the world,” Megan replied.
“Sorry. I was just curious,” she said.
“I guess I’d just write a post tomorrow, asking people to stop it, and hope that does it. It’s too big to shut it down now. People would still try to help me find her, which means fakes will be part of it.”
“Why can’t people just get their rocks off by having sex, like the rest of us?” Kelsey asked before she took a drink.
“You’re having sex?” Megan asked.
“Me? No, not right now. I’m here with you two.”
“I meant, like, in general,” Megan said.
Bryce closed her computer, stood up, walked around the two of them, and headed toward the bowl of popcorn sitting on her coffee table.
“No. Who would I be having sex with?”
“I don’t know. That guy from work?”
“Jason?” Kelsey laughed hard. “He’s, like, twenty.”
“So? When I went there to pick you up for lunch, he was checking you out. You introduced him to me.”
“He was standing there. I didn’t want to be rude. And he’s got a thing for my boobs.” Kelsey rolled her eyes. “His eyes keep going down. It’s obvious to everyone but him.”
“Yeah, I saw him. Clear as day. Eyes right there.” Megan looked down a little and imitated this Jason they were talking about while Bryce sat cross-legged on her sofa and brought handfuls of popcorn to her mouth, taking in the show.
“Well, I’m not having sex with Jason from work or anyone else, for that matter,” Kelsey stated. “And you’re the one who’s dating someone, so if any of us is getting any, it’s you. It sure as hell isn’t Bryce, who’s hooked on Sophie, and it’s definitely not Sean, who’s hooked on Bryce.”
Bryce stopped the hand that had been near her mouth.
“Shit. Sorry,” Kelsey added, closing her eyes. “I didn’t mean that.”
“No, you did,” Bryce said, dropping the popcorn back into the bowl. “It was awkward tonight, wasn’t it?”
“She’s still in love with you, Bry. We all know it,” Megan noted, sitting down next to her.
“I knew that, but I didn’t know the whole story, apparently. She told me she’d gone ring-shopping.”
“Yeah, I know,” Megan said.
“She finally told you,” Kelsey echoed and sat on the arm of the sofa behind Megan instead of the empty seat that was next to Bryce.
“Tonight, right before you two showed up. I don’t know what to do. I know we’re not supposed to be together.”
“We do, too,” Kelsey agreed. “And she’ll just need some time. I think she held out until you met Sophie, but now, she’s trying to push herself to move on, but it’s harder than it looks.”
“Tell me about it,” Megan said softly.
“Huh?” Kelsey asked.
Bryce’s phone pinged on the table, and that ping was a specific one that she set to indicate an incoming email. She looked hopefully at Megan and then at Kelsey.
“Pick it up,” Kelsey encouraged.
“Check it,” Megan added.
Bryce sat up and reached for her phone. She unlocked it and opened her email app while Megan leaned over her shoulder and Kelsey leaned over Megan’s.
Bryce,
Your friends were named Megan, Sean – or maybe Shawn because I don’t know how she spells it – and Kelsey. My friend was named Jill. Your hair was short and black, and I ran my hands through it over and over again. When we danced, you kissed my neck, and I think about that every single day. We joked about sugar mamas because we were nervous, and when you kissed me, I was pressed against a wall, and we were tucked away from the whole world in the corner. You started jumping when the fight broke out, trying to find a way for us to get out of there, and then, you were gone. I gave you a little more than you were asking for because I wanted you to know FOR SURE that it’s me.
Your Sophie
“Holy shit! It’s her,” Kelsey said.
“It’s fucking her,” Megan added.
“Did you just curse? You never curse. That was cute, Megs,” Kelsey noted. “Say it again.”
“Shut up.” Megan laughed. “Bryce, you found her. You really found her.” She patted Bryce on the leg. “Holy crap.”
“No, go back to ‘fuck.’ That was funnier. Say, ‘Fuck,’ again.”
“I’m going to fucking hit you in the shoulder again – but, like, playfully because I’m not mean – if you don’t stop distracting Bryce from this important moment she’s having,” Megan replied.
“It’s her,” Bryce said softly. “Sophie…”
“Why don’t we skip the drinks and popcorn? Megan and I can head out and leave you alone. Sophie just responded, so she’s probably waiting on you now,” Kelsey suggested.
“Yeah, we’ll go, but we want updates,” Megan told her as she stood and reached for Kelsey’s hand, which Kelsey had held out for her. “Updates, Bry. Text us.”
“Okay,” she replied but hadn’t really heard what Megan had said.
A minute later, Bryce was alone in her house with three unfinished beers and a half-eaten bowl of popcorn. She didn’t know what to do; what to say to Sophie next. She still couldn’t believe the fact that she’d found her. It was late, after eleven, so she didn’t want to wake the woman up if Sophie had sent the message and gone to bed, but that was ridiculous because no one would send a message like that and just go to sleep.
Sophie,
It’s really you? This isn’t some very elaborate prank by a horrible person who found bar security footage or something?
Bryce
She hit send and regretted it because that was a stupid response to Sophie’s heartfelt message. Anxiously awaiting a reply, Bryce took a long pull from the beer in front of her, not knowing if it was Kelsey’s, Megan’s, or her own. Then, she just sat there and stared down at her email app until another message came through.
Bryce,
It’s really me. The cameras in these bars barely work most of the time, and if they did, they wouldn’t have sound. I drank a beer that Jill had gotten for me. You had something in a red cup that I didn’t see. I told you I was from New Orleans but that I had lived in Brooklyn and gone to New York for college. You said you lived in Tennessee but failed to mention a city. Thanks for that, by the way. Could’ve helped me find you a little easier. You told me about your food blog, but there is no blog by Bryce about food that I could find online. Trust me, I looked. You wore a black button-down and gray pants. I had on a blazer because I’d planned to ask my friend, Monica, for a job that night and had failed to do that. Is that enough? Does that convince you? Maybe this will if that doesn’t. When we kissed, you pressed into me, and I rocked back into you. You tasted a little like pineapple and rum and something else that was probably just you. I don’t think security cameras would’ve told me all that.
Your Sophie
“It’s her,” Bryce said to herself, finally allowing her heart to believe it.



CHAPTER 13
Sophie was sitting in yet another unnecessary meeting. It was her third of the day and during lunch, which meant she was starving. They hadn’t brought lunch in for them because that would mean they actually cared enough about their employees to make sure they ate. On top of that, the meeting was going long. It was supposed to only be an hour, but it was bordering on two at this point, and the manager making a presentation, her boss, was only on his twentieth slide, which she could see was out of thirty.
Sophie silently prayed that the last ten slides were some appendices that they could all review on their own time and that he wasn’t also about to go through them, but then, he clicked, and they were on slide twenty-one, and there was no sign of said appendix. She was used to this. They had at least two to three meetings like this a week, and normally, they didn’t bother her because she could sit back, relax, and daydream. She didn’t actually need to pay attention, so she could picture herself at another company, working in a job she actually loved. Some meetings, for the first few years at least, she’d pictured herself having sex with a nameless and faceless woman. That helped get her through. The woman would be everything Sophie wanted and needed in bed. They would wake up together after, and she’d make them coffee. They’d arrange another date, and during these two-hour meetings, she could sometimes see that daydream through all the way to their wedding day or even to them with twins in cribs. Yes, there were twins, and they were identical. Sometimes, they were boys, and other times, they were girls. During the particularly boring meetings, she’d even give them names, and she’d picture taking care of them with her wife. Sometimes, the twins were cute and quiet, and she and her wife were perfect parents. Other times, the babies wouldn’t stop crying, and they had to change diapers and were exhausted. Even in Sophie’s dreams, there was still an element of realism.
As the presenter moved on to slide twenty-two, which was a solid slide of text that no one could read because it was in fourteen-point font, Sophie knew that the reason today’s meeting was driving her absolutely crazy was that she’d been messaging with Bryce all night and all day so far. It was email after email, which was strange, but neither of them had asked for a phone number yet in order to text or call, and as much as Sophie wanted to hear Bryce’s voice or see her on FaceTime, this felt right for now. They hadn’t had enough time to get to know one another before, and email gave them both a little space. She wasn’t sure why it felt that way, but texting could be intrusive, and it was far too easy to reply constantly. Email involved more, and she could take her time to respond if they were discussing something that she needed to think about. She wondered if Bryce felt the same way since she hadn’t asked for Sophie’s number, either.
Over an hour ago, she’d felt her phone, which she had left on vibrate instead of on silent like she normally did during meetings, shake in her pocket. It had been a short shake. Well, it had been three short shakes, which she’d set to mean that she’d gotten an email notification when she’d first gotten the phone. A half hour ago, she had felt those three short shakes again, and while that could have been spam, she suspected it was Bryce sending her a follow-up email.
It was cute, Sophie thought as they moved on to slide twenty-three, which was a picture of a pie chart that she knew her boss had no idea how to read because he was trying to explain that the green section represented new clients when it was actually the yellow one. Tuning him out, she went back to thinking about Bryce’s emails. Because Sophie had sent her two in the beginning, they’d somehow ended up with multiple email threads that they had silently agreed to keep going for some reason. Sophie smiled because she liked that. She liked that Bryce had felt compelled to respond to the first email Sophie had sent her, too, so that it wouldn’t feel left out or alone.
“Sophie, did you have a question?”
“What?”
“You made a sound. Did you have a question?”
Her boss was staring at her expectantly.
“Oh, no,” she said. “Sorry.”
She’d made a sound? What sound had she made? She’d been thinking about their first kiss. Had she moaned? Gasped? The rest of the room wasn’t looking at her, so that was, thankfully, unlikely. She returned her attention to slide twenty-four and prayed for him to wrap things up soon. When he finally and blissfully reached slide thirty, which was just a giant question mark, Sophie looked around the room.
“Any questions?” her boss asked.
Sophie closed her eyes and prayed for no questions. The presentation was very clear, considering he had read exactly what was on the slides, and her boss had corrected the whole green versus yellow fiasco with the pie chart. No one should have any questions.
“I was wondering if you could go back to slide thirteen,” someone said.
Sophie was going to murder someone in this room by the end of the day. She would never meet Bryce in person again because she would be in jail for homicide. Maybe Bryce would come visit her or something. She glared at the guy who hadn’t thought to ask questions about slide thirteen when they were on slide thirteen.
“I need to go to the bathroom,” she stated as she stood.
“But we’re doing the Q&A,” her boss said.
“I don’t have any questions or answers,” she replied and pushed her chair under the table.
She really did have to go to the bathroom because they had been trapped in that room for over two hours now, and she’d finished her coffee just before the meeting. She hadn’t gone then because she’d been too busy responding to Bryce’s email to even notice that the meeting was about to start, and she’d been regretting that decision for well over an hour now. She made her way to the bathroom, which was a single-stall situation, locked the door, let out a giant breath, and pulled out her phone.
Sophie,
I think Kelsey might have a thing for Megan. Either that, or she’s just being really clingy to her right now. Megan met someone recently, and they’re dating. Kels seems to be spending more and more time with Megs, too. I mean, it’s not like they didn’t spend time together before, but Megs told Sean and me about them apparently falling asleep on sofas and in Kelsey’s bed one time after watching movies. As far as I know, they’ve never done that in the past, but Megs told me the other day that they’ve been doing that for about six months now. I’m crazy to think that Kelsey would be considering her feelings, right? She’s always dated guys and said that she’s straight. I want to respect that because that’s important, but I’ve seen her lately with Megan, and they feel very much like a couple.
Bryce
Sophie smiled as she pulled up the second email.
Sophie,
This meeting must be the longest meeting in the history of meetings. Maybe even longer than meetings where leaders of nations decide if their country goes to war. Either that, or you’ve completely forgotten about me. I’m going to assume the former.
What’s your favorite color? I realized we’ve done favorite movies, books, TV shows, and foods, but not favorite color. Mine is gray. Is that weird? My mom always said it was weird that gray was my favorite color. When I was in high school, I had a ton of gray clothes. One day, she went through my closet, counted the ratio of gray to other colors, and said it was something like eight to one. We went shopping the next day, and I became the proud owner of red shirts, blue shirts, and a few yellow ones. She even got me a navy-blue skirt. You should know that I hate skirts. I hate wearing them, I mean. I have no problem with other women wearing them, if you are, for example, a woman who likes wearing skirts. I’m honestly not sure how I ever thought I was straight. Even then, I was giving signals. If I look back at the posters on my wall, I remember putting up an obligatory poster of some teen heartthrob because the other girls all had the same poster, but I didn’t really stare at it and think that I wanted to date him or do things with him. I don’t remember thinking about that with women, either, but when I had boyfriends, it always felt off. I probably should’ve figured it out then, but it took a long time. I’m glad I did, though, because I’m good now. I love who I am and that part of me. I kept it from my parents, which I shouldn’t have done, but I didn’t know how to tell them. I have two older, perfect sisters who both married and started having kids by the time they were twenty-five. My mom just kept waiting for me to tell her I was seeing someone, but I never introduced Sean to them as my girlfriend. It helped that we never lived together, so we didn’t have to pretend to be roommates. After Sean and I broke up, there wasn’t much of a point in telling them. I wasn’t seeing anyone, and my oldest sister was going through a divorce, so the focus was on her and the kids. I had no plans of telling them until I’d found someone I saw a future with. Then, you happened, and I realized that I wanted to tell them this story. I wanted them to know that I’d met someone who made my heart race and that I’d been so excited that night because you seemed to be someone I needed to know, to be with, to tell them about. I know that sounds crazy because it was a few hours, but those few hours made me realize that I needed to tell them who I was, so I did, and they were fine with it. I told them about you, and my mom said that she thought it was sweet that I wanted to find you. I haven’t told them that I’ve found you yet, but I will. Having them know this part of me is so nice. I never thought I’d feel relief like this, but I do, and now that I’ve found you, it’s like everything is falling into place.
Bryce
She had to reread that one because it was significantly longer than the emails they’d been sending so far. It was also more powerful and told her more about Bryce than just learning about her favorite movie. She went to respond, but there was a knock at the door, and she looked up at it.
“Anyone in there?” someone asked.
“Uh… Yeah. One second,” she replied and tucked her phone into her pocket because she really did need to pee now.
Sophie hated that there was only one bathroom in the place. It made things way more awkward than they needed to be. Once she washed her hands and opened the door, she rushed past the woman waiting without saying a word and got back to her desk. There, she opened her email app on her computer this time and began typing.
Bryce,
Kelsey might be into Megan? Interesting. That’s a development I wasn’t expecting. Do you really think she might be looking for something more than friendship? If Megan has just started dating someone, it could be that Kelsey sees her spending more time with someone else and is jealous, but not in a more-than-friends kind of way. I know when Monica started dating Bridgette, I got a little jealous. We’d only just reconnected as friends, and I already don’t have too many of those these days, but she became a lot less available when she and Bridgette got together. It doesn’t mean that I want to date Monica. So, maybe it’s just that. I don’t know. You’d know way better than me, obviously.
Sophie
She hit send and went to reply to the second email.
Bryce,
It indeed was close to the longest meeting in history, but we’ve, unfortunately, had longer. This time, there were pie charts and text that was far too small for anyone to read from the back of the room, so it was exciting, to say the least. Have I mentioned that I hate my job? I do. I hate it. Monica helped me get an interview with Arnette Assets. I should have asked her a year ago, but well, you were a distraction for a long time there. Anyway, it’s all scheduled, and I’m nervous because this is a big chance for me. I haven’t been able to find anything else, and now, I have a real shot to do something I liked before, and I wouldn’t have to leave New Orleans.
About my favorite color: it’s green. Like that dark-green of evergreen trees. Is it just called evergreen, then? Probably not evergreen-green, right? I don’t know, but that’s my favorite.
I think it’s amazing that you told your parents, Bryce. Coming out is a big deal, and it’s different for everyone. Realizing you are gay can take time, and telling the people you love can be the scariest thing you ever have to do. I’m so glad that meeting me somehow got you to do that and that they know you better because of it. They sound like good people if they’ve accepted you and support you. My parents do, too. They’ve never had a problem with it, which is a big deal sometimes in the South. My mom came from a strict Catholic family, where being gay was a sin, but she met my dad, who is all sorts of Southern Baptist, and they fell in love. It wasn’t accepted by my mother’s family at first, but she didn’t give him up. They got married, and then I was born, but they still didn’t accept it. It wasn’t until later that her mom finally came back into her life and began supporting their marriage and me as a result. I didn’t even meet my grandmother and grandfather until I was four years old. Then, they started spoiling me. They still tell me that I’m too light-skinned sometimes because they’re both from Mexico, and with my father’s pasty-pale complexion, I ended up looking lighter than they’d wanted of their grandchildren. We laugh about it now and make fun of my dad when he tries to pronounce Spanish words. It’s funny. It’s family. I love them, so I’m happy that you’re able to be your full self with your family now, too.
Sophie
By the time Sophie sent that message, she’d received a reply from the first one. This was how it had been ever since their first exchange last night. It was slightly exhausting and disorganized but also a lot of fun.
Sophie,
At some point during our emails, you stopped responding with ‘Your Sophie’ and just left it at ‘Sophie.’ Should I be concerned about that?
Your Bryce
That was the first time she’d used that sign-off in an email.
“Your Bryce,” she said to herself. “God, I hope so.”



CHAPTER 14
She couldn’t keep doing this, but she couldn’t do anything else, either. Bryce stared at her phone and read the latest email from Sophie.
Bryce,
Yes.
Your Sophie
That was it. Just a simple yes. Yet, it meant so much to Bryce. They had stayed up again, messaging each other over email, which was getting a little ridiculous, communicating like that, but neither of them had said as much to the other. Bryce wanted nothing more than to hear Sophie’s voice, to see her face, and to move past emails, but they’d settled in these past couple of days, and it was working for them. It had been at least until Bryce had finally messaged Sophie around four in the morning, asking her one question.
My Sophie,
Should I come for a visit?
Your Bryce
That had been it. She’d risked it all. She knew that Sophie couldn’t easily get away from work while she could work anywhere, so it made sense for her to be the one to offer. She just wasn’t entirely sure if the offer should’ve come so soon. They probably should’ve at least talked on the phone before she offered to pack her things and hit the road – or, in this case, buy a plane ticket because she wasn’t sure she could avoid getting ten speeding tickets while she tried to make her way to Sophie.
She sighed when she read Sophie’s email. Sophie had said yes. Bryce should visit.
“What are you going to do?” Kelsey asked.
“Go.” She shrugged. “Obviously.”
“When? Like, now?”
“I’m going to ask her,” she replied. “I’ve just been thinking about how nervous I am. What if I’m crazy? What if we both are? What if when we meet, it’s horribly awkward, and the chemistry we had is gone?”
“What if you keep talking to me, and you never get to see her again?”
Bryce stopped in place then. She’d been walking from the living room to her kitchen to deposit her coffee cup into the sink to deal with later, and she stopped. The thought of never seeing Sophie again was one that she was all too familiar with, but now that she’d found her, thinking like that felt even worse somehow.
“I’ll message her right now,” she said as she pulled her phone out of the back pocket of her jeans.
“Hey, can I ask you something?” Kelsey asked from her spot on the sofa.
“Yes.” Bryce walked back and started typing her message to Sophie.
“Megs… Is she good?”
“Good?” Bryce asked after hitting send.
She sat down next to Kelsey, who seemed like she was somewhere else entirely.
“Yeah. Like, with this new girl she’s seeing – is it good?”
“I think so. I don’t know. It’s been what, one date? Maybe two; I’m not sure. I’ve been a little preoccupied recently,” she said.
“Yeah,” Kelsey let out, but that was all for a while before she finally added, “We’ve been getting closer.”
“You and Megs?”
“We’ve been hanging out a lot recently. Sean was busy with work and pining over you, complaining about this Sophie thing all the time, so Megs and I just started hanging out alone. And no offense: you were busy, too, pining over Sophie, so it was just easier for the two of us to spend time together making fun of both of you.”
Bryce laughed softly and said, “I guess I’ll let that go.”
“Thanks,” Kelsey replied. “And it’s like now that she’s met someone, she doesn’t want to be alone with me. Getting her to pick me up for dinner the other night was like pulling teeth. She kept saying she’d just meet me here, but my place is on the way to yours from her apartment, so logic prevailed.”
“You think she’s avoiding you?”
“I don’t know. Maybe.” Kelsey shrugged.
“And that bothers you?”
“Yes. I don’t want her to avoid me at all, but I kind of wish…”
“You knew why?”
“No, I know why,” Kelsey shared.
“You do?”
“I’m not an idiot, Bryce. I know Megan likes me.”
Bryce swallowed and said, “Likes you?”
“You and Sean both know it, too,” Kelsey replied, rolling her eyes. “I didn’t do anything to make her feel that way. I’ve also tried to keep my dating life away from her because I don’t want to hurt her. It’s not like there’s been that much to talk about, but when I met a new guy, I talked him down a lot in front of her because the look in her eyes when she found out I was dating someone was awful for me. It was like I’d broken her heart, and I never want to break her heart.”
“You can’t help how she feels about you and that you don’t feel the same way about her.”
“But–” Kelsey stopped. “I don’t know anymore.”
“Know what?”
“She’s just… She’s the best, Bryce. She’s the best of us. She sees good in everything. I’m the logical, level-headed one, bordering on pessimist on most days. Sean’s the gloomy one because she can’t be with you and can’t move on from you. You’re the one who exists in reality a little but leans more toward the possibilities, and Megs is the eternal optimist who we all look to to cheer us up.” Kelsey paused. “But she has no one to cheer her up.”
“Until now, maybe.”
“Yeah.” Kelsey sighed as she looked out the window. “She’s amazing, and I miss her.”
“Have you told her that?”
“No, she’s happy.”
“If you know how she feels about you, you have to be careful telling her that you miss her, Kels. Make sure she still knows that you’re friends and that she should see where this goes with her new person.” Bryce watched as Kelsey turned to her, looking almost miserable. “Unless there’s something I don’t know.”
“I have never been attracted to a woman,” Kelsey said.
“I know.”
“I’ve never thought of one like that.”
“I know,” she repeated.
“But…”
“But?”
“But with Megs, it’s…”
“Different?” Bryce asked.
“How was it for you with Sean? You were friends first, right?”
“Very briefly. You and Megs have been friends for years.”
“Yeah, but you were friends first, and you realized you liked Sean and were gay at the same time.”
“I realized I was gay a little before that. When I met Sean and started hanging out with her, I felt comfortable enough to actually admit it to myself and to her. We started dating right after. To be clear, Kels, I never told Sean I was straight. I never told her anything about my sexuality when we first met. I think she could tell that I was gay already, so it wasn’t something we had to discuss until– Well, until she kissed me for the first time. But we had sex right after that, so there wasn’t much talking.”
“Your point?”
“You’ve told us all repeatedly and for years that you’re straight. You’ve only dated guys. And while Megan has been trying to move on because she thinks it won’t ever be possible to have you how she wants to have you, you’re now maybe starting to see her differently.”
“Yeah,” Kelsey said as she looked down at her hands in her lap.
“I’m saying you should be careful.”
“I know,” Kelsey said. “Actually, I don’t know. I don’t know what I’m doing. What am I saying? I’ve been friends with lesbians forever, but I’ve never even kissed a girl. Not even in college, when everyone was doing it.”
“What kind of college did you go to?” Bryce laughed.
“Bryce, come on,” Kelsey said, clearly annoyed with the joke.
“Do you want to kiss Megs?” Bryce asked seriously.
“I think so,” Kelsey said with the softest smile Bryce had ever seen. “She’s so soft, Bry. I held her one night when she slept over. I didn’t even do it on purpose. When I woke up, my arm was around her, and my hand was under her shirt on her stomach. Megs made this cute little sound and rested back against me, and I thought about how soft she was and how good she smelled.”
“Guys aren’t soft or smell good?” Bryce joked.
“You’ve slept with them. Are they?”
Bryce laughed and said, “It’s been a very long time. I’ve tried to push all those times out of my memory.”
“It’s dangerous for me, to have feelings for her.”
“No, it’s dangerous if you’re not careful; if you don’t think about Megs and just go to her house and blurt them out without thinking about the fact that she’s at least dating someone.”
“I’m not going to tell her,” Kelsey replied. “I don’t even think that I have anything to tell her.”
“Sounds like you have some more thinking to do.”
“Yes. And right now, I’m thinking that she’s avoiding me, and I hate it, but I don’t know what to do about it because I know why she’s doing it,” Kelsey grunted.
“Sorry, Kels. I’m not sure I have good advice here.”
“It’s fine. Let’s focus on your thing. Believe it or not, that might be easier to handle now that you’ve found her. Has Sophie replied yet?” Kelsey leaned over Bryce, who opened the app on her phone.
“Yeah,” she replied. “She said yesterday.”
“That’s it?”
“No.” Bryce laughed. “I asked her when I could visit, and she said yesterday but then added whenever I can get away.”
“You can get away whenever. You blog for a living,” Kelsey said.
“Want to help me buy a plane ticket?”
“Oh, I can be helpful, actually.” Kelsey pulled out her own phone. “I have a free ticket for anywhere from when my flight got overbooked and I got booted to the next day. You can take it. I’m not going to use it, and it expires soon.”
“Really?”
“Yes. And because I’m a platinum member, I even have a few upgrades, so if you’re interested, I could try to fly you there in style. Consider it my contribution to your love story.”
“We don’t know if it’s love yet,” Bryce said. “But that would be amazing. Thanks, Kels.”
“Yeah.”
Kelsey focused on opening the airline app while Bryce stared at her. It sounded like her friend might be struggling with something she wasn’t prepared to address yet, and Bryce could understand that. She’d had the same struggle years ago that led her to dating Sean and meeting her three best friends in the world. She and Sean hadn’t spoken since dinner, but Bryce knew the woman, so she understood that she needed some space. Bryce would give that to her. She didn’t want to hurt Sean in the same way Kelsey didn’t want to hurt Megan, but she also had to see this Sophie thing through. She had to know if she and Sophie were supposed to be more than one night in a bar. She’d do that without filling Sean in, hoping to lessen the blow. She’d already gotten a ton of comments about how people were waiting for an update to her story on her blog, but Sean read it, so she’d give it some time; at least while she and Sophie were still trying to determine what they were to one another or what they could be.
She messaged Sophie back and told her she was looking up flights now. Kelsey booked her one, which sadly wasn’t for yesterday, but it was the only flight they could find that had a seat to New Orleans available this time of year.
Kelsey left not long after, but even though Bryce wasn’t leaving today or tomorrow, she rushed to her bedroom, pulled out her suitcase, and started packing. At first, she just threw clothes into the bag. Then, she looked quizzically at what she had tossed in and shook her head. She pulled everything out and repacked it with better options. She did that three more times before she finally felt like she had good options for day and night, cold and hot, fancy and casual, and went back out to the living room, where she picked up her phone and found a reply from Sophie.
My Bryce,
When you have it booked, send me all the information. I want to try to pick you up if I can. I might have to work. I don’t know. But if I can, I’ll be there. I’ll be the woman in the blazer with a sign that has your name on it and some flowers. Do you like flowers? Should I do the flowers thing? Maybe the sign is enough? You tell me.
Your Sophie
Bryce laughed and messaged back.
My Sophie,
You can skip the flowers. I’m allergic to most of them anyway, and I don’t want to sneeze when I first see you. I’ll email you my confirmation info, so you’ll have all the details. It’s during the day, so I don’t know if you can get away from work or not, but I’ll take you in that sexy blazer and the sign with my name on it any day.
Your Bryce
Minutes later, she had another response.
My Bryce,
I just got the confirmation. You had to book a flight for the one time I cannot get away from the office? I can’t even call in sick. We have this lame daylong company meeting thing that we are all required to be at. Someone called in sick last year, and a month later, he got demoted. The rumor mill said it was because he skipped this stupid meeting. I’m so close to getting out of this place, but I can’t be sure of the job with Arnette yet, so I have to go. God, I hate my job right now. Do you hate me?
Your Sophie
Bryce would miss being picked up at the airport, but she supposed it was better that way. She would have time to pull herself together at the hotel she’d booked; maybe even take a shower and dress up before they met in person for the first time in over a year. Yes, she wanted that.
My Sophie,
I understand. And don’t worry about it. Honestly, I’m going to be so nervous; it’s probably better that I check into my hotel and try to compose myself before I get to finally see those eyes again.
Your Bryce



CHAPTER 15
My Bryce,
I wish you were here already. They’re talking about the meeting in the cubes around my own, and I just want them to cancel or at least postpone it because I’m so ready to see you again. I’m nervous. I’m really, really, really nervous. There might have been more reallys in there that I deleted because I don’t want you to think I’m weird, but that’s not the point. I want to see you like crazy, but what if it’s not the same? What if we’ve built it up in our minds this past year, and everyone was right that it was just meant to be one night that affected us, but that was all? Do you ever think of that? My friends are kind, patient people, but they’ve made comments that had me thinking I needed to go to therapy for a while because none of them understood. Melinda and Kyle met on one of Melinda’s tours, and it wasn’t exactly love at first sight, but it was pretty close. Bridgette and Monica’s situation was more enemies-to-friends and then girlfriends, but it happened so quickly, that transition. Why is it that people think something can apply to them but not to me? Why is it that some people think something doesn’t apply to them but applies to everyone else? Where does that come from? Don’t mind me. Just rambling now because I’m avoiding actual work.
Anyway, maybe we could talk before you get here? Do you think we could move beyond email and slide into text messaging, at least? That would be a lot easier. I can even assign you a specific tone so that I know it’s you messaging me and not someone else. It’ll make me smile every time I hear it.
Your Sophie
Sophie hit send and opened her work email account, focusing on the agenda for the all-day meeting, hating every minute of it. There was a required breakfast, which would be in the conference room and would consist of coffee from their regular coffee machine, that they would all have to make themselves, and some gas station donuts and grocery store muffins, if they were lucky. They’d hand out awards for the year, which would be certificates, not plaques; no cash prizes or any other impact on the person who won them.
After that, it would be time for the first meeting of the day, during which they’d tell everyone where they were with sales. There would be a break after two hours, where they’d all try to run to the restroom to be first before the line got too long, and then back into the room for a marketing meeting about the efforts of that two-person team. Lunch would be brought in for once, but it would be sandwiches, and they’d be pre-made, which would mean Sophie would need to bring her own lunch.
Every sandwich the previous year had had mayonnaise and mustard on it. Every single one. She hated that combination, and it wasn’t something she could just scrape off. Every sandwich also had Swiss or cheddar cheese on it, but while she could pull that off, it wasn’t worth the effort to her. She could make her own sandwich and bring snacks she actually wanted to eat.
Right around the time Bryce’s flight would be landing, Sophie would be in a meeting about operations. The topic of the day was inventory, and they would be training everyone on how to use the system, again, because no one but Sophie and the operations manager understood how it worked.
When Bryce would probably be checking into her hotel, Sophie would be in an HR meeting, where they’d talk about changes to their benefits plan for the following year. Those changes would somehow make more money come out of her paycheck every couple of weeks, like they did every year.
By the time Bryce’s response had come in, Sophie was leaving for the day. She climbed into her car and opened the email app.
My Sophie,
You said you wanted a text tone for me so that you know it wasn’t someone else. Should I be worried about this someone else? Did you meet another woman in a bar about a year ago, and she’s texting you now, too? I would love to text back and forth with you, annoying everyone around us with the pings and beeps from our phones and our smiles when the messages come in. My number is at the bottom of this email.
And I’m also nervous. I’m very, very, very nervous. I deleted a lot of verys in there, too. Is ‘verys’ even a word? Probably not. I don’t think ‘reallys’ is a word, either, though, so we’re even.
I don’t know what’s going to happen, Soph. Can I call you Soph? Sophie is already a shortened version of Sophia, so maybe you don’t like Soph. Let me know if so. I don’t want to call you something you don’t like. Anyway, I don’t know what’s going to happen. I just know I need it to happen. Does that make sense? It doesn’t to anyone else, but I’m betting it makes sense to you.
I just need to know. If we meet, and it’s gone, whatever was there before, at least we’ll both know, and we can walk away. If it’s still there, though, we’ll feel it, and we can explore it, Sophie. I want that. I hope you do, too.
615-555-3233
Your Bryce
Sophie had Bryce’s number. She had her phone number. There were ten long-awaited digits in that email, which meant she could talk to her now. She could save those digits on her phone, and she’d always have it there from now on. She’d be able to reach out to Bryce whenever she wanted. Sophie quickly tapped on the number to add Bryce Wilburn to her contacts, with an embarrassing heart next to her name. Yes, she was that person now. Her friends would make fun of her if they saw it, but she didn’t care. Before saving the new contact, she also added Bryce’s email address for good measure. Then, she pressed the message icon.
Sophie Santiago: I’d like it if you call me Soph.
She smiled as she sent it. Then, she sat in her car without turning it on and waited. It didn’t take long.
Bryce Wilburn: I’d like to call you Soph. Is that someone else you mentioned before also calling you Soph?
Sophie chuckled and typed.
Sophie Santiago: There is no someone else. I meant my friends or my family. No one else would be texting me how you’re texting me.
Bryce Wilburn: How am I texting you?
Sophie laughed again and typed.
Sophie Santiago: Like you want to make out with me.
She watched the three dots pop up and bit her lower lip, hoping that message was okay.
Bryce Wilburn: I definitely want to make out with you, but I had no idea my text messages conveyed that.
Sophie Santiago: It might have been your emails, too. Oh, and there were blogs.
Bryce Wilburn: Yes, there were blogs. Three of them. And people are begging me to write more.
Sophie had read those blogs at least a hundred times, but she hadn’t thought about the fact that people might want to know what, if anything, had happened since the last one, that they might want an update on their story.
Sophie Santiago: Are you going to write more about us?
Those three dots appeared.
Bryce Wilburn: I was going to wait to see if there’s an us to update them on, but they’re pretty insistent. I have over one thousand social notifications and several hundred emails asking me for an update.
Sophie Santiago: You should tell them.
Bryce Wilburn: Yeah?
Sophie Santiago: They’re the reason we found each other again.
Bryce Wilburn: You don’t mind?
Sophie Santiago: I mean, don’t give them my number or GPS location or anything.
She laughed at her own lame joke.
Bryce Wilburn: Only I get your phone number. I’m already dealing with the pesky someone else.
Sophie laughed again. Then, she realized she was still parked in the lot at work, and people were waiting on her to leave because there was a gate that got closed after the last car every night, and, of course, it was manual because the company couldn’t spring for one that locked automatically.
Sophie Santiago: I have to go for a few minutes. I need to drive home. I’ll message you when I get there.
Bryce Wilburn: Drive safe, please. I want to see you soon.
Sophie replied that she would. Then, she reluctantly put her phone down, turned on her car, put it into reverse, and headed toward the gate. She drove through it and pulled out onto the main road, wishing she was home already because she wanted to keep texting Bryce. It was only then that she remembered her friends had requested an update over dinner that night, and while she’d rather just go home, change into her PJs, and text Bryce all night long, Jill had been the one to find Bryce for her, and she owed the woman at least a catch-up dinner.
Sophie was also exhausted and should probably not be texting all night after two nights of not sleeping well because she’d been emailing Bryce all night long. When she arrived home, she messaged her that she’d gotten there safely and added that she had to get ready for dinner with her friends. After changing into jeans and a sweater, she sat on the sofa, and they texted back and forth for twenty minutes before she had to get going. Again, she told Bryce that she had to drive, and Bryce told her to be safe. Sophie loved having someone tell her that. It had been a while since someone had worried about her like that. Having gotten to the restaurant, she texted Bryce that she was there and that she would message her later. When Bryce’s new tone came though her phone, she smiled wide.
“Oh, I bet I know who that is,” Jill noted, smirking at her from the lobby.
“Who?” Sophie teased.
“She has your digits now, huh?”
“She does.” Sophie smiled.
“And you have hers, too, it seems,” Jill added.
“I do. We’ve been texting since I left work.”
“Any nude pics or, at least, sexy messages?”
“What? No.” She laughed.
“Who’s sending her sexy messages?” Melinda asked.
Sophie turned to see her standing there with Kyle, who had her arm around Melinda’s shoulders.
“Bryce,” Jill replied for her.
“You’re at sexy messages already? It took me months to get Ky to send me–”
“Cute puppy pictures. I sent her pictures of my sister’s new puppy,” Kyle interjected quickly.
“I bet you did,” Jill smirked.
“It was the puppy, all right. Kyle was just holding it up while naked,” Bridgette joked as she and Monica walked into the restaurant lobby.
“I was not. I didn’t do that,” Kyle argued.
“Baby, you’re cute,” Melinda said and kissed her cheek, which was kind of their thing. “You’re blushing.”
“Am not,” Kyle argued again.
“I send Mon nude pics all the time.” Bridgette shrugged. “We live and work together, so I like to spice it up.”
“She’s kidding,” Monica said. “She doesn’t do that.”
“Yes, I do,” Bridgette whispered. “Or, I did until Monica just casually handed Aaron her phone one day so that he could figure out why it was running slower than usual, and I realized he might accidentally see pictures of me topless on his mom’s phone. Now, I just email her at work.”
“She doesn’t,” Monica said, shaking her head.
“Have you two had sex in the office?” Jill asked.
“No!” Monica shook her head again.
“Yes,” Bridgette stated at the same time.
Sophie watched the back-and-forth. It was nice to see her friends so happy. It also made her think of the fact that Bryce had messaged, and she hadn’t yet checked it.
Bryce Wilburn: Have fun. Tell Jill thank you for me. I mean it. Thank her. Give her a hug. Buy her dinner, drinks, dessert, whatever she wants. I’ll pay you back.
Sophie laughed.
“They’ve been texting,” Jill explained to everyone.
“Ah. Sophie is the one getting naked pics and sexy messages?” Melinda said.
“What? No,” Sophie repeated. “We just started texting, like, two hours ago. We’re getting to know each other.”
“When is it appropriate to start sexting?” Kyle asked as they walked to the podium.
“I’d say not two hours in,” Monica suggested.
Soon after, they were sat by the hostess in a large booth for six, and Sophie was grateful they’d chosen a restaurant outside the city because it allowed them to sit and enjoy their meal instead of feeling pressured to eat quickly with groups of tourists standing around, staring at them while they waited for a table.
“So, how is it going?” Monica asked.
“It’s good,” she replied with a smile. “Oh! Jill, Bryce told me to tell you thank you. I’m supposed to hug you, too, but maybe we can do that later.”
Jill laughed and said, “Sure. Tell her anytime, I guess.”
Sophie looked down at her phone on the table and resisted picking it up because it would be rude.
“Oh, just do it,” Jill added. “You know you want to.”
“You waited a year to talk to her again. Text her,” Bridgette encouraged her as well.
Sophie wasn’t going to wait for someone to disagree, so she sent Bryce a quick message about Jill saying, ‘Anytime,’ and added a winky face emoji at the end. Then, she looked back up at her friends, but before she could say anything, she had a response. Monica laughed. Melinda shook her head and smiled at her.
“Sorry,” she said. “I just still can’t believe it’s her.”
“It’s okay. We’re happy for you,” Kyle offered back.
Bryce Wilburn: Can I maybe call you?
“She wants to call me,” Sophie shared.
“Now?” Melinda asked.
“She knows I’m at dinner, so she probably means later tonight.”
“Well, tell her yes,” Jill stated the obvious.
Sophie sent Bryce a quick message before she looked up and said, “I’m nervous. What do I say?”
“I would say start with, ‘Hello,’ and see how that goes,” Bridgette suggested.
“You’re not helpful,” Melinda told Bridgette.
Sophie looked down, watching the three dots turn into a message.
Bryce Wilburn: Text me when you’re home? I just want to hear your voice, Soph. I’m so tired that I won’t be able to stay up late, but I need to hear you.
“She wants to hear my voice,” she said with a smile.
“That’s cute,” Melinda noted.
“Adorable,” Monica added.
Sophie texted Bryce her reply and heard someone else’s phone ding. Looking over, she saw Monica pick up her phone.
“Babe, why are you texting me?” she asked Bridgette. Then, Monica smiled and turned to her girlfriend. “Really?”
Bridgette winked at her.
“Sexy pic?” Melinda asked.
“No, she said she wanted to hear my voice, too.” Monica smiled, and Sophie thought she saw a blush creep up on her friend’s cheeks.
“Bryce has some good lines,” Bridgette pointed out as she shrugged. “I think I want to meet her.”
“How about I meet her first?” Sophie offered.
“You already have. It’s why we’re all talking about it now,” Bridgette replied.
Sophie laughed, but as the waiter arrived at their table to take their drink order, all she could think about was how she would be talking to Bryce tonight. Her heart thundered inside her chest all throughout dinner: she was going to hear Bryce’s voice again soon.



CHAPTER 16
I haven’t posted in a couple of days for a few reasons. For one, I wasn’t sure I’d keep posting about this because nothing was really happening. I needed an outlet for what I was feeling, and I never thought anything would come of it. Then, people began asking me for updates and to tell them more about the story. There’s another reason, though. Well, there are a couple of them, but I’ll stick to the main one for now.
Because of you. Because someone who had read this blog shared it and someone else had shared it again and again, one of Sophie’s friends found my blog and found Sophie. You all helped me find her. For the past couple of days, I’ve been messaging with Sophie, and I’m going to visit her. I cannot tell you how nervous and excited I am. I feel like I’m more tense than I’ve ever been in my entire life, and for a while there, my favorite TV show was The Walking Dead. So, thank you! Thank you to everyone who saw this, read it, and took the time to share it because now, I get to see her again. I get to be in the same space with her and find out if this is as real as we both thought it was.
And before you say anything, I have Sophie’s permission to post this. I won’t tell you everything because at least part of our story is for us alone, but we’ve been messaging, and I feel it; whatever the IT is that people feel when they really connect with someone, it’s there with us. She’s sweet and funny, and she makes me want to open up just by being on the other end of an email or text message.
I don’t know what’s going to happen. We might connect in this way, but when I get there, things could be totally different. It could be gone, whatever was between us. So, no one should be getting their hopes up that this is going to be a happily ever after, and that goes for me, too. Still, I can’t believe I’ll be talking to her tonight on the phone for the first time. She’s at dinner with her friends right now, and I didn’t want to be rude, so I had to stop texting her while she’s with them. I guess I want them to like me. It’s hard, though… I want to message her constantly. I want to hear her voice. I feel like I need to.
One of my friends, let’s call her K to preserve her privacy, was asking me earlier why I don’t ask for a picture or to FaceTime with Sophie. I suppose you all might be wondering the same. It’s been over a year. Am I even sure that it’s really her? Yes, I’m sure. The things we’ve shared tell me that it’s really her. And I thought about the picture as proof. I’ve definitely thought about a chat over video, but I was able to arrange a trip to see her sooner than I expected I’d be able to, so now, I want to see her in person for the first time again. I want to be able to hug her, hold her when I see her face for the first time in over a year, and to breathe in the grapefruit scent of her shampoo. Soph, I hope you haven’t changed your shampoo because I’m kind of counting on you here. It’s going to happen, and it’s happening because of all of you, so thank you. Thank you so much!
Because I’m sure I’ll get asked – yes, I’ll give you an update. I just don’t know when, though. I want to be with her. I want to spend every moment I can with her to find out what this thing is between us. I’ll share something when I can, but please allow us this space to just be. Thank you again.
Bryce had posted the next blog about an hour ago when Sophie had gone silent at her dinner. She’d planned on waiting, but she’d been bored, staring at her phone for well over five minutes after Sophie’s last message, so she’d given up, realizing she needed to leave the woman alone to have fun with her friends. She also hadn’t planned on asking her for a call tonight, but just thinking about hearing Sophie’s voice again had her wishing she could do that sooner than when she landed in New Orleans. Bryce felt like she’d waited long enough, so she’d put that message out into the ether, hoping Sophie would be feeling that same need.
When her phone rang, she expected it to be Sophie, but she’d been surprised and a little disappointed, if she was being honest, to see that it was Kelsey.
“Hey,” she said, answering the call.
“Hi,” Kelsey replied, sounding defeated or upset, at least.
“What’s wrong?”
“You know how I got kind of crazy when I was at your place earlier and told you about Megs and what I might be feeling?”
“Yes,” Bryce said, leaning back against the sofa.
“Well, it’s real, Bry,” Kelsey told her.
“What?”
“The feelings; they’re real. Megs sent me a picture of her with her date for the night, and well, my reaction wasn’t how a best friend should react to her being happy.”
“Kels, what did you do?”
“Nothing. It’s just the feeling that came over me when I saw it. She’s got taste. The woman who was kissing her on the cheek was beautiful, from what I could see.”
“I’m sorry, Kels.”
“Why did it take me this long to realize it? She’s been single forever. Hell, she’s wanted me forever.”
“Kels, you realize that your feelings might only have to do with the fact that Megan has someone now, right?”
“They’re not together. It’s been, like, two dates. I don’t even know if they’ve had a real kiss yet. And it’s Megs, so she hasn’t slept with her.”
“But you get what I’m saying, don’t you?”
“I do. And I know it’s bad that I’m only really figuring it out when she’s dating someone, but I told you earlier that it’s been longer than this. I’ve felt it for longer. I think I’ve been feeling it since New Orleans.”
“Wait… What?”
“Well, not New Orleans, exactly, but that night, when you were with Sophie and I was hanging out with Jill, these guys were flirting, and I danced with one of them. I mainly did it because Jill was flirting. I didn’t want to be rude to her and assume that she was and make her feel bad, so when he asked, I went out and danced with him, but the whole time, I kept thinking about Megan back at the hotel with Sean. I thought about how you and Sean couldn’t share a bed, so I had to sleep next to Sean, and you slept next to Megan because my guess is that she didn’t want to sleep next to me, for obvious reasons, but I started thinking about why I was thinking about that in the first place. Sean sleeps like a log. She’s out and doesn’t move. She’s a dream person to share a queen bed with.”
“I remember,” Bryce replied.
“But I was thinking about Megs, even though she tosses and turns like she’s having a night terror or something. It hit me more on the drive home: I was smiling more. She’d say something, and I’d laugh. Ever since, I’ve been wondering if I only want her.”
“Meaning, it’s not a woman thing but a Megan thing?”
“Does that happen? I’ve never wanted to have sex with another woman, Bryce. Not once have I even considered it. But I haven’t been with any guy since we got back. I’ve been thinking about Megan like that, picturing it.”
“Picturing the two of you…”
“Yes. I left your place today thinking that I needed to keep this to myself because I can’t risk hurting her or ruining our friendship, but then, I saw this picture, and it felt wrong that someone else was kissing Megan’s cheek.”
“She’s dating her. She’s finally trying to move on from her feelings for you, Kels.”
“I know. But if I feel them, too, she doesn’t have to move on. We can move on together.”
“Kelsey, what you’re saying is a big deal. You have to be sure about this. If you tell her, and she gives you a chance, but it turns out that you don’t want to be with her like that, it’ll devastate her. I’m not even sure your friendship would recover.”
“I know,” Kelsey said softly.
“Do you, though? When you think about being with Megan like that, how does it feel?”
“Terrifying,” Kelsey replied quickly. “But also exciting. I’d be nervous as hell.” She laughed a little. “Like, I’d want to make her feel so good, Bry. But I’d have no idea what I’m doing.”
“It’s not that hard,” Bryce said, only half-kidding. “It’s been a long time since I’ve slept with a man, and I try not to think about that, but with a woman, it’s so different. For me, at least. Granted, the few guys I was with were young, and we weren’t exactly in serious relationships where we were in love or anything, so it’s probably different with guys if that’s the case, but when you’re with a woman, and there are real emotions, it’s not about one person doing something to the other to make themselves feel good, and hopefully, the woman feels good as a result. I realize not all guys are like that, but the ones I was with were.”
“You got a few thrusts, and that was it, huh?” Kelsey said knowingly.
“Yes, every time.” Bryce chuckled. “No guy ever came close to making me…”
“Got it,” Kelsey said. “Been there.”
“With Megan, you’d have all sorts of emotions, Kels. You’d have the love you two share as friends, that bond that you’ve had for years. You’d have trust between you two that you hadn’t had with any of your exes – or, at least, that’s what you’ve told me. You’d both be present in that moment. You’d want to take care of each other. Megan would be very patient. She’d never pressure. She would want to make you feel safe and loved, and yes, she would want you to feel good, too, but it’s not all about that.”
“It would be about us,” Kelsey said. “And finally expressing those feelings.”
“Yes,” Bryce replied. “So, if you think you really have those feelings, you need to keep in mind that Megan has been in love with you for years. I don’t say that to make you feel bad or scare you. It’s just where you are right now. You’ve been figuring it out for a year, but she’s been trying to move on for a year.”
“And she finally has.”
“I’m not sure she has yet,” Bryce said. “It’s more that she found someone who she thinks might be worth pursuing for the first time in a long time.”
“Bryce, whenever I think about losing her to this new woman, it’s not that I think I’m losing her as my friend, and I’m jealous of that. It’s that I feel like I’m losing an arm or something. It’s the fact that she’ll kiss her. She’ll get to kiss my Megs. I want to kiss her.”
“Now, you get it.” Bryce smiled, even though Kelsey couldn’t see her.
“Get what?”
“When I say my Sophie. You get it, don’t you?”
Kelsey chuckled and replied, “I’ve known Megan for years. We’re best friends. You knew Sophie for a few hours, so it’s different.”
“But it’s not when it comes to how it feels. I felt like I had my arm pulled away from me, too. I was sitting in that police station, thinking about how she was probably worried, wondering if I was okay, and maybe just standing at the bar alone, waiting for me to come back. I felt like I lost my heart that night, Kels, and it’s only been recently returned to me.”
“I feel the opposite now,” Kelsey shared. “Like I just lost it.”
“You haven’t lost anything yet, but you still need to be cautious here. Make sure you really want this before you say anything to her.”
“I don’t have much time. They’re just dating right now, but if they get together and they’re a couple, I can’t say anything. I wouldn’t get in the way of that for her.”
“Just don’t rush it because you think that’s going to happen soon. It’s taken Megs this long to go on a date with someone she’s interested in. I don’t think she’s just going to jump into a serious relationship. Maybe talk to her about how she’s feeling with this new person in her life before you go telling her how you feel. Check in with her first.”
“That’s good advice, except she won’t spend time alone with me,” Kelsey said.
“She texted you.”
“She texted all of us. It’s in our group message. You didn’t see it?”
“Oh, no. I haven’t checked that in a while. I was texting with Sophie and writing another blog.”
“She’s cute. You’ll see. I hate her,” Kelsey replied.
Bryce chuckled and said, “I’ll check it later. I’m talking to Sophie tonight.”
“I know. I caught the blog. Sean did, too,” Kelsey revealed. “She texted just me.”
“Oh,” she let out. “I don’t know what to do. I’ve told her not to read them.”
“Like she could skip them, knowing what you’re writing about,” Kelsey noted. “She needs to move on, too, I guess.”
“Yeah,” Bryce said, having nothing else to add.
“I’ll let you go so you can get ready for your chat with Sophie. Are you nervous?”
“Terrified,” she admitted.
“Just remember that night and how it felt, and you’ll be fine,” Kelsey said.
“Yeah.”
They hung up a minute later, and Bryce checked their group chat. The woman was cute. Megan had good taste. Still, responding with anything wasn’t an option because if she reacted with a heart emoji or told Megan that her date was cute, that would hurt Kelsey. This had gotten a little complicated recently. Then, Bryce noticed she had an email notification, which wasn’t strange because she was getting a ton of them, but this was to her professional email account that she reserved for people who were interested in working with her, not just her contact form.
Hello Bryce,
My name is Victoria, and I’m an editor for Women Loving Women magazine. We’re an online publication and a safe queer space for all. We put out a monthly edition on our site, and we post weekly articles as well, which we also link to blogs, pages, and videos we see online that we think are worth featuring.
A friend of mine found your recent blog posts, and we’ve linked them on our site, so it’s likely you’ll get some additional subscribers and visitors to yours, but I was hoping we could write an article about your story. I just read the blog you posted, and it sounds like you’re about to see Sophie in person again. I think this would be a great story for our readers – hopefully, an encouraging one for those who are looking for love – if things work out for you two.
Would you be interested in doing an interview with us? It would be great if we could get one of you, but you and Sophie together would be even better.
If so, I’d love to set something up as quickly as possible. We’d be able to get your story set up in an article soon, and then we could do a follow-up piece later. If you and Sophie end up working out, we could follow up again, maybe in a year or so. It could get you even more subscribers and visibility as well.
Please let me know at your earliest convenience.
Sincerely,
Victoria
Bryce stared at the email for a while because she hadn’t expected anyone to pick up her story or want to interview her about it. She didn’t know how to respond. She did know that she’d have to talk to Sophie about it first, so she closed the email and decided to kill time before their first phone call by typing up her first food blog in a while. Then, she got a text message.



CHAPTER 17
Sophie hadn’t planned on making a pit stop on the way home from dinner. She’d wanted to get home as soon as possible because she was going to talk to Bryce for the first time. Something told her to stop off at Café Du Monde, though. She didn’t know what that something was, but she knew she was in the mood for beignets. While waiting in line for well over twenty minutes, checking her phone, she thought about calling Bryce, but she wanted to be alone when they talked. It was only after getting her order and sitting down at an empty table alone that Sophie knew what was going on: she was delaying her drive home. She was doing it on purpose. She was too nervous to talk to Bryce, who would be here tomorrow. Bryce would be in New Orleans tomorrow, and Sophie would get to see her after work, but it was all too much.
She finished her first of three beignets and pushed the plate away. She didn’t really want the sugar. She just needed some time to prepare herself for the conversation, and she knew that if she’d gone straight home, she would’ve called Bryce right away. Leaving her unfinished order on the table, she stood and went across the street toward Jackson Square, aimlessly walking around it once before she started around it again without thinking.
“Hello.”
Sophie turned on instinct and noticed a woman sitting at her folding table and chairs, with Tarot cards present.
“Oh. No, thanks,” Sophie replied and gave her a polite wave.
“It’ll all work out.”
“Sorry?” Sophie said.
“What you’re worried about; it’ll all work out.”
“Oh, I’m a local. You don’t have to…” She motioned with her hand toward the cards and the woman’s setup. “You know.”
“I’m not,” the fortune teller replied with a smile. “I’ve not asked you for money, have I?”
“No. I just meant that I know how this works,” she said.
“Do you now?” The woman laughed a little. “Because I certainly don’t.”
“You don’t know how the cards work?” Sophie asked as she took a step closer to avoid the walkway and the gathering crowd.
“I know how the cards work. I don’t truly understand how my gift works, though.”
“Oh,” Sophie said, feeling silly for participating in this conversation.
“You don’t believe me.”
“Not really.” Sophie chuckled. “Sorry.”
“Very well. I don’t want to try to convince you, but I can tell you’re here for a reason, so let me say something specific.”
“Specific?”
“There was a bar. There was a woman. There was a kiss.”
Sophie’s eyes went wide. Her jaw dropped. How did this woman know that? Then, she remembered that the whole story had been posted online.
“Did you read that somewhere?” she asked.
“No,” the fortune teller said with a head shake.
“There wasn’t a picture,” Sophie said to herself, thinking about how the blog was all words with no photo of her or Bryce on it, so this woman couldn’t have known even if she’d read the blogs that it was Sophie.
“She’s coming back soon. You’re here walking around because you’re scared.”
“How do you–”
“I told you that I don’t truly understand my gift. I just trust it,” the fortune teller replied. “You’re scared, which is normal, but it will work out.”
“Work out how?” Sophie took another step closer to her.
“Well, you’ll never know that if you don’t talk to her, will you?”
“I’m calling her when I get home,” she replied, finding herself actually conversing with this woman about her plans with Bryce.
“But you’re here instead.”
“I’m talking to you. I was about to leave.”
“You were about to make another lap,” the woman said with a smile. “If you want my advice, I’d say skip it and make that call.”
“Yeah?”
The fortune teller nodded.
“Will we... I mean, when you say work out…”
“You’ll find out for yourself soon enough,” the woman replied. “Now, I have a paying customer behind you.” She looked over Sophie’s shoulder.
Sophie turned and found three college-aged girls checking out the tables of fortune tellers and Tarot card readers. She didn’t know what else to say, so she moved out of the way, and one of the girls sat down in the chair. Sophie looked at the woman once more, who just winked and smiled at her, giving Sophie one more reason to be totally confused. Then, she walked on, but she didn’t make the lap she’d intended. She turned around and walked briskly toward the parking lot, where she’d managed to find one small spot for her car.
Shortly after that, Sophie opened her front door and walked inside her apartment. She was trying not to take the fortune teller seriously, but the woman had known so many things that there was no way for her to know. Maybe she just had some kind of gift that was tied to Sophie’s behavior. Sophie had probably looked confused or pensive to her while she’d been walking. Had she gotten her phone out? Did this woman have such amazing eyesight that she’d somehow read her emails while Sophie was walking?
Sophie had no decent explanation, so she just changed into her sweats and a T-shirt and climbed into bed. It was now later than she’d anticipated getting home, so she didn’t know if Bryce would still want to talk. They were seeing one another tomorrow. It could wait, right? Bryce could hear her voice tomorrow when they met up. No, she’d told Bryce that they could talk tonight. Plus, the apparent psychic at the Square had told her that it would work out. She’d told her to go home, and Sophie had listened. She should probably keep listening and see what happens.
Sophie Santiago: Is it too late for a call?
She waited only a few seconds before the three dots appeared. Then, they turned into Bryce’s simple message.
Bryce Wilburn: No way.
Sophie smiled, bit her lower lip, and held on to it as she pressed the phone icon by Bryce’s name. Then, she swallowed hard, let go of her lip, and put the phone to her ear as she slid farther under her blanket.
“Hi,” Bryce said.
Sophie closed her eyes at the sound of the voice she’d heard in her mind over and over for a year. It was a little different because they were on the phone, but it was Bryce. It was her Bryce.
“Sophie?”
“Oh, sorry,” she said. “I kind of forgot to say anything because your voice… It’s you.”
“And it’s you,” Bryce replied. “God, it’s you.”
“I can’t believe it.”
“Me neither.”
“I knew it was you. I mean, we’ve been messaging, but this…”
“Is so much better?” Bryce asked. “I hope.”
“So much better is seeing you tomorrow.” Sophie smiled to herself, feeling like a giddy schoolgirl with a crush.
“God, I get to see you,” Bryce said. “I can’t explain how good it feels knowing that. I’m all checked in.”
“And this time, you’re actually getting on the plane, right?” Sophie teased.
“The sixth time is the charm,” Bryce joked back. “Nothing will stop me from getting on that plane, Soph. If my flight gets canceled, I’ll find another one. If they cancel all of them, I’ll get in the car and deal with all the speeding tickets to get to you.”
“How are you still single?” Sophie said as she chuckled.
“Because I’ve been waiting for you,” Bryce replied. “No pressure.”
Sophie laughed harder and said, “I tried to find you.”
“I tried to find you,” Bryce told her.
“No, I mean, I really tried. I went back to the bar over and over again so many times; I think they named that sofa after me. I’ve walked around New Orleans. God, the day after, I thought I saw you at Café Du Monde, and I ran after some car, trying to get to you.”
“You were there the day after?” Bryce asked.
“Yeah, I called in sick. I was–”
“Soph, that was me. I was there, too.”
“What? Really?”
“Yeah, we got an Uber. You were there?” Bryce asked.
“I ran after that Uber until I realized I’d never catch it. I thought it was you, but I convinced myself you were a figment of my imagination.”
“We just missed each other,” Bryce said, sounding sad. “What could have happened? We could’ve known each other this whole time.”
“Well, we’re here now. We can’t go back in time, or else I wouldn’t have gone downstairs for another drink. We could have avoided that stupid fight.”
“But we wouldn’t have had our first kiss in that corner.”
“We could’ve had it on that sofa and another one after that, and–”
“Ended up at your place?” Bryce asked.
“Yes,” she said softly. “And I still would have called in sick the next day, but for an entirely different reason.”
Bryce didn’t say anything for a long moment.
“Bryce?” Sophie checked.
“We could’ve had that,” Bryce spoke and paused. “It’s just sad to me that had I not gotten pulled away and taken to the police station for something I had nothing to do with, you and I could’ve had that.”
“Maybe we still can,” Sophie suggested. “I don’t know what’s going to happen, but I know how much it hurt when I lost you, and I don’t want that ever again.”
“Then, we won’t lose each other,” Bryce said definitively. “No matter what happens when we meet, we won’t lose each other, Soph. Even if it’s not meant to be for us romantically, there’s clearly something here. Don’t take this the wrong way: I have no desire to just be your friend, Sophie. I want more. But if that’s how it works out, I’ll have to be okay with that because I don’t want to lose you again. I’ve been telling people that this is about closure for me, just in case it doesn’t end how I want – or, really, begin how I want – but we have that night at the bar and a million messages exchanged between us now. I know things about you. You know things about me. It’s not just those few hours between us anymore, is it?”
“No, it’s not,” she said with a smile as she rolled over in bed. “It’s more.”
“Soph, I haven’t been with anyone since before I met you. I went on some dates because my friends wanted me to move on, but nothing happened. I haven’t even kissed another woman since that night.”
“Me neither,” Sophie shared. “And same. I thought I needed to find someone else, but no one made me feel how you did that one night, so I didn’t want to.”
“There’s no pressure on that happening this visit. We can see how things go.”
“I know,” she replied.
“I get to see you soon,” Bryce said.
“I can’t wait,” Sophie said honestly.
“But you have a whole day of a terrible work meeting tomorrow, and it’s late,” Bryce added. “I should let you get some sleep. I want you well-rested.”
Sophie’s smile widened, and she said, “I don’t want to hang up.”
“Neither do I,” Bryce replied.
“Will you just talk to me for a little while longer?”
“Sure. What about?”
“Anything. I just want to keep listening to your voice,” Sophie replied.
“I can tell you about Kelsey and Megan.”
“They’re an and now?” she asked.
“Not exactly. But I was right.”
“Kelsey likes her?”
“She definitely has feelings for Megs, yeah. I thought that was the case, but I was still surprised when she told me.”
“She’s never been into women at all?” Sophie asked.
“No. Not once has she been into a woman, according to her, and I’ve never seen her show any interest. Megan has been in love with her for years, though, so I’m worried.”
“But if they love each other, that’s good, right?”
“Yes, but Megs is dating someone for the first time in forever.”
“Do you think Kelsey would risk hurting her?”
“She doesn’t want to, but I get the impression that she’s really struggling, so she might tell her.”
“Maybe it’s for the best that Megan knows. It’ll allow her to make the decision for herself.”
“Yeah, maybe,” Bryce said. “Tell me about your interviews. You have a few lined up, right?”
“Can we talk about that when you get here?” Sophie asked.
“Sure. Is everything okay, though?”
“Yeah. I just don’t want to talk about work. I’d rather talk about you and me and our friends or what we’re going to do when you get here.”
“What do you want to do?”
“Just exist with you,” Sophie replied. “In the same place at the same time, no longer missing each other.”
“I want to touch you, Sophie. Even if it’s just a hug or holding your hand.”
“I want that, too.”
“Then, we’re clear on that,” Bryce said. “I will be hugging you when I first see you. Get prepared.”
Sophie let out a tired laugh and said, “I’ll do my best.”
“Good. Hey, Soph?”
“Yeah?”
“You should get some sleep,” Bryce suggested. “Text me when you wake up?”
“I will,” she replied with a smile.
“Good night, Sophia Santiago.”
“Good night, Bryce Wilburn.”



CHAPTER 18
“I think I left something at home,” she said.
“No, you didn’t,” Kelsey replied.
“No, you didn’t,” Megan added at the same time from the back seat, shifting until she was leaning forward in the gap between them. “You’re nervous, and it makes sense, but you have a plane to catch.”
“And you’re flying first class. You don’t want to miss that,” Kelsey said.
“Don’t get drunk,” Megan added again. “And remember, with the altitude, you get drunk faster.”
“Have a glass of wine or something to help with your nerves, but drink a whole bottle of water, too,” Kelsey suggested.
“Why are you two acting like my moms?” Bryce asked as she laughed.
“Because your actual mother doesn’t know you’re flying to New Orleans to meet your maybe soulmate.” Kelsey glared playfully.
“I don’t want to tell her until I know,” she said.
“Makes sense,” Kelsey replied. “But that means you get us.”
“And you need to go because we’re about to be kicked out of this spot,” Megan told her, noticing the police officer pointing at Kelsey’s car to get them to move along. “Get out so that I can climb up front.”
“Kels, you’re rubbing off on her. I don’t like it,” Bryce said with a lifted eyebrow at her friend.
“Shut up.” Kelsey laughed. “Go get your girl.”
Bryce opened the passenger side front door and stood outside on the airport sidewalk. When she heard Kelsey’s trunk click and open, she headed back to it and pulled out her bag. She shifted her backpack onto her shoulders and looked inside the car, where Megan now sat next to Kelsey. At least, they would have a few minutes alone together on the drive, which had been Bryce’s plan in asking them both to drop her off at the airport for moral support. She waved at them and took a deep breath as she made her way inside the airport.
She stalled by going to the check-in counter to get a paper ticket, which she didn’t need because there was an app for everything these days. She was early and nervous, though, so it gave her something to do. When she saw the ‘first class’ label on her ticket, she again felt very grateful to Kelsey because the more relaxed she could be on the flight, the better. She made her way through the much shorter priority line for security and sat at her gate. She probably had enough time to go to the lounge, but by the time she got in there, sat down, and maybe got some free food, it would be time to board, so it wasn’t worth it. Instead, she walked the terminal and went in and out of the shops there, thinking about buying a book from the small bookstore, but she changed her mind because she knew she’d never be able to focus on a book long enough to enjoy it.
By the time they were calling for first class to board, she was tapping her foot and probably bouncing around the gate, looking like a nervous flyer when, in reality, she didn’t mind flying. She just both wanted to be there already and not be going at all because this was it. This was the whole damn thing. They’d said goodnight last night, and Sophie had messaged her good morning. Bryce wanted that again and again, but not in a message. She wanted to say good morning to Sophie from right next to her in bed. To get there, though, she had to get through this flight and make it until she could see Sophie, to finally hold her in her arms and find out what this could be.
She got into her seat a few minutes later and sat there, still tapping that same foot, when the flight attendant offered her either champagne or orange juice. She’d never flown first class before, so she wanted to take both or at least one of them, but she shook her head and told the attendant that she was okay. She didn’t want to have to pee before they took off, and she was so nervous, she knew she shouldn’t have alcohol, especially before they even left the ground. When they started going over the safety procedures, she listened attentively because she needed to focus on something. As the female flight attendant motioned to the exits, Bryce followed her hands, but that was a mistake because she started picturing Sophie’s hands when they’d been sitting on that sofa and their fingers had been intertwined. She looked away then, and they took off minutes later. Soon after that, a tray of food was dropped off in front of her, with fruits and cheeses and some nuts, along with a drink of her choice. Bryce opted for water to be safe and snacked a bit but didn’t eat much because her stomach was already in knots.
They landed in what felt like minutes because, of course, it would feel like that when she flew first class, but all economy flights felt like they lasted a lifetime. By this point, her nerves were very much on display. The tapping of the foot had been observed by her seatmate and the flight attendant. Neither had commented, but Bryce had watched their eyes follow said foot, so she knew that they knew that she was nervous. Little did they know that she was nervous because she was about to get off this plane and see the woman she’d been dreaming about for over a year.
She didn’t have a checked bag, so the moment she was off the plane, she walked quickly – in a near jog, really – until she was outside and in the muggy heat that greeted everyone when they got to New Orleans. Thirty minutes later, Bryce was checking into her hotel and texting Sophie that she was here. This was real now. She was here. Sophie was here. They were going to meet soon.
Sophie Santiago: I can’t believe it.
Bryce smiled down at her phone as she checked herself in the mirror. She’d worn the exact same ensemble she had that night they’d met. There was just something about them agreeing to meet in that bar again that made her want to wear the same thing. She wondered if Sophie would go home after work first and change into what she’d worn that night, too. Bryce didn’t care. She just wanted Sophie to be here already, to be at that bar on the sofa, where she could see her and hold her.
After the drive from the airport, where the Uber driver had let the windows offer them air instead of the air conditioning, Bryce had needed a shower. Never one for makeup, she hadn’t put any on after she’d dried off and dressed, but she’d still made sure her hair looked how it had a year prior because she wanted Sophie’s hand to run through it. She gave herself a once-over, took a very deep breath, and headed down to the hotel lobby.
“You’re there?” Megan asked.
“Yes, I’m in the lobby. I’m walking out now,” she replied into her phone. “When I texted you all, letting you know I was here, that wasn’t an indication for you to call.”
“Well, we wanted to know.”
“Who’s we?”
“Kels is with me,” Megan revealed. “We’ve been waiting for hours to hear how it’s going.”
“It’s not yet. I just got here,” she said with a laugh.
“What are you wearing?!” Bryce heard Kelsey yell. “Put it on speaker, Megs.”
“Fine. Hold on,” Megan replied.
“I’m wearing what I wore last year.”
“Worried she’s forgotten what you look like?” Kelsey teased.
“No. I thought it was poetic, I guess.”
“It is,” Megan said. “Really poetic.”
“How nervous are you?”
“Kels, stop it.” Megan chuckled.
“Very nervous. I’m more nervous about this than anything else I’ve ever been nervous about in my life.”
“Did you shower? Tell me you showered. It’s, like, crazy hot there. You don’t want to show up smelly.”
“Kelsey!” Megan laughed louder.
“What? It’s a valid question. No one likes a smelly date. Are you into that, Megs?”
“No. Gross. Well, unless she just got back from the gym or something, and there’s some muscle definition that’s glowing, and then there’s a shower and–”
“Megan!” Bryce laughed this time.
“What? It’s been a long time,” Megan said.
“It has?” Kelsey asked and cleared her throat. “You’re dating what’s her name…”
“You know her name. And no, we haven’t done that yet,” Megan replied.
“Does she go to the gym?” Kelsey asked.
“I don’t know. It hasn’t come up.”
“Kels, you go to the gym, don’t you?” Bryce said with a smirk on her face that her friends couldn’t see as she exited the hotel and joined the crowd on the street.
She hadn’t missed this part. A crowd like this had gotten between her and Sophie before, and it made her feel even more anxious now than she had only a moment ago.
“Yeah, a few times a week,” Kelsey said.
“I know that already,” Megan replied. “How did we get on this topic?”
“I’m outside. Can I text you later? I need to focus now. It’s about to happen.”
“Good luck, Bry. Just be yourself,” Megan said.
“I will. Thanks, Megs.”
She hung up and tucked her phone away as she turned the corner and headed toward Bourbon Street. It was strange, being back here, and even stranger being here alone. The last time, her friends had been with her, and she found that she missed them, even Sean, as she walked toward where she remembered the bar being. It was dark now, and she hadn’t eaten all day, aside from the few snacks on the plane, so she was starting to regret not ordering any food prior to leaving the hotel or even grabbing something at the airport because she was starving, and they’d agreed to meet at the bar, which would mean she’d get them both a drink. She would have to suggest that they get food after so that she was okay.
As she walked down the street, she was back to feeling how she felt last year. Most of these places looked the same on the outside, and some of the signs were hanging on corners or up near their balconies, making it hard to even know which bar she was walking in. She knew she needed to try every single bar if that was the case and regretted not asking Sophie the name of the place. She pulled out her phone and typed.
Bryce Wilburn: I’m running late. I can’t find it. What’s the name of the bar? Is there a cross street I can reference? Can you maybe just come outside if you’re already there?
She knew she sounded a little desperate, but she looked up and down the very crowded street and couldn’t see a familiar sight. It was just people holding up their alcohol. Some of them were singing and dancing in the street. Others were yelling and partying because this was one of the few cities in the country where they could party outside all night long and well into the morning. Bryce moved to the side, trying to stay out of the way of people passing, and she just stared down at her phone, imploring Sophie to message her back.
After ten minutes and still no response, she decided to walk farther down the street and went inside one of the bars. That one definitely wasn’t it, though, because they had a DJ playing hip-hop music, and their bar had had a stage for karaoke and entertainment and had played more classic rock and pop. She walked farther, periodically glancing at her phone as she went, but even after checking three more bars, she still hadn’t found the place.
She was thirty minutes late for their meeting now. She should have been early, but she’d wanted to shower and get ready. She worried now that she’d be the smelly date when she finally got there. At forty minutes, she also worried that Sophie had changed her mind. Had she been too nervous? Had she decided that it was a bad idea for them to meet and had been too scared to tell Bryce?
At fifty minutes, she oddly felt a bit more rational as she hit at least the tenth bar that wasn’t their bar. Sophie just probably got caught up in that meeting from hell. That was the most likely scenario. She’d had meetings go long before, and this was that. Bryce checked at least five more bars before it hit an hour since she’d messaged Sophie. She was starving even more now and didn’t know how much longer she could go without eating and without seeing Sophie.
Bryce Wilburn: Soph? I can’t find you. Are you here? If you’re still at work, can you let me know? I’ll kill time somewhere, but I can’t find the bar. There are too many people here. I can hardly get inside some of them, and it’s getting worse. Just message me back when you can, please.
She stared down at her phone again as she stood next to a bouncer for the bar she’d already checked.
“Hey, do you know a bar here that has a sofa upstairs and a stage?”
He looked at her like she was crazy and said, “Most of these places have stages.”
“Yeah, but there’s a sofa, too,” she said.
He shrugged and replied, “I’m sure a lot of them have sofas, too.”
“It’s blue inside, or it was last year, at least.”
The bouncer just shook his head no.
“Right,” she said with a nod. “Thanks,” she added for some reason.
Noticing a restaurant on a cross street, Bryce decided she had to eat something, so she walked inside and had to wait for fifteen minutes before they had a table for one. Then, she finally sat down and ordered a water, which she desperately needed, and a sandwich. She checked her phone again and saw no response from Sophie.
Bryce Wilburn: I can’t find her, and she’s not messaging me back.
Within seconds, Megan was typing.
Megan Underwood: What? Where are you?
Bryce Wilburn: At a restaurant. I haven’t eaten all day. I can’t find the bar. I’m so stupid, Megs. I didn’t even ask her the name of it. I thought I’d find it, but now, I’m sitting at a restaurant, getting food because I’m starving and she’s not responding to my texts.
Megan Underwood: Call her!
Bryce Wilburn: If she’s not messaging me back, she’s not going to answer my call.
Kelsey Jenkins: Megs is right. Call her.
Bryce sighed and moved over to Sophie’s contact. She waited impatiently as the phone rang, but then, it just went to voicemail.
“Hi. This is Sophie. Please leave a message, and I’ll call you back.”
“Soph, it’s me. I’m at some restaurant in the Quarter. Where are you? Did you get scared? It’s okay if you did. Please just text me or call me or something. I’m getting worried.”
Bryce hung up and moved back to her messages.
Bryce Wilburn: I got her voicemail.
Kelsey Jenkins: I’ll kill her for doing this to you.
Megan Underwood: I’m sure she’s stuck at work, or it’s just some misunderstanding. She wouldn’t make you fly all the way there and not meet you.
Kelsey Jenkins: I’ll still kill her.
Bryce told them she was going to eat and call them when she got back to her hotel. When her food arrived, she stared down at it, knowing she needed to eat it, but she’d suddenly lost her appetite.



CHAPTER 19
Sophie was seething. She had been all day, if she was being honest, but she definitely was right now. Her cell phone was sitting in a box at the front of the room, along with all the others, while the company’s vice president continued to drone on and on. This day was supposed to end at five. Instead, they’d started the first meeting late, after not providing breakfast like they said they would, and now, she was sitting here at six o’clock, trying not to scream when they told the group they were going to bring in the leftover sandwiches from lunch for anyone who might be hungry.
Might be hungry… Lunch was the same shitty sandwiches, and they’d eaten them at noon. Sophie had brought her own lunch, but not her own dinner, and she wouldn’t be eating leftover gross sandwiches that looked as if they’d been made two days ago anyway. Most importantly, though, her phone was on silent in a stupid box by the door because she’d gotten in trouble for checking it during the meeting before lunch. They’d allowed them all to check any important messages on a break earlier, but phones had to go back into the box after. Her coworkers were still glaring because many of them scrolled through their phones under the table during meetings like this, and she’d lost them the opportunity to occupy themselves throughout the day.
It was six-thirty now, and she was beyond angry. She was certain that it was written all over her face, and she no longer cared. She was late for Bryce, for her Bryce. She tried to stand up slowly from her seat in the back of the room, planning to go to the bathroom because they hadn’t offered another break in a long time. Having managed to make it close to the door, she reached for her phone inside the box.
“Sophie,” the president of the company said.
“I have to use the bathroom. I’ll be right back,” she replied.
“Fine. But the phone stays. You know the rules.”
She closed her eyes, silently praying for patience and for her anger to subside.
“Five minutes,” he added as if she could control how long it took her to pee.
Sophie turned then, no longer able to contain herself, and glared at him.
“Are you kidding me?” she spoke. “You were late for this meeting. We were supposed to start at eight and didn’t start until 9:30. You rolled in late and without breakfast for people who’d planned to eat here this morning. Not only that, but you got here with the good coffee in your hand. You couldn’t have gotten everyone else coffee, too? One thing of coffee was just too much for you to spend on us? Now, it’s after six-thirty, and we were supposed to be done at five. Pam is allergic to mayo, and every sandwich you ordered had mayonnaise on it. She brought her lunch, but not her dinner; the same as me. You took people’s phones away because I was checking an important message, when I’ve seen three VPs in this room with their phones out and checking their messages all day. Hell, our illustrious VP of Sales has been playing Candy Crush for the past hour because he’s just as bored as the rest of us. People have lives outside of working hours. I had plans tonight. Not that you cared, but someone flew into New Orleans today for me, and I’ve been here picturing them sitting somewhere, thinking I didn’t show up because I can’t get to my damn phone. I’m not a high school student who isn’t paying attention in geometry class. I needed to know that she’d landed safely. I needed to message her that I got caught up, but you didn’t care. Now, you’re telling me I have five minutes to use the bathroom? What if it takes longer than that? Will you just burst through the door to see if I’m texting instead of peeing? What’s wrong with you that you think you can take people’s time like this as if we’re hostages and not employees?”
“Sophie, outside,” he said as he rose, looking angrier than she probably did.
“No, not necessary. I’m done,” she stated and grabbed her phone out of the box. “I’ll pack up my stuff now.”
“You’re quitting?” he asked, looking shocked, which said a lot.
“Yes. I won’t take this anymore. We’re all adults here, yet you treat us like children. This place is terrible, and I’m done putting up with it.”
Sophie turned and briskly walked out of the conference room toward her cubicle. Then, as she stared at it for a moment, thinking about the fact that she had just quit her job without another one lined up, she thought about going back in there, claiming she’d made a mistake and giving them some excuse for her outburst, but she had too much pride for that.
She didn’t have much of her own stuff at her cubicle, but she had some items she wanted to make sure to take before they got to it. Not finding a box by her cube, she looked around and found one by the printer. Tossing the two reams of paper onto the floor, she carried the empty box back to her desk, where she started loading her things in.
“You need to be supervised so that you don’t steal anything.”
Sophie turned and saw the president of the company watching her with his arms crossed.
“What would I possibly steal? There’s nothing here. We barely have a coffee machine that works. You got rid of the water delivery and the vending machine in the breakroom. I can’t exactly carry the printer out of here without being noticed, and I don’t need any paperclips, so just give me a minute, and I’m gone,” she said.
“You won’t be getting a letter of recommendation from anyone here.”
“Obviously,” she said. “And I wouldn’t want one.”
Sophie grabbed her jacket and purse and lifted the box off her desk.
“Here; check for yourself: this is all my stuff.” She held it out for him to see. “Nothing that belongs to this place is in there. I’m leaving now. Have my final check direct-deposited into my account.”
“We don’t do that. You have to come in for it,” the president replied.
“You’ll do it because I’m not coming back here ever again, and if it’s not deposited with payroll on time, I’ll file complaints.”
“What complaints?” he looked at her incredulously.
“I’ve been here for five years now. I know things you don’t want me to know. So, just deposit my check, and you’ll never have to see me again,” she said.
He stared at her as she walked past him and toward the front door of the office, which she pushed open. Greeting her was the muggy night air, but it felt fresh on her skin and in her lungs. She’d never quit a job without giving notice before. She had never yelled at her employer before, either. Sophie took a deep breath, letting the air fill her lungs completely before she let it back out and smiled. She’d done it. She was finally finished with this terrible place. She wished she had more than a couple of interviews lined up, but taking her phone away when Bryce was waiting for her was the last straw.
“Shit,” she said. “Bryce.”
Sophie turned the corner and practically ran to her car before she placed the box with her stuff on the trunk and pulled out her phone.
Bryce Wilburn: I’m running late. I can’t find it. What’s the name of the bar? Is there a cross street I can reference? Can you maybe just come outside if you’re already there?
Sophie read the next message.
Bryce Wilburn: Soph? I can’t find you. Are you here? If you’re still at work, can you let me know? I’ll kill time somewhere, but I can’t find the bar. There are too many people here. I can hardly get inside some of them, and it’s getting worse. Just message me back when you can, please.
“Fuck,” she said and opened up her voicemail.
“Soph, it’s me. I’m at some restaurant in the Quarter. Where are you? Did you get scared? It’s okay if you did. Please just text me or call me or something. I’m getting worried.”
Sophie couldn’t believe this had happened. She should have demanded her phone sooner. She should’ve quit sooner; like, years ago. She quickly dialed and stood there waiting in the parking lot of her now-former employer.
“Sophie?” Bryce said into the phone.
“Bryce, I’m so sorry. God, I–”
“What happened? Are you okay? I’ve been worried,” Bryce interrupted.
“It’s a long story, but I got stuck at work. I didn’t have my phone. My stupid boss took it like I’m in high school and texting in class. Where are you?”
“About to get kicked out of a place called Big Shrimps because I’m taking up a table, and I’ve finished eating.”
“Big Shrimps… Big Shrimps… Oh! I know where that is. Stay there. Don’t move.”
“They want the table, Sophie,” Bryce replied, sounding irritated and no longer worried. “I think I’m going to go back to my hotel. I’m not exactly up for a night out anymore.”
“Bryce, please…” Sophie said softly. “I promise you that I will explain what happened. I just need to get to you. I’m at work, and I look awful, but I’ll be there soon. Can you get to the bar, please?”
“I don’t even know the name of the place, Sophie. I tried to find it, but the streets are even more crowded than last year. I can barely get inside some of them.”
“I’m going to send you the name and the address. Will you please meet me there?”
“Maybe we should just take this as a sign, Soph,” Bryce suggested. “We’ve waited a year for this. And I get that work is important, but you couldn’t even text me back to let me know you were stuck there? Maybe that says this isn’t–”
“Bryce, it says nothing. I just quit my job.”
“What?”
“The damn meeting kept going long, and they took our phones. It was a whole big thing. He told us that we had to be focused on the meeting and that phones had to be off or on silent. We had to put them in a box. I couldn’t message you. I didn’t even know that you’d messaged. I mean, I assumed that you had, but I couldn’t get to my phone to do anything about it. When I tried to go to the bathroom just so I could grab it, I got treated like a teenager who was being grounded, and I quit. I should’ve just done it before. I know I should’ve demanded my damn phone. But I didn’t want to get fired. I ended up just quitting because I couldn’t take it anymore. I’m currently staring at a box of my stuff on top of my car, which isn’t much of anything, really. I’m still in the parking lot because I called you as soon as I could. Bryce, I should’ve left earlier. I’m so sorry.”
“You quit your job?”
“I had to. I can’t keep working there. And they were keeping me from you. I let them do that tonight for longer than I should.”
“Soph, you quit your job. You don’t have another one lined–”
“I know. I’ll worry about that tomorrow. Right now, I just need you to know that, yes, I’m scared – I am terrified, even – but I’m not too scared. I’d never leave you somewhere waiting for me if I could control it. Bryce, please, meet me. Don’t just go back to your hotel.”
Bryce didn’t say anything for the longest moment of Sophie’s life.
“They want the table anyway. Just know that I probably smell like seafood and sweat now, but I smelled good earlier. My shirt is all wrinkled now, too. It looked better before.”
Relieved, Sophie laughed and replied, “I’m wearing my work clothes that I’ve been in since six-thirty this morning. My hair is a mess.”
“It will be once I’m done running my hands through it,” Bryce told her.
“God,” Sophie said. “Yes, please.”
“Just tell me where to go, Soph. I’ve never been surrounded by so many bars in my life, and I’ve been to Broadway Street in Nashville. They all look so different but somehow the same here.”
“It’s the people. It’s better during the off-season.”
“Just get here already,” Bryce said.
“I’m texting you where to go. I’m on my way.”
“Okay,” Bryce replied.
Sophie hung up and sent Bryce a location pin. Their bar was stuck between two much larger and more popular bars, which often made it get overlooked unless you knew what you were looking for. Then, she messaged Bryce again with the names of those two bars to make sure she couldn’t miss it. Bryce sent her back a thumbs-up, and Sophie hoped she hadn’t ruined things.
First, she had to drop her car off at home because there would be no parking around the Quarter tonight. She also wanted to change, but knowing that Bryce had been waiting on her long enough, she parked her car and ordered an Uber to take her as close as it could to the Quarter. When she got out, she pushed through crowds to get to Bryce as quickly as she could. There was some wrestling competition in town for the week, which meant that not only did they have the usual influx of tourists due to it being Carnival season and spring break, but they also had another hundred thousand wrestling fans who wore T-shirt with cut-off sleeves and fake championship gold belts, so she had to maneuver her way through them walking down the street in large groups, yelling their favorite wrestler’s catchphrase.
Finally, on Bourbon, she made it past St. Louis Street and saw the sign for one of the two larger bars. She should have told Bryce to wait for her outside. Why hadn’t she done that? God, she was an idiot. She hadn’t even given the woman the name of the place before she got to town, knowing Bryce would need it. Sophie supposed they’d both been incredibly nervous and scared about meeting each other again, so their brains weren’t working properly.
When she arrived at the bar, she quickly pulled out her ID and handed it to the bouncer, who ran a flashlight over it and nodded. It took everything in Sophie to wait to get the damn piece of plastic back before she rushed inside. A quick glance at the bottom floor told her that the place was packed with people dancing and ordering drinks. Knowing Bryce wouldn’t be waiting for her there anyway, Sophie found the hidden staircase and walked up, feeling the stickiness under her feet, like all the other times she’d been here. As soon as she got upstairs, she scanned the crowd. No Bryce.
Sophie went to move through the group of people who were practically blocking the stairs. When she walked around the corner, there was their sofa. It was currently occupied by three women, none of whom were Bryce, though. Sophie swallowed hard then. She’d messed it up. She didn’t know what to do now. She’d thought she would find Bryce here, but she had a twenty-minute drive home, followed by a ten-minute drive in the Uber and then another ten-minute walk to the bar. She’d kept Bryce waiting too long.
“Took you long enough.”
Sophie closed her eyes at the sound because she knew that voice. She turned around, and there she was, her Bryce.



CHAPTER 20
Sophie was standing there. She was in front of Bryce, a mere two feet away, and her smile was wide and infectious. Bryce just stared, taking her in. She’d waited well over a year to see this woman again, and Sophie did not disappoint. She’d had a terrible day at work, it had sounded like over the phone, but she looked absolutely perfect to Bryce. Her long dark hair was down and a little mussed, probably due to the constant humidity of this city or maybe the likely hurried walk to the bar. Bryce didn’t know. She also didn’t care. She just needed to be touching Sophie right now. No, she needed more than that. She needed to be kissing her.
“I know we agreed on a hug, but…”
Sophie’s eyes widened, and her smile disappeared as she licked her lips. That was the only permission Bryce needed. She reached out, cupped Sophie’s cheeks in her hands, and pressed their lips together. Sophie responded instantly. Her lips danced with Bryce’s as if they’d done this a million times before, and her arms were around Bryce’s neck, moving into Bryce’s short hair. Bryce’s own arms were around Sophie’s waist at the small of her back, rubbing over her shirt because she needed to feel Sophie pressed against her again. A hug wouldn’t have been enough.
“Wow,” Sophie let out when they finally pulled apart.
“Yeah,” Bryce echoed in agreement. “Sorry. I couldn’t wait.” She pressed her forehead to Sophie’s. “Good to know that still works, though.”
Sophie laughed a little and said, “Definitely still works.” Her hand moved to Bryce’s cheek then. “I am so sorry. I hate that I made you think I’d make you sit here alone.”
“You just kind of quit your job for me, so I’d say we’re even,” she replied.
“I quit for me,” Sophie said. “But you did provide the proper motivation to finally do it. I can’t believe you’re here.” She stroked Bryce’s cheek. “God, you’re here.”
“And we’re in our bar,” Bryce added. “It looks like our sofa is free now.” She looked over Sophie’s shoulder and saw all three women stand up at the same time. “Want to sit? I’ll get us drinks.”
“Will you make sure to come back?” Sophie asked. “If not, I’m going with you.”
Bryce kissed her quickly and replied, “I will definitely be back. And you have my number now, too, remember?”
“Yeah,” Sophie said. “Sorry; still a little worried about losing you again.”
“I’ll be right back. What do you want to drink?”
“Something light. I haven’t eaten since lunch,” Sophie shared.
Bryce nodded and said, “Let’s get you some food, then. We can come back here later or another day.”
“No, this is our bar.” Sophie tugged.
Bryce looked down and noticed that Sophie’s fingers were in her belt loops.
“It’ll always be our bar, Soph,” she said. “But I wouldn’t mind getting you some food and sharing a glass of wine or something over a late dinner. It would be easier to talk, too.”
Instead of a response, Sophie just wrapped her arms around Bryce’s neck again and pulled her in for a hug that Bryce never wanted to end. She held on to Sophie like her life depended on it and breathed in the faded scent of grapefruit. That only made her close her eyes and tighten her grip around Sophie’s waist.
“I’ve missed you so much,” she said against Sophie’s neck.
“I’ve missed you too,” Sophie replied.
“Why does this feel so damn good?” she whispered into Sophie’s ear.
“I don’t know, but I don’t want to let you go.”
“I don’t want that, either, but I can actually feel your stomach growling,” Bryce said with a laugh. “Come on. Let’s get you something to eat, and you can tell me about your day.”
“Do I have to?” Sophie asked. “It was awful, and I just want to be here with you.”
“We can talk about anything you want,” she said as she pulled out of the hug and held out her hand for Sophie to take.
Sophie’s hand slipped into her own, and Bryce stared down at how well they fit together. She’d planned on them having a drink here and then maybe taking a walk through a less crowded part of the city, but if Sophie hadn’t eaten in hours, they’d take care of that first. When they got outside, Bryce squeezed Sophie’s hand as she attempted to pull her through the crowd. Sophie stopped, though, so Bryce turned back to her, looking confused.
“I live here. Maybe I should lead?” Sophie asked with a smile.
Bryce nodded, and Sophie moved to walk in front of her. Making their way off Bourbon took longer than she would’ve anticipated, but when Sophie turned them onto a less populated street, they were finally able to walk side by side.
“You’ve eaten already. Are you sure you–”
“I ordered food. I didn’t really eat much of it,” Bryce interrupted. “I’m starving.”
“Why didn’t you eat what you ordered?”
“Because I thought you’d ditched me, and I lost my appetite. The waiter asked me if something was wrong with the food because I ate about two French fries and told him I was done.”
“Oh, babe…” Sophie shook her head, laughing a little. “Let’s get you some food, too.”
Sophie just called her ‘babe’ like it was nothing, but it made Bryce smile.
Spotting the first restaurant that looked busy but not packed, Sophie pulled them over to look at the menu, which was posted at the right of the door. When the woman moved to read it, Bryce couldn’t resist moving in behind her and wrapping her arms around her.
“Is this place okay?” Sophie asked. “They have a little of everything.”
“Can we just stand here for, like, another minute?” she asked as her chin hit Sophie’s shoulder.
Sophie didn’t say anything, but she covered Bryce’s arms with her own for a few seconds before a crowd gathered to look at the menu as well, so they headed inside before the place got even busier. Sophie gave the hostess her name, and they moved to the side after they were told to wait twenty minutes for a table for two. There wasn’t anywhere to sit, so Bryce moved them over to a wall, where they could at least lean. She motioned for Sophie to stand in front of her and looked into her eyes.
“You are so beautiful,” she said softly as she cupped Sophie’s cheek, her thumb sliding along the soft skin. “I’ve never seen anyone so beautiful before, Soph.”
“I’ve pictured your face so many times,” Sophie said. “Gorgeous.” She leaned in and pressed her forehead back against Bryce’s. “Can you hold me until our table is ready? I just need you to do that.”
Bryce kissed Sophie’s cheek, pulled her in against her front, and just like that, they were back in that hug that she never wanted to break. They stayed like that, breathing in one another and not saying anything, until someone called Sophie’s name to sit them, and it was quite possibly the best twenty minutes of Bryce’s life. She’d never had that kind of silence with someone where it wasn’t awkward or weird, but it was somehow just part of them that they could hold one another and not be talking, not be doing anything but enjoying the other person’s presence.
Ready to be seated, Sophie took Bryce’s hand, and Bryce led the way as they followed the hostess to their table, which, thankfully, was in a back corner, away from the middle of the room, where tables were pushed together to make room for more customers. They had a booth only meant for two, so they had to sit across from one another, and that felt too far away even though Bryce could reach over the small table and hold both of Sophie’s hands in hers. For a minute, they just stared at one another with soft smiles, and Bryce thought about how if she saw anyone else doing this in a restaurant, she’d laugh at them and think that they looked ridiculous.
“Good evening,” their waitress said as she approached. “Can I get you started with something to drink?”
“Wine?” she asked Sophie.
“Red? Merlot?” Sophie checked with her.
“Yeah. Whatever merlot you have,” Bryce replied. “And can we get the bottle?”
“I’ll need food if you’re doing that.” Sophie laughed.
“I’ll bring out some bread for you with your drinks,” the waitress said. “Water?”
“Yes, please,” Sophie answered.
“And we’ll need a few minutes to look at the menu,” Bryce added before the waitress walked off to get their drinks, and she returned her attention to Sophie. “Appetizer?”
“Yes, I’m starving.”
“I’m guessing you’ve been here before. Do you know what’s good?”
“They have fried gator tail bites here with a rémoulade.”
“I didn’t eat gator the last time I was here.”
“What? You have a food blog, and you didn’t try gator here?” Sophie teased.
“I tried other stuff, but not that,” she said.
“I know. I’ve read all your blogs now.”
“All of them?” Bryce asked.
“Every single one. Though, I must admit that I read the ones you wrote about us a few more times.”
“I posted one last night. Did you read that one, too?”
“This morning before I left for work. You’re sweet, you know?” Sophie said with that smile Bryce loved.
“It’s the truth.”
Their waters arrived shortly after, and the waitress set down their wine and glasses as well. It wasn’t full-on table service because this wasn’t that kind of a restaurant, but she still offered Bryce the glass to sniff and taste. Bryce nodded, and they ordered the gator bites for their appetizer before they were left alone. As she held up her glass, Bryce had to laugh because Sophie was eyeing that bread like she wanted to devour it, and it was adorable.
“To us,” she said.
“To us,” Sophie replied, clinking their glasses together. “So, I assume your friends expect an hour-by-hour update?”
“Oh, shit,” Bryce muttered after taking a quick sip and setting her glass down.
“What’s wrong?”
“I told Megan and Kelsey that you stood me up. I need to text them real quick.”
“You told them I stood you up? Bryce, they’re going to hate me.”
“I’ll explain later. They’ll be fine.” She quickly pulled out her phone and sent them a text. “Besides, I like you. That’s all that matters.”
“No, it’s not.” Sophie laughed. “I want your friends to like me, too.”
“They do. Or, they will,” Bryce said, placing her phone down and grabbing a piece of bread, which she held out for Sophie. “Are yours expecting an update, too?”
“Jill texted me six times.” Sophie shook her head. “I told her about the work thing and that I was finally on my way to you while I was in the Uber, but she messaged again when I was walking, asking for an update, so she knows I’m safe.”
“Safe. Right,” Bryce said with a wink. “It’s crazy how much people are invested in this, huh?”
“You and me?”
“Yeah. When I wrote the initial blog, it was for me. I just needed to get it out. Sean, Megs, and Kels were about done hearing me talk about you or comparing these dates that they wanted me to go on to you, so I needed an outlet. I wasn’t even going to post it. I just needed to write it. But then my hand is on the mouse, and I’m clicking to share it before I can stop myself, and people are responding, asking me to keep writing about it.”
“I’m glad you did,” Sophie noted.
“God, me too. I’m sitting across from you, and we’re at dinner.” Bryce thought for a second. “We’re not just at dinner, right? This is a date.”
“You kissed me the moment you saw me, so… Yeah, I think we can safely say that we’re on a date.”
“A first date,” Bryce said. “A year later.”
“At least, it’s actually happening,” Sophie replied.
Their appetizer arrived a few minutes later, and they placed their entrée order. Bryce loved that Sophie ate four pieces of bread and dove right into their appetizer without holding back. She hated it when women felt like they needed to order salads and hardly ate on a date. They talked about Bryce’s flight in first class and how nervous she’d been all day, and Sophie apologized again when Bryce regaled her with her story of walking up and down Bourbon Street, trying to locate the bar.
“I don’t know why it’s so hard to find the damn place.”
Sophie laughed and said, “It happens. And you probably got turned around last year. The cops really took you to the station?”
“Yes. It took me hours to get out of there. I thought they were going to either ticket me or lock me up at some point, but I managed to convince them I had nothing to do with it, and I was totally sober, so that helped. All I wanted to do was get back to you, but I was too late.”
“I can’t believe we missed each other at the café, too,” Sophie said. “I ran after you, Bryce.”
“Had I known, I would’ve pulled the damn car over, Soph. I wish so much that things had been different.”
“Maybe they weren’t supposed to be,” Sophie replied. “Maybe it was supposed to be this way.”
“God… Why? I could’ve had a year with you already,” she said before she took a sip of her wine.
“You think we’d be together?”
Bryce shrugged and replied, “I have no idea what might have happened, obviously. All I know is how I’ve felt since the moment I laid eyes on you and how it’s hurt, not being able to find you. I’m glad we’re finally here, though. We’re on our first date now. As much as part of me wishes it was our hundredth, I kind of like this part, too.”
“Me too,” Sophie told her with that smile again as she pushed her plate away, finished with the catfish she’d ordered.
“Dessert?”
“If you want,” Sophie said.
“I just want time with you.”
“We can always go to Café Du Monde, then; have some beignets that we would’ve had last year,” Sophie suggested.
“Can we walk? Will it be crazy crowded over there, too?”
“It’ll die down a bit over in the Square, but the Café will be busy, yeah,” Sophie answered.
“Is there even a single quiet place in the city this time of year?”
“Probably your hotel room,” Sophie said.
Bryce swallowed hard and asked, “Not your place?”
“Not built as well as the Quarter hotels, so I sometimes hear my neighbors, but… it’s an option,” Sophie replied.
“Can I get you two some dessert?” the waitress asked.
“No, thank you,” Bryce said. “Just the check.”
The waitress didn’t even blink as she pulled the padfolio out of her apron, always ready for them to leave during busy season, and Bryce quickly placed her credit card on top of it. Having paid, Bryce stood and, once again, held out her hand for Sophie to take.
When they left the restaurant, Sophie pulled them onto a different street, out of the way of the crowd. Bryce stopped them then, hearing the music and sounds fade behind them now, and she pushed Sophie gently against the wall.
“I’m going to kiss you again,” she said.
“I’m going to kiss you back,” Sophie replied. “Again.”



CHAPTER 21
Sophie wasn’t sure how she’d rank their kisses now that there had been three of them. The first one, over a year ago, had been amazing enough, but the second one, in the bar, had been amazing, too. She wasn’t counting the peck at the restaurant while they waited. That one, while very sweet, was definitely not enough. This one, though, as Bryce pressed her against the wall and slowly took her higher and higher just from a kiss, was damn near miraculous. Sophie was certain that if they stood here long enough, with Bryce kissing her just like this, she’d eventually come without ever being touched.
“I know we’re going somewhere to be alone…” Sophie managed to breathe out when Bryce’s lips moved to her neck. “And you have to know how much I want…”
“I know,” Bryce said. “It’s okay.”
“I want to.”
“I know. Me too,” Bryce replied. “But it would be too easy.”
“Hey!” Sophie laughed.
Looking worried that she’d just said the wrong thing, Bryce pulled back and added, “No, not like that. I meant that we could do that – we could fall into bed, and given how it feels when we kiss, I’m sure it would be world-changing.”
“No pressure,” Sophie teased.
Bryce pressed her forehead to Sophie’s, something she seemingly enjoyed doing a lot, and Sophie was finding that she really liked it when they were like that, connected in a way that made her feel like this was more than just a physical connection. It was Bryce connecting them emotionally, too.
“It will be when it happens. But it’s more than that with us, Soph. I could tell it that night and in every message we’ve exchanged.”
“I know.”
“So, it doesn’t have to be tonight, but I would love it if you stayed over. I’ve dreamed of us waking up next to each other, and we’re only naked sometimes in those dreams. Usually, we’re in our comfortable clothes, and I just pull you back against me and hold you to wake you up slowly.”
“What time do you wake up in the morning? Because my guess is I’m up before you.”
“Then, you can lay your head on my chest and rub my stomach until I wake up.”
“Oh, I can, huh?” Sophie laughed a little.
Bryce pulled back, took her hand without a response, and they started walking again.
“You can, yes,” she said then. “Tomorrow morning, if you want. You don’t have to go to work now, right?”
“God, I’d forgotten all about that.” Sophie’s free hand went to her own forehead. “I don’t have a job anymore.”
“You have interviews lined up, though, right?”
“Two of them. One is in Atlanta. The other one is with Arnette Assets, and it’s tomorrow afternoon.”
“You’d move to Atlanta?”
“I don’t want to. I’ve never even been there.”
“I have. It’s nice.”
“Would you move to Atlanta?”
Sophie didn’t mean to make that sound like a loaded question. It wasn’t meant to be one. It was casual and not at all because if she ended up there, she’d want to know if Bryce would consider it, too. They’d spent mere hours together, so this wasn’t the time, but since she had asked it, she might as well find out.
“I don’t think so,” Bryce replied.
“You love where you are?”
“I love my friends,” Bryce said. “They’re the main reason I love it where I am. But I’ve kind of hit all the restaurants in the tri-county area, so I’ll need to broaden my horizons. I’ve been renting my aunt’s house for a while now, helping her fix it up for when she sells it, and I think that will be in the next year or two, probably, so I’ll need to figure out if I’m staying or going eventually.” She looked over at Sophie as they walked. “Atlanta is nice, but I don’t know that I’d want to live there.” She looked in front of her again. “New Orleans is crowded, but the food is on point, and there are so many options, I think I’d have enough to blog about for years.”
Sophie smiled and said, “You know I wasn’t suggesting you–”
“I know,” Bryce finished for her. “But it’s important to talk about that stuff, right? If this becomes more than just this visit, we’d need to know.”
“Yeah, but not right now, okay? I just want to enjoy the fact that you’re here.”
“When is the Atlanta interview?”
“Not for another week. The hiring manager was on vacation until then.”
“Are you nervous about tomorrow?”
“I wasn’t until I quit my job. God, I quit my job!”
“Still can’t believe it?” Bryce asked.
“No. I’ve never done anything like that before. I even told the president that he would have to direct-deposit my check, and when he said that he wouldn’t, I told him I knew things he wouldn’t want people to know.”
“Damn. What do you know?”
“Nothing. I know nothing. I just made it up. He went for it, though.”
“Which tells you he has things to hide, so you made a good decision.”
“Except, I’ve been living paycheck to paycheck. I’ve got maybe enough for next month’s rent and bills, but beyond that, I’m screwed. I might have to move back in with my parents or see if Monica and Bridgette will let me crash at their place.”
“Hey, it’s going to be fine,” Bryce told her, squeezing her hand. “You said you worked at Arnette before and in the same job. I’m sure you’ll get it. And if not, there’s Atlanta.”
“But I’ll be reeking of desperation now, when before, I had a job, and it would’ve been okay if I didn’t get it.”
“You won’t reek of desperation.” Bryce chuckled at her. “You’ll smell like grapefruit, or whatever the shampoo smells like in my hotel, I guess. It’s kind of like a cucumber-mint combo. I bet that’s going to smell great on you. Will you take a shower tonight, just so I can test that theory?”
Sophie leaned more into Bryce, feeling instantly better. How this woman had the ability to do that to her, she had no idea. The logical part of Sophie’s brain usually ruled her decisions and even her feelings. It had always been that way for her. But for the past year, even though everything with Bryce had seemed completely illogical and impossible, her heart had ruled, and it was unfamiliar territory for her, but she discovered that it was welcome territory, too.
“Oh, I need to tell you something,” Bryce said.
“O-k-a-y.”
“I got asked to do an interview for this lesbian online magazine thing.”
“An interview?”
“Yeah, it’s a video interview. I scheduled it for tomorrow, but I told them that I wanted to talk to you about it in person, and if you said no, I’d cancel.”
“Interview? Why would you need to talk to me about–” Sophie stopped. “Wait. It’s not about your food blog, is it?”
“No, they don’t really care about the food part. I guess they got ahold of my blogs about you, and they think it makes a cute story.”
“I can’t disagree with them there. You are very cute.”
Bryce smiled and shook her head.
“They liked the part about me trying to find you and actually doing it. The editor wanted to talk to both of us, but I told her I had to check with you first.”
“They want to interview us? As in, you and me?”
“Yeah.”
“And you want to do it?”
“Selfishly, it’s good for my business, but even without that, I also kind of like the idea of people reading our story in their magazine. It would maybe give them hope.”
“Hope?”
“Yeah, that they might have a Sophie out there.”
“Bryce, this is going really well, and don’t get me wrong, I am so glad that we were right about how we felt when we met, but tomorrow is the day after today. That’s, like, really soon, and we’re still on our first date.”
“I know. She suggested we update people on where we are now, and if things keep going with us, she would do a follow-up interview and story.”
“Oh, wow. I don’t know,” Sophie said.
“If you say no, it’s a no, Soph. I don’t care about the business if you’re against it.”
“It’s not that. It’s just that I’ve never been interviewed for a story before. I wouldn’t even know what to say.”
“Well, I think she asks questions, and we answer them.”
“But I’m boring. The most exciting thing I have done since I made out with you last year was quit my job today.” She laughed.
“This is me,” Bryce said.
Sophie stopped walking with her and looked up at the red awning that indicated the name of Bryce’s hotel. She’d walked past this place hundreds of times. Now, it would always remind her of the woman standing in front of her.
“Did you stay here–”
“Last time?” Bryce interrupted as she cupped Sophie’s cheek. “Yeah. I figured, why not? We were going back to the bar for our first meeting, and I even wore–”
“What you wore last time,” Sophie finished. “I noticed. You’re still just as sexy in it, too.” She reached for Bryce’s shirt and held on to it. “Are we still going up?”
“If you still want to,” Bryce said.
“I do,” Sophie replied. “And I think I’d like to do the interview with you.”
“You do?” Bryce looked hopeful.
“As long as you can carry the conversation because I might be bad at it.”
“I can,” Bryce said and took back Sophie’s hand before she opened the glass door to the hotel. “What has you wanting to do it?”
“What you said before, about giving people hope,” she replied. “I know this is new between us, but this whole year, I’ve been trying to convince myself that I was crazy thinking that you and I could’ve had such an immediate connection. I gave up hope a few times, honestly. If us telling our story, as new as it is, could give someone else hope, I think that could be kind of cool.”
“I agree,” Bryce said as they made their way through the lobby.
Having arrived at the elevators, Sophie’s nerves kicked in. Bryce pressed the button with her free hand, still holding on to hers tightly with the other as if she was afraid Sophie might float away. When they got inside, Bryce pressed the button to her floor while Sophie leaned against the back wall. As Bryce turned around and smiled at her, Sophie wondered how she’d be able to control herself tonight after all. Bryce was sexy as hell, beautiful and adorable, all rolled into one. When Bryce ran a hand through her hair then, Sophie followed that movement with her eyes, wanting to do it for her next time because Bryce’s hair was so soft.
“You did that on purpose.” She laughed nervously.
“Tonight is just us holding each other,” Bryce said.
“I know,” she replied as she looked away from Bryce’s intense gaze.
“The look you just gave me told me otherwise,” Bryce teased as she placed her hands on the wall on either side of Sophie’s head. “And I want that, Sophie. You have no idea how much. I just want us to keep talking first.”
“Get to know each other more.” Sophie nodded.
“Yes,” Bryce said. “Maybe tomorrow, though…” She winked.
“So, we’ll know enough by tomorrow?”
The elevator dinged.
“I’m not sure I’ll ever know enough about you,” Bryce replied, stepping back and pulling on Sophie’s hands.
“God, you’re good at this. Seriously, how are you still single?” she asked, allowing herself to be pulled down the hallway.
“How are you still single?” Bryce asked back.
“I already told you – I’m boring. Nights I’m not fifth-wheeling it with my coupled-off friends, I’m just at home reading or watching TV.”
“What are you watching?”
“Shows where they find or build houses for people that I can never afford and that I’m not even interested in. They have a one-hundred-thousand-dollar budget, but they’re looking for six-bedroom, four-bathroom houses, with pools and ten acres of property. It’s ridiculous.”
“And you can’t look away, can you?”
“No,” she said, laughing a little.
“Wait. You said fifth wheel. Jill has someone now?”
“No, she’s usually the sixth wheel,” Sophie explained.
“Here we go,” Bryce said at one of the doors as she took out the key and swiped it.
The door beeped, and Bryce pushed it open, allowing Sophie to go in first. As soon as she was inside, her phone rang. Sophie reached for it and checked the readout, expecting it to be one of her friends checking on her or asking for an ill-timed update.
“It’s my former boss,” she said.
“It’s late,” Bryce noted as the door closed behind her. Also, you quit. What could he possibly want right now?”
“I don’t know, but he can go to voicemail,” she said as she hit ignore. “Oh, and Jill texted another three times. So did Monica and Melinda, though.”
“What are you going to tell them?”
Sophie then felt her jacket being pulled away from her shoulders, and she let Bryce take it off for her.
“What happened; that I almost lost you again because of that micro-managing asshole, but I quit my job.”
Bryce’s lips were on her neck, and her arms wrapped around Sophie’s waist.
“You didn’t almost lose me. I was just worried.”
Bryce placed another kiss on Sophie’s neck.
“Worried that I’d just left you there. I would never do that, Bryce.”
“You can call me Bry. Everyone does.”
“Because your one-syllable name is so hard to say?” she teased.
Bryce moved Sophie’s hair away from her neck and said softly, “You can message them back and tell them that you’re safe with me and that we’re in for the night. I need to tell my friends the same. They said they’d send New Orleans PD out looking for me if I didn’t tell them when I was in for the night and safe.”
“Did they think I was going to murder you or something?”
“This city is crowded, so they worry about safety. They love me.” Bryce then sucked on Sophie’s earlobe and added, “You are so soft.”
“You’re not going to make this whole not-having-sex-tonight thing easy, are you?”
“I wasn’t planning on it, no,” Bryce told her.
Sophie opened her messages app and tried her best to focus while Bryce continued to apply soft kisses along the top of her shoulder and neck.
Sophie Santiago: Everything’s fine. I’m with Bryce. I’m safe. Go to sleep.
Three dots appeared.
Bridgette Musgrave: We’re in relationships. We’re not eighty. It’s not even midnight yet.
Melinda Andrews: Bridge meant to say she’s glad that you’re okay. You’re really okay, right?
Sophie felt Bryce’s hands tighten around her middle.
Sophie Santiago: I am very okay.
Jill Solomon: Are you having sex? Did you already have sex? I hope you’re not messaging us during, because that would mean it’s probably bad.
“She’s asking you if we’re having sex right now?” Bryce asked with a laugh.
“She’s intrusive, but she means well,” Sophie said, turning around in Bryce’s arms. “Do you want to watch a movie or something?”
“Yes, but I’ll still be kissing you during, so make it one you’ve seen before.”
Sophie silenced her phone for the night before putting it on the desk and said, “I was thinking I could maybe take that shower now since I probably need it.”
“Yes.” Bryce nodded rapidly. “Do that. I–” She cleared her throat. “I can find a movie for us to watch.”
“I don’t have any clothes to change into.”
“I don’t see a problem there.” Bryce shrugged.
Sophie laughed and asked, “Bry, can I borrow something to sleep in?”
Bryce smiled at her and said, “Start the water. I’ll find you something and message my friends that I’m good, too, and safe with you.”
Sophie leaned in and pressed her lips to Bryce’s.
“If you tell them that we had sex, tell them I was good.” Sophie winked at her.
Bryce laughed and reached for her phone.



CHAPTER 22
Bryce felt a warm hand move along her bare stomach. Her eyes opened, and she turned to find Sophie leaning up on her elbow, staring down at her hand as it moved. Her eyes moved to meet Bryce’s, and they both smiled nervously at each other. This was the awkward morning-after part, except it wasn’t really awkward. It was nice. Sophie had her hand on Bryce’s skin. She was stroking it, and she’d just been watching her fingertips glide across it.
“I woke up with you next to me, and I still kind of can’t believe that. I had to touch you to make sure you were real,” Sophie said.
“I’m real,” she replied. “But you can touch me whenever you want if you need reminding.”
“Good morning,” Sophie said, proceeding to wrap her arm around Bryce fully now, moving into her.
“Morning,” she replied, wrapping her own arm around Sophie’s shoulder to allow her head to lie against her chest. “Well, I was going to kiss you, but…”
“Morning breath. After I brush my teeth,” Sophie told her.
“Sophie, I waited over a year to wake up next to you. Do you honestly think I care if you have morning breath? If either of us do?”
“I want you to want to kiss me again,” Sophie argued.
Bryce chuckled and shook her head.
“Babe, I pretty much always want to kiss you. I’ve spent a year wanting to kiss you. Last night, I couldn’t stop kissing you. Remember the bathroom?”
“Yes,” Sophie said, chuckling as well now. She shifted until she was looking at Bryce again and added, “And I also remember the first pair of shorts you pulled out for me to wear. They were very, very tiny, Bryce.”
Bryce cupped her cheek and said, “I don’t even know how those got in there. I packed three times. The first time, I was so excited, I just kept tossing stuff into my bag. The second time, I tried to make sense, but the third time, I had everything organized and what I thought I’d need.”
“And tiny cheerleading shorts were things you need?” Sophie quirked an eyebrow at her. “I don’t see you wearing those.”
“They are Kelsey’s,” Bryce explained as she shook her head. “We stay over at each other’s places sometimes. I probably have at least two or three of Kelsey’s sweaters and some of Megan’s socks, even.”
“Do you stay at Sean’s, too?” Sophie asked.
Bryce recognized the soft, serious tone.
“No,” she said. “And we don’t share beds, either. When we were all here last time, we got one room with two beds to save money, but I slept next to Megs. Sean shared a bed with Kelsey. It worked out because Megan loves Kels, and Sean… well…”
“Loves you?” Sophie said.
Bryce shifted until she had Sophie on her back, and she was hovering over her. They’d done this last night during the movie they hadn’t paid attention to. Their lips were still a little swollen, and she wondered if the interviewer would be able to tell that they’d been making out all night when they talked to her later.
“She thinks she does,” she replied. “And I didn’t tell you that to make you think that anything was ever going to happen again between Sean and me. You asked why I was only texting Megan and Kelsey.”
“But she told you she still has feelings for you,” Sophie said as she wrapped her arms around Bryce’s neck.
“Soph, I don’t know what she’s feeling, honestly. I don’t think it’s love. I think she kept stuff inside for years and just finally told me before I came here.”
“The timing is suspicious.”
“It’s hard for her, hearing me talk about you,” Bryce said as she placed her hand on Sophie’s side, lifting Sophie’s borrowed T-shirt up a little to touch her skin. “She more or less dealt with it for a year, but I think the idea that I could find you and it could be something was too much for her to handle. I had no idea she’d been planning on proposing back when we were together. For me, it was obvious that we were meant to be friends.”
“But she doesn’t want that, does she?”
“I don’t know,” she replied. “I’m giving her space right now, but Sean’s feelings about me, whatever they may be, don’t change anything, Soph. I don’t have those feelings for her. I’m not sure I ever did. That makes me sound awful, but I came out to myself right before meeting Sean, and she was just…”
“Hot? Sexy?”
“No, she was just so, so gay.” Bryce laughed.
Sophie laughed, too.
“She’s a beautiful woman, yes, but she’s also a woman who loves women, and she makes no apologies for it. I needed that back then. She liked me, too, and at first, we were good. I was… very excited to finally… have…”
“Sex?” Sophie guessed.
“With a woman, yes. It was way better than anything I’d ever done with a guy, and I understood why then. Things slowed after that, and we were friends more than lovers, and now I know that’s what she wants, but it’s not what I want.”
“What do you want?” Sophie asked the loaded question.
“To kiss you good morning,” she said. “For real. Slowly and deeply until it’s time for us to get up and get dressed for this video interview.”
“I forgot all about that,” Sophie replied.
“Because I’m such a good kisser?”
“Yes,” Sophie said with a smile. “You are a very good kisser.”
“I don’t think it’s just me. I think it’s how we kiss each other,” Bryce noted before she lowered her head and gently pressed her lips to Sophie’s.
Their kisses, no matter how fast or slow, always made her legs shake a bit. Being on top of Sophie like this didn’t help that, and if they were going to be doing more of this, and she hoped that they would, she’d have to get a grip on what Sophie’s lips did to her. For now, she just lowered her body, resting most of her weight on Sophie, who moaned in response. Sophie’s legs spread for her, too, allowing Bryce the chance to settle her hips between them, and while she didn’t rock or make a move for more, her body thrummed with the anticipation of what they’d do when they were both finally naked and pressed together like this.
“I don’t want Sean. I only want you,” she said before her lips met Sophie’s collarbone.
Sophie didn’t say anything. She just brought Bryce’s lips back to her own, and they remained like that until Sophie’s phone rang from its position on the desk.
“Well, I know it’s not me,” Bryce joked.
“Sorry. Let me just see who it is.”
Sophie slid out of bed, leaving Bryce to watch her walk over to the desk in her borrowed sweats, and Bryce couldn’t help but think about how cute her ass would’ve been in the shorts she’d jokingly pulled out for her last night.
“It’s my boss again,” Sophie said when she picked up the phone.
“Former boss,” Bryce corrected, sitting up in bed.
“Hello,” Sophie said into the phone before she paused. “No, I didn’t check your voicemail. I don’t work for you anymore.” She paused again. “What? No.”
Bryce watched Sophie’s face as it contorted in frustration and then anger, and she hoped those expressions were never aimed at her because they were intense and well, kind of sexy.
“No,” Sophie said. “I don’t care. I don’t want it. I need to go. Please don’t call me again.”
She hung up and turned toward Bryce.
“What did he want?” Bryce asked.
“He wants me to come back to work. He offered me a raise and a bonus.”
“Really?”
“I declined. No amount of money could make me go back there,” Sophie said as she sat down on the end of the bed, facing away from Bryce. “But that was dumb, wasn’t it? I don’t have a job, and he just offered me another twenty grand a year and a fifteen percent bonus that they’d give me at the next pay period.”
“Twenty grand? Damn,” Bryce said.
“I know. I should call him back, shouldn’t I? Grovel? Tell him yes?”
Bryce moved then until she was sitting behind Sophie on the bed, wrapping her body around Sophie’s and pulling her back against her.
“You were miserable there, Soph.”
“But it’s a lot of money,” Sophie said.
“Is that worth your happiness?” Bryce asked. “You have an interview today with a company you actually liked working for.”
“What if I don’t get it?”
“There’s always Atlanta,” Bryce reminded. “But I think you’ll kick ass today and get this job. If you don’t, and you’re still worried, you can call him back and do that groveling, but for now, let him stew a bit. From what you’ve told me, he deserves at least that, if not more. He sounds like a total asshole, and I hate how they treated you there.” She placed her chin on Sophie’s shoulder.
“Yeah, you’re right,” Sophie said. “We should get ready for that interview anyway. Do you have something I can wear that would look at least somewhat decent? I’ll go home after and change for my Arnette interview.”
“You’ll only need a shirt since it’s a video interview, so that’s easy. Shirt, and I say just go bottomless. No pants. No cheer shorts. No panties.” She kissed Sophie’s neck. “I’ll even do it with you.”
Sophie laughed, and Bryce hoped her joke had helped Sophie get that horrible old job of hers out of her mind.
They stayed like that for a while, holding on to one another on the bed without saying anything else, until Sophie had to go the bathroom. Bryce stretched and found a shirt that Sophie could wear for their interview with the magazine and pulled one out for herself, too.
An hour later, it was time, and they sat on two different chairs: one that rolled and went with the small desk and another that went with the tiny table in the corner. Bryce gave Sophie the rolling chair, which made her look a good foot taller than Bryce and would probably be strange on camera, but they had no other choice in the matter because Victoria was on the screen.
“Hello,” she said. “You must be Bryce and Sophie. It’s so nice to meet you both.”
“Thanks. You too,” Bryce replied with a polite smile. “Bryce.” She pointed at herself.
“Sophie,” Sophie said, doing the same.
“And you’re together for the interview,” Victoria noted with a smile of her own. “Should I assume that things went well when you reconnected?”
“You could say that, yeah,” Bryce replied.
Sophie looked over at her and smiled.
“Can we start at the beginning? I would love to hear the story in Sophie’s words since I’ve gotten Bryce’s words already. But, Bryce, feel free to add in anything you didn’t include in your blog.”
“My words?” Sophie said, looking crazy adorable.
“Yes. Bryce wrote entire blog posts about you and how you met. I’d love to hear it from your perspective. How did it feel when you first saw her? How did it feel when she got pulled away? What happened after that for you?”
“Oh,” Sophie let out. “That’s a lot.” She glanced over at Bryce.
Bryce reached for and took her hand.
“How did it feel when you saw me?” she asked softly.
“Like magic,” Sophie replied. “Intense.”
“How so?” Victoria asked.
“How so?” Sophie chuckled. “I don’t even know how to answer that one.”
“Intense, like something was about to happen that mattered,” Bryce said. “That’s how it was for me; like I needed to pay attention.”
“Yeah, like that.” Sophie smiled at her again. “Like in movies and books, how they talk about the whole world disappearing around them and that person coming into complete focus; like a camera was only pointing to Bryce, and everything else dissolved and got blurry behind her.”
“That’s how it was for you?” Bryce asked her.
“Yeah. You?”
“Why do you think I couldn’t find the bar? Other than that sofa, I couldn’t remember much about how it looked inside or outside. You were all I could see.”
“For me, too,” Sophie said.
The interview continued for well over half an hour, with Victoria asking questions and Sophie turning to Bryce as if she needed a translator, but Bryce knew it was because she was nervous, so she looked to Bryce for help.
“Well, this was fantastic,” Victoria said. “Thank you. I’ll get this typed up and posted soon. I’ll send you the link when it’s live, and you can feel free to put it on your socials, Bryce. Sophie – you, too, if you have any.”
“Oh, I don’t,” Sophie said. “I’ll leave that up to Bryce.”
“I’d love to set a date for us to follow up. I’m not sure what your plans are after Bryce’s visit, but I know readers will want to hear back from you on how it’s going.”
“Plans?” Sophie asked, but it was more to herself than Victoria. “We haven’t talked about that yet.”
“That’s okay. We can just set something up for a few months from now, and if you need to postpone or cancel, we can do that then. I’ll have my assistant reach out to Bryce to coordinate, if that’s okay.”
“Sure,” Bryce said. “And we have to run now. Sophie has a commitment this afternoon that she can’t miss.”
“Of course. Thank you again,” Victoria said.
Bryce ended the call and closed her laptop before she turned to Sophie and kissed her on the top of the head.
“That wasn’t so bad, was it?”
“No,” Sophie replied. “Easier than I thought.”
“Don’t worry about the follow-up thing. We don’t have to do it. I can put her off if I have to.”
“It’s not that. I don’t mind. It’s weird, talking about myself and us with someone I don’t know, but it’s fine. I just… That’s in three months.”
“Yes,” Bryce said as she stood and pushed her chair back to the table. “And that scares you?”
“Not because it’s three months of us, but because you don’t live here, and I don’t live in Tennessee.”
“Soph, I blog for a living. It’s a short flight, really, or an eight-hour drive. And I like long drives, remember? I have some family obligations and things I do for my aunt that I might need to work around, but I’m not worried.”
“Right,” Sophie said, but she looked contemplative still. “Kyle and Monica both just moved here.”
“I remember.”
“Would you ever consider that? I don’t mean tomorrow or in three months. I’m not asking you to–”
“I would, yes. I love Tennessee, but I’m not tied to it beyond my friends and family. I love them, obviously, but I can always visit,” she said. “And I thought we weren’t going to talk about this stuff right now.”
“We don’t have to. This interview just got me thinking about where we might be in three months.”
Bryce sat on the end of the bed and said, “It’s still new, Soph, but what I can say is that I want us to be together. I don’t care how or where. I just know for sure now that this wasn’t one night in a bar. This matters, like we said to Victoria.”
“I know it does,” Sophie said, turning in the chair to face her. “I’ve never been great at following my heart, Bryce, but I’m no idiot when it comes to how good this feels. It was never meant to be one night in a bar.”
She smiled, and Bryce took her hands in hers.
“We should get moving. You have another interview to get ready for. I was thinking I could wait here, and when you are done, we could meet up.”
“You’re not coming with me?”
“I thought you’d want to be alone.”
“I’ll do the interview in my living room. I have a desk there, so you could be in the bedroom, if you want. You can write. It’s okay if you’d rather not, but–”
“No, I’d love that. And not just because it means I get to see your bedroom.” Bryce winked at her.



CHAPTER 23
Sophie sat at her desk in the living room. She hardly ever used it. Back when she first moved to New Orleans for her job, she’d bought a desk because she was bringing a lot of work home with her and needed somewhere to sit other than her sofa. Over the years, though, she’d slowly stopped bringing work home because they didn’t pay her well enough to devote her entire life to the company. In fact, the last time she brought work home with her had probably been more than six months ago, and that had been an actual urgent task after she had had to let go of one of her employees. Now, she sat here because she was unemployed and about to interview at Arnette for the second time in her life.
“Hey,” Bryce spoke.
Sophie turned and found her exiting the bathroom and headed her way.
“Hey,” she replied softly.
“Are you getting nervous?”
“Getting? I’m already there,” Sophie shared.
“You’re going to do great, okay?” Bryce knelt down beside her chair and took her hand. “I’ll stay in your room and get some work done. I’ve got to write about gator bites.”
“If you do that, people are going to figure out you’re in New Orleans right now.”
“Oh, that could be cool: post about gator bites and wait for the comments to roll in.” Bryce kissed Sophie’s palm. “‘Are you in New Orleans? Oh, my God! Are you with Sophie?’” she pretend-quoted the possible reactions.
Sophie laughed and ran her free hand through Bryce’s hair.
“What will you say?”
“That I’m definitely with Sophie.” Bryce closed her eyes as Sophie repeatedly ran her hand through her hair. “I’m only with Sophie, and she’s all I want.”
“That’s sweet. But you’ll actually tell them that?”
“I think I’ll wait for the interview to be live and link to it. I’ll post something then and make them all guess about those gator bites.” Bryce winked at her. “Now, I’ll leave you alone, but you’re amazing, and you’re going to do great, okay?”
“Kiss for luck?” she asked.
Bryce stood, leaned down, kissed her on the lips, hovering there for a moment with closed eyes, and said, “Always.”
When Bryce left her alone, closing the bedroom door behind her, Sophie only somewhat worried about the fact that her sex toy drawer was right next to where she slept, and yes, it was full. About the only thing she could claim about herself that was remotely interesting was that she bought new sex toys regularly, trying just about anything to see if it got her there. She probably had about twenty different vibrators in that drawer, along with her two favorites, always close at hand. She hoped Bryce wouldn’t just open the drawer, but if she did, Sophie thought it would be something funny for them to discuss later. She had no idea what Bryce’s thoughts were on vibrators or strap-ons, so it would be a fun way to bring up the topic.
“Fuck,” she whispered to herself.
Sophie was about to go into a video interview, picturing Bryce wearing a strap-on for her. That wouldn’t help calm her nerves at all. As her heart raced, now for multiple reasons, she clicked on the link, opened the video chat, and pulled down on her shirt to make sure no wrinkles showed.
“Sophie,” the man said when he appeared.
“Hello,” she greeted professionally.
“I’ve heard so much about you,” he said.
“You have? All good, I hope,” she replied with a cheesy smile.
“All good,” he said. “I heard we lost you to the bayou, and now, you’re interested in coming back.”
“Yes, I am. I love New Orleans, and I’d like to stay here, but I’m looking for a new professional opportunity.”
“I spoke with Monica. She had nothing but good things to say about you and working with you. And I talked to a few others as well. You had my job when you left and worked your way up, right?”
“Yes,” she confirmed.
Sophie then gave him a brief overview of her time at Arnette, trying to cover as much as she could without sounding like this know-it-all at the same time. He nodded as she spoke and asked her a few questions. Most of them were softballs, but he had a good one in there that she found a little challenging in a good way.
“Honestly, I’m looking for someone to work with me, but I’m also looking for someone who could potentially take over for me should I end up moving into a new role, which is possible this year. The fact that you have experience in both roles is a huge plus for me. I want to make sure you’re here for a career and not just a job because I’d love to have someone grow into the role.”
“Yes. Definitely. That’s what I want,” she said, probably a little too eagerly. “I’m looking to stay somewhere for the long haul.”
“Great,” he replied and looked away from the screen. “All right. Well, I have all I need for now. Do you have any questions for me?”
Sophie had interviewed so many times now, she knew all the standard questions a candidate should ask, so she asked her top three, and he answered them well. It was only an hour-long interview, but she could see herself working with this guy, and that was a good thing. She didn’t have an ego, and it wouldn’t bother her that he had her old job while she’d basically be starting over. It had been her fault that she had to start over, anyway.
“So, here’s what I’d like to do,” he began the wrap-up. “I’ve got a few other interviews already lined up. I’m going to talk to those candidates and have recruiting reach back out to you with the next steps.”
“Oh, okay,” she said, trying to hide her disappointment.
The interview, she’d thought, had gone well, but this was a party-line approach to giving next steps that Sophie had heard far too many times. It had always ended in a rejection email or the company ghosting her entirely.
“Well, thank you for your time,” he added.
“Yes. You too,” she replied, trying to put the smile back on her face.
Closing the browser window, Sophie sat still for a while, not knowing what to do or how to react to what had just happened. They’d talked about role specifics. She had given him actual examples of what she’d done in the role before. She’d had answers to all of his questions, and they weren’t hypotheticals. She had good questions for him in return. Hell, she’d done the job, and his on top of it, so she had actual experience in the role at the company. She didn’t know what to do now. If he was brushing her off, there was only Atlanta now, and she didn’t want to move to Atlanta.
“Soph?”
Sophie tried to shake herself out of it and turned to see Bryce standing in the open doorway of her bedroom. She still couldn’t believe Bryce was there. It was also strange because seeing the woman standing at her bedroom door felt familiar, even though it hadn’t ever happened before, but it also felt like she could be a figment of Sophie’s imagination and that she might disappear if Sophie wasn’t careful.
“Hey,” she said.
“It got quiet, so I thought I’d check. How did it go?”
“I honestly have no idea.”
“Really?” Bryce walked toward her.
“He gave me the brush-off; recruiting will reach out to me with next steps.”
“Oh, babe… I’m sorry. Are you sure it was a brush-off, though?” Bryce cupped her cheek. “They just say that sometimes. Maybe he’s said it so many times, it’s a habit now.”
“I don’t know,” she replied with a sigh as she leaned into Bryce and rested her head against Bryce’s stomach, needing her solid body to provide some safety right now and also to remind her that Bryce was really there with her. “Maybe.”
“Let’s try to be optimistic. When did he say they’d be reaching out?”
“He didn’t.”
“Oh,” Bryce let out. “Well, that just means he doesn’t know.”
“It means I didn’t get it. I don’t understand… It was a good interview. And I don’t say that about every interview I do, either. We talked like people more than he did a whole interrogation thing.”
“Then, I’m sure it’s a habit,” Bryce suggested. “Do you want to call Monica? Maybe she can tell you more about this guy or something.”
“We’re supposed to meet them for an early dinner,” Sophie said, looking up at her. “Is that okay? She asked me, and I said yes, but I should’ve talked to you first.”
“I get to meet the friends? Yeah?” Bryce asked, looking so excited that Sophie couldn’t believe she could be this adorable about meeting her friends.
“It would be Monica and Bridgette. I didn’t invite Melinda and Kyle or Jill.”
“So, a double date, then?” Bryce asked.
“I guess so,” she said with a smile, loving how Bryce could somehow make this insecurity over her job leave her mind entirely.
“I’m down for that,” Bryce said. “Can it just be dinner, though? Maybe we can do something on our own after.”
“Like what?” Sophie looked up at her.
“Literally anything. Another movie in bed. Another walk through the city but longer. Gambling on a riverboat. I don’t care.” Bryce laughed a little. “I just want as much time with you as possible.”
“I really like that idea,” she replied.
Then, Sophie stood up and wrapped her arms around Bryce’s neck. She pulled the woman in for a long hug, loving how good it felt to have someone here for her right after an interview she was no longer sure had gone well, after all. She’d never had this before, and now, she had no idea how she’d do without it when Bryce went home.
◆◆◆
“Mon, Bridge, this is Bryce.” Sophie motioned around as she did the introduction part. “Bridge, be nice.”
“Hey! Why did I get a ‘be nice,’ and Monica didn’t?” Bridgette spoke.
“You know why,” Monica said for Sophie. “Hi, Bryce. It’s so nice to meet you.”
“Yeah. You’re a real person and everything,” Bridgette added.
“And that’s why,” Sophie noted, pointing to Bridgette.
“I’m a real person, yeah. Did you think Soph was making me up?”
“Well, you sounded so perfect when she talked about you, which was all the time, so if Jill hadn’t actually laid eyes on you, I don’t know that I would’ve believed you were real, no. I probably would’ve thought Sophie hit her head really hard and made you up or something.”
Sophie glared at Bridgette.
“I’m very real and very happy to be here,” Bryce said as she wrapped an arm around Sophie’s waist and pulled her against her side.
“We’re happy you’re here, too,” Monica said. “Sophie seems really happy about it as well.”
“Your table is ready,” the hostess said to Monica.
“Oh, great. Thanks,” Monica replied before she turned to Sophie and Bryce. “I paid her twenty bucks to get us ahead in the line because they don’t take reservations. I’m starving. This one has me crazy busy at work.” She pointed to Bridgette.
“You two work together?” Bryce asked as they walked toward their table.
“I’m the boss. It’s very fun,” Bridgette replied.
“Bridgette!” Monica laughed as she sat down. “Bridgette runs a greeting card company, and when I left Arnette Assets, I went to work with her.”
“It’s pretty cute, actually,” Sophie said as Bryce pulled out her chair for her, making her swoon internally. “They even share an office, and they live together.”
“You don’t get sick of each other?” Bryce asked.
“We just have sex,” Bridgette replied.
Sophie waited for Monica to say something, but Monica only shrugged, not objecting to what was said even a bit.
“Make-up sex is great,” Bridgette added.
Bryce turned to Sophie when she sat down, wrapping her arm over the back of Sophie’s chair, and said, “Sophie mentioned you’ve been together for over a year?”
“Yes, a little more than a year,” Monica replied. “We just moved in together officially not that long ago.”
“That’s cool,” Bryce said.
“Have you ever lived with a girlfriend?” Bridgette asked, causing Sophie to glare at her again.
“Uh… No,” Bryce replied. “I’ve only had one serious girlfriend, though.”
“Only one? How old are you?”
“Babe…” Monica said.
“I’m thirty-one,” Bryce answered. “I came out later than some, probably. I was with someone for about two years, but we never did the living together thing, and I’ve dated some, but nothing serious since then.”
“Until now?” Bridgette asked.
“Bridgette, knock it off.” Sophie laughed.
“No, it’s okay,” Bryce told her. “My friends will grill you when you meet them.” She smiled at Sophie before turning to Bridgette to respond, “Until now. Soph and I really only just met, but it doesn’t feel like that. It feels like I’ve known her forever. I know I’m going to always be discovering new things about her no matter how long we know one another, but I still know so much already.”
“That’s nice,” Monica said as she picked up her menu. “You should say things like that to me.” She turned toward Bridgette.
“I do say things like that to you,” Bridgette replied.
Monica winked at her and asked, “Do we want wine? We can get a bottle.”
“Sounds good to me,” Sophie said. “Red.”
“Merlot,” Bryce said at the same time as her.
Sophie turned to look at her and smiled. Then, her hand moved to Bryce’s thigh, and she just rested it there, claiming Bryce as her own in the middle of this restaurant. Bryce’s arm was still over the back of her chair, doing the same to anyone who would look over at them right now.
Dinner was fun, and the wine was better than the wine they’d had last night. Bridgette actually wasn’t as annoying as Sophie thought she’d be, and she knew it was Bridgette’s way of protecting her friends, so she appreciated it. Monica was polite, as always, and when they finished eating, Monica and Bridgette hugged them both goodbye and left them to continue their night outside of the restaurant, probably sensing that the two of them were ready to be alone now.
“Oh, hold on a sec,” Bryce said when her phone rang. “It’s Kels. Can I take it real quick?”
“Yeah, of course,” she replied, taking Bryce’s free hand and walking them away from the restaurant and the crowd behind them.
“Hey, Kels. What’s up?”
While Bryce talked, Sophie tried not to listen in as they walked because she was just so happy to be walking hand in hand with a woman she was crazy about. When Monica had hugged her goodbye, she’d told Sophie that she was happy for her and that Bryce seemed great. Bridgette had even told her that Bryce was hot and that she’d done a good job. She smiled at the moment because Bryce was hot. She was really, really hot and Sophie wanted to see all of her.
They’d talked about so much already, but they had yet to talk about what would happen tonight, after they got back to Bryce’s hotel or Sophie’s place. They also hadn’t discussed what would happen tomorrow or the day after or whenever Bryce left to go back to Tennessee. There was so much still for them to say to one another, and that was scary because Sophie could now say that she was addicted to walking hand in hand with Bryce, and when she had to leave, it would hurt having to walk these streets alone. She knew she couldn’t ask Bryce to just move here, and she couldn’t just pack up and move to Tennessee herself, either, but she also couldn’t be without her now that she had her. It was as if she’d fallen in love last year, and now that they were finally together, she could feel how much Bryce meant to her, so thinking about having to drop her off at the airport in a few days hurt Sophie’s heart.



CHAPTER 24
“Hey, Kels. What’s up?”
“She ended it,” Kelsey said.
“Who ended what?”
“Megs. Megs ended it with what’s her name.”
“You know her name, Kelsey.” Bryce chuckled.
“Her name doesn’t matter anymore because Megs broke up with her. Well, they weren’t actually together; it was a few dates. But they’re not going out anymore.”
“When did this happen?”
“About twenty minutes ago. Megs texted me.”
“I didn’t get a text.”
“She knows you’re with Sophie, and she’s nice. I am, however, not nice and interrupting you because I am freaking out, Bryce. She ended things.”
“Did you say something to her?”
“What? No. She texted me that it was over, and I called to check on her like a good friend. She said she was okay. It was really early, but it was the right decision. I guess what’s her name didn’t want kids and was all very adamant and judgy about it, questioning why anyone would want to have kids, and Megs wants them soon. Megs told me that was enough to convince her that what’s her name is wrong for her.”
“You’re really going to keep calling her what’s her name, aren’t you?” Bryce laughed.
“Yes, because she’s gone now, Bry. She’s gone, and Megs texted me first. Just me. Not Sean. Not you. Not the group text. She wants us to hang out.”
“That’s good.”
“Yeah. She told me she didn’t want to invite Sean, and you’re in New Orleans, and she wants us to hang out.”
“Hang out, Kels. Not go out.”
“I know. But it’s a start. We talked a little on the drive back from the airport. It wasn’t about anything real, but at least we talked like we used to. Now, she wants to hang out alone with me again. I don’t know, Bry… I can feel it.”
“Feel what?”
“Like things are changing with us. Like I’m ready to tell her.”
“Kelsey, you have to be careful.”
“I know.”
“Can you really see it? See yourself being with a woman? Being with your best friend like that? It’s such a big deal. You tell her, and it’s out there. You can’t take it back. And if you figure out later that you can’t really be with her in the way that she’s wished for forever, it will kill her, Kels.”
“I know,” Kelsey repeated. “Bryce, I can’t stop thinking about her. It’s all the time now. It’s every moment I’m at work. It’s when I’m at home, cooking dinner or trying to fall asleep. I picture her staying over and wearing my clothes and waking up with her still in my old T-shirt, with nothing else on. I… picture other things, too, and it feels so good. I have never thought of someone like this before. Never. I realize what I’m risking, and I don’t want to hurt her. I just want her to be so happy.”
Bryce turned to look over at Sophie, who was doing her best to pretend like she couldn’t at least hear Bryce’s half of the conversation, and she had to smile over at her because she wanted Sophie to be so happy, too.
“She ended things with what’s her name on her own, not because I told her that I wanted to be with her. I waited, Bry. She was with someone, and as long as she was happy with her, I wasn’t going to tell her because I mean it: Megs is the best person and deserves to be with the best person for her.”
“And you think that’s you?”
“Don’t you?” Kelsey asked.
Bryce chuckled and said, “Well, I never really let myself think about that. You were always the straight one, Kels. I was too busy telling Megan that she should try to find someone else.”
“But it’s me, isn’t it?” Kelsey asked. “It’s me for her, Bry.”
“I don’t know,” Bryce replied. “I think that’s up to you and Megs to figure out. Do I think you’re compatible in just about every way I can see? I mean, yeah; you’re best friends for a reason.”
“Bryce, I want to fucking kiss her,” Kelsey blurted out. “It’s taking everything in me not to run to her house, burst through the door, find her, and kiss her hard until we both have to come up for air and I can tell her.”
“Tell her what, exactly? That you like her? Kelsey, Megs is in love with you. I don’t know that marching in and going straight in for the kiss is the way to go.”
Sophie cleared her throat, which made Bryce laugh.
“What?” Kelsey asked.
“Sophie’s here. She just reminded me that I did that to her last night.”
“See?!” Kelsey asked.
Sophie smiled and shook her head at Bryce.
“Our situation is different,” Bryce reminded. “You and Megan are best friends. Soph and I had one night, and when I saw her, I couldn’t stop it even if I tried.”
“How’s the sex?” Kelsey asked.
“Kels!”
“What? Is it good? God, Bry, I want to have sex with my best friend. That’s so weird for me to say, but it’s true. I stared at her fingers on the drive home, Bryce. We’d be at lights, and I’d look down at them and think about how they would feel.”
“That’s one of my friends, too, so I’d rather not think about Megs and her fingers like that, okay?”
“I’m thinking about them enough for the both of us,” Kelsey retorted. “And I know it’s different for us, but, Bryce, I don’t know what to do now. She said she was happy with what’s her name. I thought that they’d date and Megs would tell me one day that she was in love. I’d be a bridesmaid at their wedding and watch them pop out those kids while I sat back, thinking about how when I finally figured it out, I was too late.”
“Kelsey, I’m not saying you shouldn’t tell her. Just take it step by step. Don’t tell her you’re in love with her if you are. Don’t lead with the kiss. Tell her you’ve been figuring things out recently and that you didn’t say anything because Megs seemed happy, but now that that’s over, you needed to tell her that you have feelings for her. Tell her you’d like to explore them and maybe go on a real date, okay? Megs isn’t someone who jumps into things. She’ll need the steps.”
“Yeah. You’re right,” Kelsey said. “Do I bring flowers?”
Bryce smiled and replied, “Maybe for the date, but not for the time you tell her how you’re feeling. She did just stop dating someone. She might want a little time.”
“Right. If she needs it, I’ll give her that.”
“I’d say so. She’s giving you about a million years.”
“Yeah… Yeah… I’m slow, okay?” her friend told her, probably rolling her eyes at herself. “So, I know you’re with Sophie right now, but give me a signal. How’s it going, Bry? Is it all you thought and more?”
“Yes,” she stated immediately. “It’s crazy and amazing and intense and perfect and somehow familiar.” Bryce noticed Sophie looking over at her as they walked. “It feels like we’ve been dating forever; like we’re kind of an old married couple but still brand-new, with so much to discover and explore together.”
Sophie smiled adorably at her and rested her head on Bryce’s shoulder.
“How will it work when you leave? Have you gotten to that part yet?”
“No,” she replied. “Not yet. And I should probably get back to my date, Kels. Are you okay?”
“Yes.” Kelsey sighed. “No. Wait… Yes.”
Bryce laughed, and Sophie squeezed her hand.
“I’m okay,” Kelsey added. “I will be. I’m going to plan my speech to Megs. Should I write it down so that I don’t ramble?”
“I think you should just speak from your heart. No speech, Kels. Just tell her how you feel, okay?”
“No speech? Okay. Fine. I still need to practice, though.”
“Whatever you need, I guess,” Bryce said.
“Bryce?”
“Yeah?”
“Thank you. I know you’re busy figuring this thing out with Sophie, and you still took the time, so thank you.”
“Always, Kels.”
They hung up, and Bryce tucked her phone away.
“So, she’s going to tell Megan?” Sophie asked.
“Apparently,” she replied. “Megs and the woman Kelsey only refers to as what’s her name ended things tonight, I guess.”
“Kelsey’s going for it. Good for her.”
“Yeah. We went for it, and it seems to be going well so far,” she replied.
“Hey, I have an idea,” Sophie said, lifting her head to look at Bryce.
“Okay.”
“There’s this art gallery that’s open at night. It’s new, so you wouldn’t have been there when you were here last time.”
“You want to go?”
“I think you’ll like it. It’s different, and it’s on the next block.” Sophie nodded ahead of them.
“Let’s do it,” she replied.
They continued to walk in comfortable silence until Sophie pulled them onto a street and into a building with an open door. When they got inside, though, the lights were off, surprisingly, and it only took a second for her to understand why.
“Glow in the dark?” she asked as she turned to take it all in.
“Cool, huh? I discovered it last month. It’s all these artists working with paints that show up in the dark. They’re pretty amazing.”
Bryce had to agree with Sophie. There were probably about thirty paintings hanging on the walls in the relatively small space, and they were all really good. Landscapes, mostly, with a few portraits tossed in. Most of them showed New Orleans at night in luminescent paints that gave the paintings a life of their own. They walked hand in hand over to the first one they saw, which was a musician playing the saxophone standing in front of a sign for Bourbon Street. The second one was of the bayou. The water, the hanging trees, and a bird that Bryce didn’t know the name of were heavily featured. Sophie walked them onto the next painting, which was a line of bars on Bourbon Street, and all of the colors made it pop off the canvas in a way Bryce hadn’t ever seen before.
“That’s our bar,” Bryce noted, pointing to the spot she believed their bar to be located.
“Yeah, it is,” Sophie replied.
“Are there prints of this for sale?” Bryce asked.
“Oh, I don’t know. I’ve never asked.”
“Excuse me,” Bryce said as she let go of Sophie’s hand and walked over to someone who was wearing a name tag. “Do you have prints of that one available?” She pointed to the painting.
“Not yet, but I will. It just came in today, actually. I can put your name down on a list and give you a call when they get in.
“How much is the original?” Bryce asked.
“Four hundred,” the woman replied.
“Sold,” Bryce said.
“Bry?” Sophie asked as she walked over. “You’re buying that for four hundred dollars?”
“Yes,” Bryce said. “Can you wrap it up for me?”
“And ship it,” the woman offered. “Anywhere domestically, anyway.”
“No, it’s a gift,” Bryce said and pulled out a credit card for this impulse purchase. “It’s going to a local.”
“Bryce, no way. I can’t–”
“Sophie, it’s our bar,” she said. “And it’s glowing in the dark and making it all feel like we’re on that street whenever we stare at it.” She handed the woman her credit card. “I want it.”
“Okay. Buy it and have her send it home for you.”
“No, I want it here for when I come back. Will you hang it up in your place for me? I’ll do it, if you want. I’m very handy.” Bryce smiled at her. “Soph, it’s for you to look at when I’m not here.”
“Oh,” Sophie said with a solemn nod.
“And I can see it when I come back and remember that we bought it on my first visit back to you.”
“That’s sweet,” the gallery employee said as she swiped Bryce’s credit card. “How long have you two been together?”
“About two days,” Sophie said with a chuckle.
“About a year and two days,” Bryce added.
Sophie tilted her head at that and nodded.
“Well, that’s confusing,” the woman said as she handed the credit card back. “Give me just a minute to wrap it up for you.”
When they were left alone, Bryce turned back to Sophie and said, “Soph, I’ve been yours since that night. You know that, right? I’m all-in on this. I meant what I said to Kelsey on the phone a minute ago and to Victoria in the interview today: I am all-in on us.”
Sophie took Bryce’s hand and said, “So am I.”
“Then, will you hang up the painting for me?”
“I thought you were handy,” Sophie teased as she placed her free hand on Bryce’s hip.
“Do you have a hammer and a nail?”
“Possibly. I’m not handy.”
“Sophie, you need a toolbox with basic supplies.”
“Why? I live in an apartment. I have a maintenance guy who fixes things for me.”
“We’re buying you a hammer and maybe a couple of screwdrivers.”
“I have the ones I get from IKEA in my junk drawer. They work fine.”
“You’re killing me right now,” Bryce said, shaking her head.
When Sophie laughed, Bryce cupped her soft cheek and leaned in for a quick kiss.
“Where are we going after this?”
“Well, I thought this would take longer, and we’d look at all the paintings, but you took about thirty seconds and just bought one, so I don’t know,” Sophie said with a smile.
“Back to my hotel?” Bryce asked. “It’s closer than your place.”
“You want to watch another movie? My TV is bigger than your laptop, babe.”
“No, Soph. I don’t want to watch another movie.”
“Oh.”
Bryce watched Sophie swallow hard, and she worried she’d said the wrong thing.
“I know what I want, Sophie. I want you. Only you. I want you tonight.”
“Um…” Sophie looked around the gallery, which only had a handful of people milling about and not paying attention to them. “I want that, too,” she whispered that part as if she wanted to make sure no one else could hear them.
“Tonight?” Bryce asked hopefully.
Sophie nodded.
“Okay. I’ve got it wrapped up for you,” the gallery employee said as she arrived and handed Bryce a bag with her newly purchased painting wrapped up inside. “Anything else I can do for you? Would you like to receive our newsletter? We don’t just do this at night. We’re open Monday through Saturday and have great artists we work with displaying their landscapes, mainly during the day. We have sales and new–”
“No, thank you,” Bryce interrupted her.
“Okay. Have a good night,” the woman replied.
“I will,” Bryce said, still cupping Sophie’s cheek.
“I hope so,” Sophie added after taking a deep breath.
Bryce nodded toward the door as she squeezed Sophie’s hand, and they walked back onto the dark street with the gas lantern lights illuminating their walk to her hotel, which, she knew, was only a couple of blocks away. Things were quiet between them now. They both understood what was about to happen and that they didn’t need words. They just needed each other.



CHAPTER 25
Sophie hadn’t had sex in a long time. She kept thinking about that as they walked to Bryce’s hotel. She had woken up with Bryce that morning and had showered but hadn’t shaved her legs, and her dark hair would be popping back up right about now. She had also stupidly had garlic at dinner. There were onions, too. Why had she had garlic and onions? One of them was bad enough, but her breath was probably all bad, and she didn’t have any gum or mints in her purse. Maybe she could sneak into the bathroom at the hotel, take some of Bryce’s toothpaste, and slather it over her teeth and tongue to make her breath a little better. Yes, they’d had the morning breath conversation, but this was different. This wasn’t just a good morning kiss. They would be seeing each other for the first time tonight, touching each other, and Sophie wanted it to be perfect.
“You’re very quiet,” Bryce noted when they got to the hotel and stood under the red awning.
“I am?”
“Soph, if you don’t want to, we–”
“It’s not a question of want. Trust me.”
“Okay. Well, what is it, if it’s not that?”
“I… didn’t exactly have time to prepare. We’ve basically been together since you got here, and I showered at the hotel. On top of that, I ate garlic and onions at dinner like an idiot, so I–”
Bryce’s laugh cut off her rambling. She pulled open the front door and motioned Sophie through it.
“I had the shrimp appetizer, too. I don’t care. I haven’t had time to prepare, either, but, Soph, I just want you. I don’t want some ideal version of you where you have perfect breath and smooth legs because you shaved or waxed just because we were going to have sex. I don’t want you to wear makeup when you don’t normally do that, and you clearly don’t need it. I don’t need fancy lingerie, either. I just need you.”
“Why are you so good at this?” Sophie asked when they arrived at the elevator.
“At what?”
“At calming me down when I get nervous; making me feel like you don’t need anything special.”
“You are special.”
“See?” Sophie chuckled as they got inside the elevator. “That’s what you do.” She pointed at Bryce. “You make me feel that way.”
“Good,” Bryce replied as she moved into her, pressing Sophie’s back against the wall. “I want that. I want you to feel special tonight.” Her hand slid up under Sophie’s shirt. “And every night.”
The elevator dinged on their floor far too soon. Bryce’s hand had been sliding a little farther north, so Sophie’s breast had been expecting it to land there and apply pressure that it suddenly very much needed. They got out of the elevator, allowing a couple to enter after them, and Bryce took Sophie’s hand as they walked down the hall. When Bryce unlocked and pushed the door open for her to go through, Sophie knew her life was about to change. Everything had been leading up to this moment. From that first night on, their chemistry had been off the charts. Now, they were about to have sex for the first time, and it would either be the best sex Sophie had ever had, or their chemistry wouldn’t translate to the bedroom, and it would be a big letdown for both of them.
She then felt Bryce’s hand take her own from behind, and she was turned until her back was against the wall by the door. Bryce was pressed against her completely in an instant, and her hands moved to Sophie’s thighs, which she pushed apart, and her hips were between Sophie’s now.
“God,” Sophie let out.
“Yeah. I’ve waited a while for this,” Bryce told her. She moved Sophie’s hands over her head, and her dark eyes told Sophie to keep them there. “Are you okay with me taking the lead?”
“Yes,” she replied. “Yes, please,” she added, not caring if it sounded like begging.
Bryce smirked, and it was so damn sexy, Sophie’s legs wobbled a bit. When Bryce leaned forward and connected their lips, Sophie did her best not to think about the fact that she really wanted that toothpaste right about now. Bryce noticed and pulled back to stare into her eyes.
“Relax, Sophia,” she said. “Everything is okay.” She ran a hand over Sophie’s face, holding her chin in place for a second before she kissed her again.
And Sophie believed her. Everything was okay. Bryce was kissing her and pressing into her in a way that clearly told Sophie she wanted her. Bryce didn’t want perfection. She just wanted her, and that mattered so much.
Sophie kissed her back, and when Bryce’s hands went to hers, Bryce clasped them against the wall and held them there, keeping them connected in this way for a long time before she wrapped Sophie’s arms around her neck, placed her own at Sophie’s waist, and then lifted her straight off the ground.
“Oh, my God!” Sophie wrapped her legs around Bryce, who carried her over to the bed and deposited her down on it.
Bryce climbed on top of her and hovered there for a minute.
“You’re so beautiful, Soph,” she said with her hand placed between Sophie’s breasts over her shirt.
Then, Sophie just watched as Bryce leaned back and pulled off the sweater she’d been wearing, followed by her T-shirt, which left her only in a black-and-white Calvin Klein sports bra.
“Jesus,” Sophie let out when she saw the small breasts and nipples trying to make their way out of the fabric.
Bryce ran a quick hand through her own hair before she reached down to her jeans to unbutton and unzip them. Sophie continued to watch her as she stood and kicked off her shoes and her socks, which Sophie couldn’t see, but then the jeans were lowered to her knees and disappeared entirely. Bryce was wearing matching boxer briefs underneath, and her body was perfect. Sophie licked her lips, wanting to reach out and touch her, but Bryce was on the move again. Her hands were on Sophie’s shoes, removing them for her, followed by her socks, which Sophie tried not to think about because they’d walked a lot today. Moments later, Bryce moved to hover over her again, and she kissed Sophie slowly while her hand roamed over Sophie’s body but still over her clothes.
Sophie wasn’t sure how much more of this she would be able to take because Bryce was nearly naked and on top of her, and she needed them both to be naked and touching one another. Bryce seemed to understand somehow, and Sophie felt the button on her jeans being undone next. They stopped kissing because Bryce, apparently, wanted to watch what her hand was doing. The zipper followed suit, and Sophie swallowed because Bryce was standing again and tugging at her jeans until they were on the bed next to Sophie while Bryce stared down at the gray panties Sophie had chosen that morning.
“Fuck, Sophie,” Bryce let out, and that hand was in her hair again, driving Sophie crazy.
“What?” she asked, wondering if that was a good ‘fuck’ or a bad ‘fuck.’
“Baby, you’re so wet,” Bryce said. “I can… see you.”
“Oh. Yeah. You’re really hot,” she replied, feeling the blush rush up her neck to her cheeks.
“God, I get to taste you. I can’t believe it,” Bryce said.
She was back on top of Sophie now, and the slowness from before appeared to be gone. Bryce was reaching for the hem of Sophie’s shirt and pulling it over her head. Sophie didn’t have a matching bra on, but the white one she’d chosen seemed to be okay for Bryce, who stared down at it before she kissed the tops of Sophie’s breasts, moved her mouth to Sophie’s neck, and finally, her jaw before she held herself up.
“I want you,” she said, and her tone was clear.
It was not shy or reverent. It was almost demanding. Bryce wanted her, and Sophie wanted her to have whatever she wanted because this look in Bryce’s eyes, the set of her jaw, told her that whatever was about to happen between them was going to be good. She had no more doubts about that as Bryce silently asked her to arch her back to be able to unclasp her bra and remove it entirely. Seconds later, Bryce’s lips were back on her breasts, and Bryce’s tongue was licking Sophie’s nipples, making Sophie writhe beneath her. Bryce sucked on one nipple while she squeezed her other breast. Sophie wanted to keep watching, but it all felt too good. Her eyes closed, and her head went back against the pillow.
Suddenly, Bryce’s hands were on her waist, and Sophie’s panties were being pulled off her body. Sophie opened her eyes then, and she took in how Bryce stared at her. Bryce’s tongue slipped out to lick her lips as she looked at her sex, so Sophie felt confident enough to spread her legs farther. Bryce was sitting back on her heels, and her head tilted a bit to take her in before she looked back up into Sophie’s eyes. Maintaining their eye contact, she tapped Sophie’s left knee, and Sophie spread her legs farther still. Bryce’s hands went under her knees then, and she shifted until she was settled between Sophie’s legs, looking at her center, which, Sophie knew, was practically dripping in anticipation.
“I swear, I love foreplay, but right now, I just need to take you,” Bryce told her.
“That’s really fine with–”
But Sophie couldn’t finish her sentence because Bryce hadn’t waited. She hadn’t started slow, with kisses on her inner thighs or light licks. She’d gone straight to Sophie’s clit and sucked it hard into her mouth.
“Oh, fuck!” Sophie’s head went back again, and her eyes closed as she tried to take in all the sensations at once. “Yes!”
She could hear how wet she was. When Bryce sucked, Sophie could hear it. Bryce’s tongue almost rolled against her clit as her lips engulfed it and sucked, applying pressure and relief, pressure and relief some more, until Sophie’s hand had a mind of its own and went to the back of Bryce’s head, pressing her down and lifting her hips to meet her at the same time. She knew it wouldn’t take long, but when Bryce slipped her fingers inside her, Sophie knew it would only be seconds before her orgasm rushed over her.
“I’m–” She paused. “Too soon.”
Bryce stopped her sucking, which was not what Sophie wanted, and looked up at her.
“All night long, Soph,” Bryce said and licked her hard. “All night long, baby.”
She repeated the action, and Sophie understood. Bryce was telling her that it was okay for her to come now because she would be making her come all night long. Just thinking about that had Sophie coming into Bryce’s mouth as her hips lifted and fell, and lifted and fell again. Her hips kept doing that on their own as Bryce curled inside her and sucked until Sophie couldn’t take it anymore, and she flopped back onto the bed. Bryce stayed inside her, but she moved up Sophie’s body until she was kissing her neck, and her fingers began thrusting.
“I can’t. I need–”
“Please,” Bryce said into her ear.
Sophie nodded, and her hands moved to Bryce’s back, only just realizing that Bryce still wasn’t naked. The sports bra was in Sophie’s way, and she wanted it off, but Bryce wasn’t stopping. She had a thigh between Sophie’s and was using the leverage to push harder and deeper into her.
“Do you…” Bryce started. “I think I…”
“What?” she asked, barely able to even form that word.
“Lift your thigh,” Bryce requested.
Sophie knew what she meant then and lifted her thigh, which Bryce had been pressing into, to meet Bryce’s hips as they rolled against it.
“Yes, like that,” Bryce moaned.
“Can you come like–”
“I’m going to,” Bryce replied.
Sophie lifted Bryce’s chin because she wanted to see her when she came. They looked at one another, making eye contact, which Sophie hadn’t done a lot of during sex, and they kept it, too. When Bryce’s hips began thrashing more than moving rhythmically, Sophie still managed to keep their eyes connected. When her own orgasm built until she was crashing over the edge, they both continued to look into each other’s eyes. Finally, when they came back down, Bryce closed her eyes and rested her forehead against Sophie’s.
“Naked,” Sophie said breathlessly. “Please. I need to feel all of you.”
Bryce didn’t move for a minute, which made sense. She had sweat on her back and needed to come down from her orgasm. When Bryce finally sat up and pulled off her sports bra, revealing her small breasts to Sophie’s waiting hands, Sophie cupped them and sat up herself, bringing her mouth to a nipple. Bryce’s hands immediately went into Sophie’s hair, encouraging her to continue.
“Soph, I need you.”
Sophie slipped a hand into the boxer briefs.
“No, babe. I need you again. I need to make you come again.”
Sophie looked up at her then, stilling her hand.
“Do you not want me to–”
“I do. But I’ve been waiting to touch you forever,” she said as she cupped Sophie. “Can I?”
Sophie just nodded and watched as Bryce stood and removed her underwear. With the last article of clothing separating them gone now, Bryce rested back on top of Sophie, and her hips settled in. Then, Sophie could tell what Bryce had in mind because she was spreading Sophie’s folds and pressing down before she spread her own, and they were touching in the most intimate way they could be.
“This…” Bryce rolled into her. “I want this.”
“Yes,” Sophie said.
She had never done this before. She supposed it didn’t work for some couples because of a height difference or body type, but Bryce’s clit was completely connected to her own right now, and she was rocking down into Sophie. The pressure was enough to take Sophie over the edge, but it was the way Bryce kissed her through it, the way she whispered into her ear while she took her, that got Sophie there.
“I’m coming,” she whispered.
“I’ve never–” Bryce started and stopped.
Sophie wasn’t sure what she’d been about to say, but then they were coming at the same time, and Sophie’s hands were on Bryce’s ass, pushing her down into her so that they could both enjoy the friction. Minutes later, Bryce was still on top of her as they lay there, both sweaty and sated, at least for the time being. Sophie’s hand was running through Bryce’s hair, and she’d felt so content in her entire life.
“Before, you said that you’ve never… What did you mean?” Sophie asked softly into the silence.
“I’ve never come like that,” Bryce mumbled against her neck. “I wanted to make you come. I didn’t know it would make me come, too.”
“Bry?”
“Yeah?”
“Can I touch you now?” she asked.
She could feel Bryce smile against her skin, and Sophie smiled just from that.



CHAPTER 26
Bryce had already come twice, which wasn’t unusual when she was alone. Often, she would give herself a warm-up orgasm with her hand and watch a really well-done sex scene in one of the few decent lesbian romance films, and she’d slowly bring herself to another. Sometimes, she’d replay the scene over again and go for a third, and on a few occasions, she had tried for a fourth with a vibrator. Once sated, she’d turn off the TV and try to get some sleep.
With a partner, though, she hadn’t ever had two in a row so quickly and still needed another one. It wasn’t that they weren’t good, so she needed that explosive orgasm to make her body relax. She was plenty relaxed against Sophie’s body. Her face was against Sophie’s neck, and Sophie’s hands were in her hair and running over her back, which Bryce knew was clammy. She’d come hard both times and could easily fall asleep, content in Sophie’s arms just like this, but then Sophie was asking her that question.
“Can I touch you now?”
Bryce smiled against her neck because, yes, Sophie could touch her now. She could make her come again, and probably easily because Bryce’s body was thrumming. Her heart was still beating fast. The tingles in her fingers and toes hadn’t yet subsided, and just hearing Sophie ask her that question had her more than ready to come again.
She didn’t move at first, though. Bryce loved that she could feel Sophie’s heart racing in her chest. She loved how Sophie felt, how she smelled, and she definitely loved how every inch of her tasted. She loved how she sounded when she came, and she loved how they’d kept eye contact during their shared orgasm. Seeing Sophie so vulnerable like that, face and neck flushed and her mouth wide open, silently expressing her pleasure until she was taken over the edge by Bryce’s touch, was more than enough for Bryce to know for sure that this was it for her. Sophie was her Sophie, after all.
“Bry?” Sophie said softly.
“Yeah?”
“You’re still on top of me.”
“I really don’t see a problem here,” she replied.
Sophie chuckled, and Bryce felt it in her still-tingling toes. She shifted to look down at her, needing to look into Sophie’s smiling eyes.
“Soph?”
“Yes?” Sophie wrapped her arms around Bryce’s neck.
“We have things to figure out, but I want to be an us with you.”
Sophie nodded and said, “I want to be an us with you, too.”
Content with the answer, Bryce leaned down and kissed Sophie slowly while her hand roamed up and down Sophie’s side. They stayed like that for a few minutes until Sophie’s hips started to rise and fall, so Bryce took the hint and rolled onto her side and then her back. Sophie straddled her hips, and Bryce thought she could get used to this view. Sophie’s breasts were larger than hers. They were full and perfect, and she wanted to taste them for hours. Her hands went to cup them, and she massaged them as Sophie began to rock against Bryce’s stomach.
She wondered if she could make Sophie come like this, massaging her breasts and just letting her rub herself all over Bryce’s stomach, but before she could find out, Sophie was shifting until her knee was trying to push Bryce’s legs apart. Sophie looked down, and Bryce could swear she saw a smirk there as Sophie took her in. She knew she was very wet and probably still swollen, too, and Sophie seemed to enjoy the sight.
“Do you know how many times I thought about this?” Sophie asked as she moved to hover over her.
“About as much as I did?” she asked, rubbing her hands over Sophie’s back.
“If you thought about it every night and multiple times throughout the day when you should’ve been working, then yes,” Sophie replied.
“If only you knew how many times I touched myself thinking about you doing it,” Bryce said.
“Was it every day? Because I think, for the past year, it’s been about every day for me.”
“Really?”
“Did you go through my stuff when you were in my room?”
“What? No,” Bryce replied, shaking her head.
“Well, if you had, you would’ve found my drawer.”
“Oh. Your drawer?” Bryce said, knowing exactly what kind of drawer Sophie was referring to because she had one of her own.
“Yes, that drawer,” Sophie confirmed. “And you would have discovered everything I used to get me there when I was thinking about you doing what you just did to me.”
“Everything, huh?”
“I have many options,” Sophie revealed.
“And did you use all of them when you thought about me?”
“Yes, I’m pretty sure I did,” Sophie said with a smirk.
“Damn,” Bryce replied. “Can I watch you do that next time?”
“I have a feeling you’ll have to.”
“What do you mean?”
“Well, we have your trip here, and I’ll visit you, but in between…” Sophie said as she settled between Bryce’s hips. “We’ll have to get creative.”
Bryce smiled into Sophie’s kiss, and when Sophie made her come for the third time in under an hour, it was with her fingers playing with Bryce’s clit. Not long after that, her mouth was on Bryce, and Bryce’s hips couldn’t stop moving against Sophie’s face until she finally released.
Later, as they lay together, not talking about anything in particular, they both remained naked as if they knew this was merely the interlude, so there was no need to put clothes back on yet. When they found each other again, Bryce slowly pushed inside Sophie this time, bringing her to a soft orgasm before she took more time exploring Sophie’s body. When Sophie rolled over onto her stomach, Bryce took full advantage and entered her from behind. Sophie was on all fours then, letting Bryce take her in one of the ways Bryce had imagined, but this was so much better.
By the time morning had come, she was more exhausted than she’d ever been. Bryce hadn’t slept at all. Around four in the morning, Sophie had finally dozed off against her chest, and Bryce had just held her. She’d watched the sun come up through the curtained window and listened to Sophie’s breathing, feeling her own chest rise and fall with each breath. She couldn’t believe she was here, holding on to a naked Sophie, the woman she’d fallen for instantly, and now, had fallen for again.
“Penny for those thoughts.”
Bryce smiled, hearing Sophie’s morning voice, which held signs of a sore throat due to what they’d done throughout the night.
“Good morning,” she said.
“When did you wake up?” Sophie asked, making no attempt to move.
“I never fell asleep.”
“What?” Sophie asked, shifting to look at Bryce then. “Babe, why? Is everything–”
“Soph, it’s a good thing.” Bryce smiled at her. “I just kept thinking about how you were against my chest, sleeping. I’d smile, and I worried that if I went to sleep, I’d wake up and…”
“It would be a dream?”
“Yeah.”
“Well, for a second, when I was in between asleep and awake, I might have worried about the same thing, but then I felt you, and I knew you were really here.”
“Kiss me,” Bryce said.
Sophie leaned down and kissed Bryce sweetly.
“Like that?” she teased.
“Not exactly what I had in mind.”
Bryce flipped them quickly until she had Sophie on her back.
“I think I really like mornings with you,” Sophie said as she wrapped her arms around Bryce’s neck.
“We should stay at your place tonight. There’s a kitchen, so I can wake up tomorrow and make you way better coffee than this in-room coffee maker. Maybe breakfast, too? Eggs? Bacon?”
“We would need to go grocery shopping today, then,” Sophie replied. “I have neither of those things in my fridge.”
“Let’s do it,” she said. “I want all the chores with you.”
“You want chores?”
“I want the life, Soph. Groceries are part of it. I want to argue about who takes out the trash and who drank the last of the orange juice.”
“I don’t like orange juice.”
“You don’t? Who doesn’t like orange juice?”
“I tolerate it if it’s the only option, but it’s not something I buy for myself.”
“Then, I’ll buy…” she started.
“Grapefruit juice.”
Bryce smiled down at her and thought about Sophie’s shampoo.
“I’m sensing a theme,” she said as she kissed Sophie’s neck.
“A coincidental one. I bought the shampoo-conditioner set because it was on sale. I didn’t even check the scent.”
“Has it been on sale this whole time?”
“No.” Sophie laughed. “You seemed to like it, so I kept buying it.”
Bryce smiled before she tugged on Sophie’s earlobe with her teeth. It was too soon to tell her; she knew that. But she felt it, and every time Sophie said something like that, Bryce wanted to tell her. They were on the tip of her tongue, those three words, but they’d only had a couple of days together, and things had been intense from the beginning with them, so she wanted to be careful.
When her hand slipped between Sophie’s legs, Sophie parted them for her farther. As Bryce sucked on her pulse point, her fingers danced around Sophie’s clit, not touching it directly just yet. She wanted Sophie to come, but not quickly this time. The rush of last night, of needing their first time to be quick, had passed, and now, she wanted to enjoy this as much, if not more, than Sophie as she explored her slowly, dragging her fingers up and down before moving to the side. When she could resist no longer, Bryce flicked her fingers a few times, earning some gasps before she squeezed Sophie’s clit between her thumb and forefinger, getting a moan out of her with that.
“You too,” Sophie said before Bryce kissed her.
Bryce lowered her own sex over Sophie’s thigh but let Sophie’s hand move between them. When Sophie’s fingers slipped between Bryce’s folds, they were off.
“I really like mornings with you,” Sophie said breathlessly as her hips lifted and fell repeatedly.
Bryce kissed her again, and when they came together, it was with their foreheads pressed, eyes closed, and gasps that the other could feel against their own lips.
◆◆◆
Sophie was walking around Bryce’s hotel room naked. She’d dropped the towel after drying off and was looking for her jeans from the previous night, which had ended up on the floor. Bryce had dried off after their shower, too, but she’d chosen to climb back into bed, thinking Sophie would do the same so that they could plan their day. Now, she watched Sophie bend over to pick up her jeans, and it took everything in her not to pull the woman back into bed with her and make her come again. She knew they were both too exhausted for that, though, and probably too sore as well.
When Sophie’s phone rang from its position on the desk, she looked at Bryce as if Bryce would know who was calling her. Bryce just shrugged. Sophie looked down at the phone and picked it up.
“Hello?” Sophie paused for a second. “Oh, hi.”
Bryce sat up in bed, wondering who she was talking to now.
“Really? Yeah, great.” Sophie paused again. “I can do that.” Another pause. “Okay. That sounds great. Thank you.” Sophie hung up, dropped the jeans back onto the floor, and jumped onto the bed and on top of Bryce. “They want me to interview again,” she said with a smile.
“What? Who?”
“Arnette. That was their recruiter. She said they just needed me to talk to one more person. It’s someone I know from when I was there last time. If that goes well, it’s the last step. I’d get the job.”
“Really? That’s awesome, babe. I told you that you were worrying for nothing yesterday. You nailed that interview.”
Sophie fell into her body, and Bryce held on to her.
“It’s not a done deal yet, but I’m so close.”
“I know. I’m so happy for you, beautiful.” She kissed Sophie’s temple.
“I wouldn’t have to move to Atlanta.”
“No, you wouldn’t.”
“That’s important because my girlfriend said she would never live there.”
Bryce smiled, hearing that word for the first time, and nodded.
“I have a feeling that if you had to be there for work, I’d have to change my mind on that.”
Sophie looked down at her and replied, “You said you couldn’t see yourself living there.”
“And I meant it. But now that we’ve done this, I can’t exactly see myself without you, either.”
“I wouldn’t ask you to move somewhere just for me, Bry. We’d have to find something that works for both of us. I don’t want one of us to wake up one day resenting the other person because we moved somewhere that doesn’t make us happy.”
“I don’t want that, either,” Bryce said. “We’ll talk later. When’s your interview?”
“Oh, crap.” Sophie got out of bed quickly. “In, like, two hours. He was free today, so I said I could do it.”
“Well, let’s get going, then,” she replied. “Unless you want me to stay here.”
“No way. Come on. Bring your stuff for the night, too.”
“You’re kind of a bossy girlfriend, you know?” Bryce teased.
“Who had my hands pinned to the wall last night?” Sophie asked as she put on her bra.
“God, don’t remind me. You’ll only turn me on again, and we need to get you home.”
“There’s always after the interview,” Sophie replied as she slipped into her shirt.
“Fuck,” Bryce whispered as she looked at Sophie, who was only wearing a shirt, which meant she could see everything below her waist with perfect clarity. “Are you wet right now?”
“No way. We have to go,” Sophie told her and reached for her underwear.
“Just answer the question, Santiago,” Bryce said as she shifted to a sitting position on the end of the bed.
“Yes,” Sophie replied. “Since I turned around and saw you in the bar, wearing the same sexy outfit you had on when we met.”
Bryce gripped Sophie’s hips and pulled her toward her.
“Keep it that way. After you crush your interview, we’re going to spend the rest of the day in bed.”
She lifted Sophie’s shirt a bit and kissed her stomach.
“What about that grocery shopping you wanted to do?” Sophie asked with her hands on Bryce’s shoulders.
“I’ll do it during your interview. We can make a list on the way to your place, and you can tell me where the store is.”
“Let’s go together. I think if a new couple can survive a grocery store, that’s a good sign of longevity.”
“I thought that was IKEA,” Bryce replied, looking up at her.
“We can do that the next time you’re here,” Sophie joked with a laugh and ran a quick hand through Bryce’s hair before she moved out of her grasp.



CHAPTER 27
“So, Sophie, thanks for making the time at the last minute. I really appreciate it. We want to get this role filled as soon as possible. Sorry for the scramble, too. Things are a little busy around here.”
“No problem. I was happy to hear back so quickly,” she replied with her interview smile.
“Great. I was hoping we could start by–” Her former and now potentially future colleague stopped when he heard something coming from Sophie’s side of the camera.
That something was Bryce, who had just unlocked the door and was walking into Sophie’s apartment carrying three bags of groceries.
“Hey, I got–” Bryce stopped when she noticed Sophie was sitting at her desk, still dressed for her interview. “Oh, sorry,” she whispered.
“Um…” Sophie turned back to the camera. “My girlfriend just got home. Sorry about that.”
“Oh, no problem,” he said.
“You were supposed to be done already,” Bryce whispered as she headed into Sophie’s kitchen.
“Sorry, she was at the store,” Sophie told him.
“Do you want to reschedule?”
“No, I’m okay. She might just need to put groceries away in the background, if you’re okay with that.”
“Not a problem for me,” he replied. “So, let’s start with what has you wanting to return to Arnette?”
“That’s an easy one. I loved it there,” she said, trying to drown out the sound of Bryce putting things away in the fridge. “I didn’t really want to leave the first time, but I had an offer that would allow me to work closer to home.”
“New Orleans?” he asked.
“Yes. My family is near here. I went to school in New York, and I’d planned to come back here when I finished, but I got the job at Arnette, so I stayed. When I was ready to move back home to be closer to my family, Arnette wasn’t hiring remotely.”
“We’ve been a stickler for having people work in the office; that’s true,” he said. “I think we’re finally turning the corner on that, though, which is great. I think you can get so much more done at home.”
At that exact moment, almost as if on cue to prove the guy wrong, Bryce decided to pull what sounded like several crinkly bags of something out of the reusable grocery bags Sophie had given her to go shopping with.
“Yes, you can,” she said, plastering a smile on her face and trying to ignore the distraction. “I did love working in the office there, though. I met a lot of great people.”
“Would you be willing to fly up here once a quarter if needed?”
“Of course,” she replied. “Travel isn’t a problem. My parents are just older now, and my grandmother has moved into an assisted living facility, so I want to live here, but I don’t mind going to the office when it’s needed.”
“What about this role excites you?”
“Shit,” Bryce whispered when she dropped something onto the floor with a loud thud.
“Uh…” Sophie turned to her and then quickly back to the camera. “I liked solving the problems we had at the time, working with people to put together the plans of attack, and seeing the impact our work made.”
“And are you not getting that where you are now?”
“No,” she said. “Truthfully, I left Arnette for this company because they offered me a larger role and bigger team and impact than I actually ended up with. They pulled a bit of a bait and switch on me. I stayed for a while because I was hoping things would change, but it hasn’t, and I saw that the job at Arnette was open remotely now, which made me really happy.”
“And you don’t mind having to start over a bit? It’s a rung beneath where you left us at, technically.”
“No, not at all,” she replied. “I liked all the jobs I had there, and I realize that by leaving, I gave up a few years there where I could have moved up, so I don’t mind starting over.”
She tried to focus on the man asking her questions right now, but Bryce was still making noise in the kitchen. Sophie could tell she wasn’t doing it on purpose, but it was still distracting. The original time for her interview had been for an hour earlier. She’d kissed Bryce goodbye after getting ready and had gotten a message from the recruiter that they’d need to push it an hour. She had texted Bryce to let her know, but she must not have checked her messages while at the store.
Bryce finished unpacking and doing whatever else she was doing in her kitchen about ten minutes into the interview. Sophie saw her pick up her bag out of the corner of her eye and head to the bedroom, which meant that the noise and distractions should be done now.
“Well, I think I’m all out of questions. Do you have any for me?” he asked.
Sophie went through three different ones than she had used in the other interview, and after he answered them and they said their goodbyes, she exited the browser and closed her computer. Then, she walked to the bedroom and pushed the door open.
“I am so sorry,” Bryce said as she looked up from her laptop.
“I take it, you didn’t get my text?” Sophie asked, sitting down on the side of the bed.
“No. I forgot my phone in your car when I went in to shop, and when I got out, I just put the GPS on and drove back. I thought you’d be done and we could eat a late lunch. Then, I needed to get the things that required refrigeration into the fridge, at least, but the bagger put the ice cream I got under the pretzels and chips, and it was like everything that could go wrong went wrong. I’m so sorry. We should’ve just gone together later, after all. Did I screw it up for you?”
“No,” she said, lying down. “You were distracting, but you’re always a little distracting to me.”
“Oh, I am, am I?”
“Yes.” Sophie chuckled.
“Can I tell you something?” Bryce asked with a smile.
“Yes.”
“Well, it’s two things, really.” Bryce closed her laptop. “Number one: you were hot just now.”
“How?”
“Wearing your fancy interview clothes and nailing those questions like a boss. It was sexy. I’m selfishly glad I got to see that.”
Sophie laughed and asked, “What’s the other thing?”
“You said that your girlfriend was home,” Bryce said.
“Yeah. I didn’t know how else to describe it. How do I tell an interviewer that you’re my new girlfriend who’s staying with me but not really because you have a hotel room? Just seemed easier.”
“It sounded good,” Bryce admitted.
Sophie smiled.
“And it gave me an idea for a blog,” Bryce added.
“It did?”
“Yeah. So, the article for Women Loving Women just went live, and Victoria sent me the link.”
“Already?”
“Blogs move fast. You need clicks. Anyway, I read it. It’s good. Want me to send it to you?”
“Yeah.”
“I was thinking that I’d link to it on my site, but maybe give my subscribers an update on us, too, now that the article gave it away that it worked out when we met again. Is that okay?”
“What are you going to say?” Sophie asked.
“I wrote it already. Want to read it first?”
“You wrote it already? When? How long was I interviewing for?”
“It’s a blog post, not a dissertation. It doesn’t take that long when you’ve been doing it as long as I have,” Bryce said as she opened her computer.
She turned it toward Sophie to allow her to read, and Sophie shifted until her head was on Bryce’s shoulder.
‘My girlfriend just got home.’ That’s what she said today after I borrowed her car and went to the grocery store to get things for us to eat tonight. To you, that might seem mundane, or just like any other day, but to me, it was special. I found my Sophie. Not only did I find her, but I’m with her right now. I got on the plane this time. She scared the crap out of me when she was late to our first meeting at our bar, but she had an excellent excuse. I kissed her. I couldn’t wait; I had to kiss her. And it did NOT disappoint. It was somehow the best kiss of my life, even though our first kiss is also still the best kiss of my life. It’s been two amazing nights and three days now, and if you didn’t notice in the first sentence, I said the word ‘girlfriend.’ Sophie is my girlfriend now. I’m hers. I have been for a while, but it’s official now. It’s still there between us, and I’ve never been happier.
I know it’s not going to be easy. I don’t live here. We’ll have to be together long-distance for a while. But I’d do long-distance with her over anything else with anyone else. She’s a total badass. I just watched her nail this job thing that other people would’ve maybe been distracted with because their girlfriend was dropping things in the kitchen left and right like she’d never put groceries away before. That girlfriend was me. I was the one dropping things in Sophie’s kitchen. But here’s the thing: while she was doing this virtual meeting, Sophie said that her girlfriend had just gotten home, and I realized there were two things about that sentence that I really liked.
The girlfriend part stuck out, obviously, but she said that I was home, and that’s how it feels. I probably put everything in the wrong spots in her kitchen, but the apartment isn’t my home. I think Sophie might just be, though. I know some people might say that’s crazy; we hardly know each other. And maybe, in some ways, that’s true, but I feel it. I’m hoping her statement means she does, too, because it’s real, and I’m so happy that I’m currently in her bedroom and my girl is out there kicking ass on some video conference thing.
Because of you, I found her, and I wanted you to all know that not only did I find her, but I’m with her right now, and I’m looking forward to spending as much time with her as possible.
Also, because of you, an online magazine called Women Loving Women wanted to write an article about us. Soph and I talked to them yesterday, and the article is already live. Not only that, but I just got an email from someone else who wants to write about us, and I had a phone call come in about five minutes ago. I quickly silenced my phone and didn’t answer the call because I’d already dropped a can of beer that will undoubtedly explode when I open it later, but Sophie was on her own important call, and I didn’t want to distract her again, so I checked the voicemail, and they want to talk to us, too.
It’s crazy how this all happened, but if writing a blog post I never thought anyone would read led me to Sophie and everything else, I’m so glad that I had the courage to write it and hit publish. Everything with this woman feels special in a way nothing else ever has before, and I mean EVERYTHING. You can take that for what you want, but trust me, it’s the truth.
She’s wrapping up her video thing now, so I need to wrap up this post because I want to find out how it went and talk about making food together because that’s what it’s all about. It’s the magic meetings and insanely good first kisses, but it’s also the cooking and shopping and taking out the trash, too. I want all of it with Sophie.
Sophie finished reading and smiled over at Bryce.
“I can take out the part about everything being special, if you want.”
“No, I like it,” Sophie said, resting back against Bryce’s chest. “It’s true.”
“Yeah?”
“Babe, sex with you is mind-blowing. I think how you put it leaves little to the imagination, but it’s not scandalous or anything. Some people have sex. We’re some people. We had sex. It was really good and definitely special.”
“Was? Let’s not use past tense when we’re talking about our sex, okay?”
“Did you look in the drawer?”
“Sophie Santiago with her sinful drawer,” Bryce said as she laughed. “And no. I’m not looking through your stuff unless you tell me it’s okay.”
“You can open it now, if you want. You’re on my side of the bed,” Sophie noted.
“Before I do that, because there will be no stopping me once I see what you have in there, did you catch the part about two people reaching out to me about our story?”
“Yeah. That’s crazy. Do they want interviews?”
“Yes. I haven’t replied to either of them. I wanted to talk to you about it first.”
“I’ll do whatever you want, Bry. This helps your business.”
“I don’t want you to be uncomfortable.”
“I’ll tell you if I am, okay?” Sophie promised. “Are you going to post that?” She nodded toward the blog on the screen.
“I need to text Sean first.”
“Why? Did she message you or something?”
“No, but she reads my blog. She gets an email every time there’s a new post.”
“Ah,” Sophie said. “You want her to skip this one?”
“I don’t want her to get hurt,” Bryce replied.
“I understand. I’m going to get up and change while you do that.” Sophie slid out of bed.
“Don’t change. Just get undressed,” Bryce said as she picked up her phone.
“I thought we were going to have a late lunch.” Sophie watched Bryce’s mouth open, so she added, “And don’t you dare make some lame joke about me being your lunch.” She laughed.
“Come on… It’s right there. I have to take it.”
“You’re better than that,” Sophie teased.
She watched Bryce send the message as she took off and hung her work clothes back in her closet. Then, she heard Bryce’s phone chime, and Bryce typed another message. Sophie stood in her bedroom, wearing only her bra and panties, and watched as her girlfriend messaged her ex-girlfriend and now friend that she was in a new relationship and to avoid her blog because it would likely hurt Sean, and she fell a little more in love with her then.
When Bryce put her phone down and hit publish on the post, Sophie removed her bra and panties and waited. Bryce turned to her then, and her eyes raked over Sophie’s body. She licked her lips, and without turning her eyes away from Sophie, she pulled open the drawer next to her.
“Pull out your favorite one,” she said in a much deeper voice than she’d had only a moment ago.
“Am I using it on myself or are you using it on me?”
“Both,” Bryce replied.
“Two different things, then,” Sophie said as she walked over to the drawer.
She pulled out her favorite vibrator, which always made her come fast, and a dildo that she used on herself whenever she needed something a little deeper than her own fingers could provide.
“Jesus,” Bryce whispered, looking at the flesh-colored dildo. “Do you have a–”
Before she could finish, Sophie dropped the harness down onto the bed beside her girlfriend.
“I bought this online the day you said you were coming to visit. I wanted to be prepared,” she shared. “I had an idea that you’d want to do this.”
Bryce nodded rapidly.



CHAPTER 28
“Hey,” Sean said.
“Hey,” Bryce replied.
“I didn’t read it, if that’s why you’re calling.”
“I wanted to talk to my friend,” Bryce said. “We usually talk every day.”
“Well, things are changing, aren’t they?” Sean asked with a sigh. “It’s fine, Bry. I get it. You two are together.”
“Does that mean that we can’t be friends anymore?”
“I don’t know. I don’t want us to stop being friends. I got used to you being around all the time. I don’t know that I really thought we would get back together after these many years – I’m not delusional – but it’s hard, being the one who was about to buy a ring, watching the one you wanted to buy it for move on with someone else. Thanks for the warning about the blog. It’s been even harder recently, watching it unfold online and seeing all the comments rooting for you guys. It’s not that I’m rooting against you. It’s just hard to see that.”
“I know. I’m sorry,” Bryce replied.
“Is she there with you?”
“She’s in the shower.”
“And you are?”
“At her place,” she replied.
“And you’re a couple now?”
“Yeah,” she said softly.
“But you’re not in the shower with her?”
Bryce smiled and said, “No. I wanted to talk to you.”
“Does she know about us? The whole ex part of our story, I mean?”
“I told her,” Bryce revealed.
“And she’s cool with us being friends and talking like this?”
“Yeah.”
“Well, she’s more secure than me, then.” Sean laughed a self-deprecating laugh.
“She knows you and I broke up a while ago.”
“And you’re there with her and not here with me, so I’m sure that helps, too.”
“Sean, I don’t know what happened,” Bryce confessed, leaning back onto the pillows behind her. “I knew you didn’t like the idea of me and Sophie, and I thought you still had feelings for me, but… I had no idea you were about to propose. I didn’t know you were still struggling with that. I wish I had. I wouldn’t have talked about the women I dated after you with you.”
“We’re friends, Bry. Friends do that.”
“But I don’t want to hurt you.”
“I know that,” Sean said. “I wouldn’t have loved you if you weren’t a good person, Bryce. And I was embarrassed. I got things so wrong with us, and then I kept holding on to it because I thought I couldn’t have been that wrong. I thought maybe you were, and we’d find our way back to one another one day. I think I only realized it when you met Sophie that that wasn’t going to happen, which was why I left. It wasn’t so much that I thought you two would end up together. It was that I saw the look in your eyes, and I’d never seen you look at anyone like that; not even me when we first started dating.” Sean paused. “I don’t know if she’s the one for you or not, but it was obvious then that I clearly wasn’t, and it hurt, hearing you talk about this woman you’d just met like she hung the moon while I’m sitting next to you thinking about how I’d almost gotten down on one knee in front of someone who never looked at me how she looked at some stranger in a bar.”
“Sean, I’m sorry.”
“It’s not your fault. It’s my pride, and I’m trying to deal with that and let things go. It’s just hard.”
“Yeah,” Bryce said, not knowing what else to say.
“Look, I want you to be happy, Bry. If that’s Sophie, I want that for you. If it’s someone else, that’s fine, too. I know that it’s not me now, but I’ll be okay. I don’t want to lose my best friend. I just need a little time to adjust to the situation. I know you’ll bring her home to meet us soon, probably, and I want to be there to really meet her and be supportive. I just need to separate myself from things a little, okay?”
“Sure. Yeah.”
“So, I’ll skip the blogs for now, if that’s okay, and I’ll text you.”
“Okay. Whatever you want,” she said.
“I’ve got to run now. I’m doing some work.”
“I’ll talk to you later,” Bryce replied.
Sean hung up first, and Bryce stared at the phone for a moment, hoping that wouldn’t be the last time she’d talk to her. Sophie had opted to shower after their last round in bed, but Sean had texted Bryce back, and she’d wanted to try to talk to her instead of messaging and needed some privacy to do it. The water was still running, though, and Bryce was still naked, so she tossed her phone onto the bed and headed into the bathroom.
“Babe?” she said.
“Yeah?” Sophie replied.
Sophie’s bathroom only had a shower, and the door was glass and very much see-through. She smirked as she watched Sophie’s head go back and water run over it like she was in some kind of shampoo commercial.
“Yeah, I’m coming in,” she said to herself.
Bryce had intended on asking if she could join, but she could no longer ask. She needed to be in that shower with Sophie. She opened the door while Sophie rubbed her face, getting the water out of her eyes, and within seconds, Bryce had her pinned to the side wall.
“Oh,” Sophie said with a smile. “I guess we’re doing this now.”
“If this is shower sex, then yes, we’re definitely doing this.”
“I’m not sure I can take much more, babe. My body is sore,” Sophie said.
“I know. Mine is, too. But we can’t do this when I’m in Tennessee and you’re here, so I think we should make good use of the time we have and deal with the consequences later, don’t you?”
Sophie didn’t say anything when Bryce used her thigh to spread her legs apart. She didn’t stop her when Bryce knelt down in front of her and spread her legs even farther. She moaned when Bryce took her, gasped when Bryce slipped inside, and she moved her hips when Bryce sucked. She said Bryce’s name when she came. Only when Sophie came all the way down did Bryce stand up slowly and wipe her mouth.
Sophie opened her eyes then, smiled at her, and said, “God, you are good at that.”
“Was I good at the other thing we did earlier?”
“You know you were because I screamed so loud that I think I might get a noise complaint from my neighbor tomorrow.” Sophie wrapped her arms around Bryce’s neck and turned them so that Bryce was under the spray.
“So, you’d be interested in doing that again?”
“Very much so,” Sophie told her, dragging her hands down the front of Bryce’s body. “Probably tonight; making good use of our time together and all that.”
Bryce laughed a little and ran her hands through her now-wet hair.
“I can’t believe you bought that harness.”
“I didn’t own one before,” Sophie said. “And I wasn’t sure if things would go that way or not, but I figured I might as well be prepared.”
“I’m glad you were,” she replied. “Oh,” she let out when Sophie’s hand slid between her legs and began stroking her clit softly.
“You turned me back on, so now it’s your turn,” Sophie said.
◆◆◆
A few hours later, they were walking to a restaurant where they’d planned to meet with Jill, Melinda, and Kyle, so that Bryce could more properly meet Jill and meet Kyle and Melinda for the first time. In a way, it felt like they were doing everything all at once, but Bryce understood why. Had she lived here, they could’ve taken some of these steps more slowly, but because she would be leaving soon, they both wanted to take some of them now. Her girlfriend wanted her to meet her friends, but Bryce wanted to meet them as well. She had this protectiveness over Sophie, so knowing she had people who cared about her, who would be here whenever Bryce couldn’t be, was important to her.
“When you come to visit me, I’ll set something up so you can meet Kelsey and Megan.”
“Yeah? That would be nice,” Sophie said. “Not Sean? The call didn’t go well?”
“I guess it went about as well as it could’ve gone,” she replied. “She said that she would text me and that she knows it’s over with us and wants to still be friends. I think she just needs time now that I have someone. It was probably much easier when I was single and not talking to her about you.”
“Did she read the blog you just posted?”
“No. She thanked me for warning her.”
“I feel bad. Should I feel bad? I feel like I should. She’s important to you, and she’s hurting because of us.”
“Soph, you did nothing to cause Sean’s pain,” she said, squeezing Sophie’s hand. “And I really didn’t, either; at least, not on purpose. I think this is something she has to just let happen in order to move on.”
“And she can, right? She can move on? Because you live much closer to her than you do to me, and–”
Bryce stopped walking then, pulled Sophie back into her, and wrapped her arms around her lower back.
“You have nothing to worry about,” she stated. “You have to know that.”
“I do. But she’s your ex, and you two are friends, and with lesbians, sometimes–”
“Soph, Sean was my very first girlfriend. And not that that means all first relationships end, but I didn’t know what I was looking for, really. We’re not compatible in a relationship. It didn’t take me that long to figure it out, but it did take me far too long to end things, and that means Sean thought things were okay when they weren’t. I have to own that part of hurting her, but I don’t want to be with her.”
Sophie nodded and said, “Sorry. I’m just worried about what happens when you leave.”
“Nothing happens. We’re still together. We’re still us.”
“I know. It’s just hard to think about you being so close to someone you used to sleep with, and I’m all the way down here, wishing I was sleeping with you.”
“Sean and I aren’t compatible,” Bryce reiterated. “You caught that part, right?”
“Yes. You’re better off as friends.”
“Because she and I are not compatible.” Bryce raised her eyebrows. “You and me – we are very compatible. You are with me here, aren’t you?”
“Sex.” Sophie smiled.
“What we did last night and this morning was what I want all the time, Soph.”
“Me too. We’d be doing it right now if my body didn’t need a break and my friends didn’t insist on meeting you.”
“Sean and I are both two tops who fought over… well, you know.” Bryce shrugged. “And she didn’t want to have sex as often as I did, which is fine for her, but it didn’t work for me after a while. Now, she’ll be able to find someone who fits her how I’ve found you.”
“I fit you?” Sophie asked with a smile.
“Well, this morning, you definitely did,” she joked.
“Oh, my God!” Sophie laughed.
“What? It’s true.” Bryce cupped Sophie’s cheek. “We fit each other, Soph.”
“We do,” Sophie said as Bryce’s phone rang.
“I swear, I normally get, like, one call a week. What is going on?” She pulled her phone out of her pocket. “Not a number I recognize.”
“Maybe another magazine or something?”
“Mind if I check?”
“No. Go for it. Let’s just keep walking, though, so that we’re not late.”
“Hello,” Bryce said as Sophie took her hand, and they walked down the sidewalk.
“Hello, is this Bryce Wilburn?”
“This is she.”
“My name is Eloise Axford. I’m a movie producer.”
“A what?” Bryce asked.
“I work for an independent movie studio that focuses on LGBTQ+ stories,” Eloise said. “I was hoping to talk to you about the rights to your story.”
Bryce stopped walking and asked, “What rights?”
Sophie stopped, too, and turned to her in confusion.
“I caught the article in Women Loving Women. I have a friend who works there. Then, I found your blog, and I read your recent posts earlier today. Anyway, we’ve discussed it here as a team, and we’d like to buy the rights to your story and make a movie out of it.”
“You want to make a movie?”
“Yes, that’s what we do,” Eloise replied. “We’d need Sophie’s rights, too, and we’d change names and everything, but we’d love to make a movie about the two of you.”
“We just got together.”
“I know. And we could’ve just made the movie without even talking to you – blogger meets girl, blogger loses girl, blogger blogs about girl, blogger gets girl back – but we like doing things the right way here, and, well, we don’t want to get sued, so that’s part of it, too.” Eloise laughed a little. “We know things are new now, but the movie would likely just span the meet, the longing, the messaging, the meeting again, and probably end right where you are now.”
“You really want to make a movie about us?”
Sophie’s eyes went wide.
“Yes, we do. Normally, we’d buy the rights and shelve it until we’re ready to film, assuming that happens – buying rights doesn’t actually guarantee anything will get made – but we’re thinking about filming later this year because we just lost a project we were going to film in the winter. Long story that I’m sure you don’t care about. If we film in December-January, we could have it out by next Christmas, which is what we’re going for. The sooner the better, to capitalize and all that. We’ll go for the widest distribution we can get, but it could go streaming or TV movie.”
“They want to make a movie about us?” Sophie whispered.
“Apparently,” Bryce said.
“Sorry?” Eloise asked.
“Oh, sorry. Sophie is with me. We’re going to dinner.”
“Oh, great. Can you ask her?”
“For her rights?”
“Yes,” Eloise replied. “I have boilerplate contracts I’ll send over, and you can have your lawyer review them, obviously. I usually call first before I send the email to let you know it’s on the way because of spam filters and everything, but I’d like to maybe talk over the phone with both of you later, or we could do something virtually since I’m in LA and you’re in New Orleans.”
“You want to–” Bryce shook her head. “And you have contracts ready?”
“Yes,” Eloise replied with a laugh. “How about this? It sounds like I’ve caught you at a bad time. Why don’t I email you the contracts we typically use for this kind of thing? You two can review them when you get a minute and let me know if you want to set up a time for us to chat. We’re really serious about this, so let me know soon, okay?”
“Um… Okay,” Bryce said, shaking her head at Sophie, who clearly wanted to know what they were talking about.
“We love your writing style, Bryce. I read some of your non-Sophie blogs. You have a way of making people feel like they’re right there with you at that restaurant. Your delivery stories are great, too. We can easily see that as being part of the script when you’re apart from Sophie in the story. It’s relatable.”
“Thanks,” she replied.
“So, you enjoy your dinner, and I’ll get this email sent out. We’ll talk later?”
“Yeah, okay,” Bryce said and hung up.
“That was a prank call, right?” Sophie asked. “Someone’s messing with us.”
“I don’t think so. She sounded legit. She sounded like one of those Hollywood types you see in the movies, at least. And she’s going to send an email with a contract.”
“A contract?”
“For the rights to our story.”
“Our story that has just begun?”
“I guess not really,” Bryce said. “For a movie, it would be ending right about now, with the big kiss after we found each other.”
“Good thing we’re not in a movie because we never would’ve had sex,” Sophie noted.
Bryce laughed and said, “This is crazy. I just wrote a blog.”
“And I just walked across the street from one bar to another, but because I did that, we met.”
Bryce kissed her and said, “Let’s just have dinner with your friends. We can talk about this later. Maybe it is a prank, after all.”
“Do not tell Jill about this. We’ll never hear the end of it.”
Bryce laughed as they started walking again.



CHAPTER 29
“How do you feel about that?” Melinda asked her.
“It’s weird, right?” Sophie replied.
“No, I wouldn’t say it’s weird. I think it’s cool.”
“They want to make a movie out of your story. That’s weird, I guess, in a way, because I’m not sure any of us thinks about our lives as a movie. If mine were a movie, it would be, like, ninety percent boring and mildly tragic until I met Mel and moved here,” Kyle said.
Melinda smiled over at her girlfriend and replied, “Mine was pretty boring before I met you, too.”
“Mine was boring until Bryce,” Sophie agreed. “I had a boring job and really not many friends until Monica moved here and I met all of you, but that happened around the same time I met her, so I can’t really separate it.”
“Wait. Who would play us?” Melinda asked.
“What?” Sophie laughed.
“Who would play you?” Melinda added. “And Bryce?”
“Whatever actresses are doing low-budget lesbian romance movies,” Sophie suggested.
“Hey, they might get someone really good,” Melinda said. “People get Oscars for going gay.”
“Going gay?” Jill asked. “Who’s going gay? What did I miss here?”
She sat down on Melinda and Kyle’s side of the booth, and Bryce joined Sophie after their trip to the bathroom. It hadn’t taken long for Jill to somehow pull the whole movie thing out of Bryce, who had looked over at Sophie apologetically, but Sophie had just shrugged it off.
“No one. We were just talking about who might play us in the movie.” She laughed.
“Oh, that’s a question,” Jill said. “I’m not sure I’ve ever landed on an actress who would play me. Are we talking looks, acting ability, or all of the above?”
“We hadn’t landed yet,” Kyle replied.
“Okay. Then, how realistic are we talking, because I’d love someone like Cate Blanchett or Sandra Bullock to play me, but let’s get real… Also, I’m in my twenties, so as young as they both look, I don’t know that it’s realistic,” Jill said.
Sophie leaned over into Bryce as they continued to talk about which actresses would play them in this movie that wouldn’t actually happen. She supposed that was why it was so easy for her to say that it was fine to Bryce as they had walked to meet her friends. It wasn’t as if anyone was actually going to make a movie of their meeting and subsequent relationship. She and Bryce would meet with the producer, and once they see how boring Sophie actually was, they’d decide that there were far more interesting stories to tell that would make them money and leave it.
Of course, on top of Women Loving Women now, who wanted to set up follow-up interviews with both of them, there were also the two other people who’d reached out to Bryce about interviews. Sophie wasn’t sure how any of that had happened. Yes, it was magical to her how they’d met and found one another, and she guessed it made sense for Bryce’s subscribers that they would be invested, but for the rest of the world to want to read about them or see their story unfold on the big screen was a stretch. Maybe it wouldn’t be a big screen. Bryce had mentioned it probably being on TV or streaming somewhere, which made a little more sense, but still. What would the middle of the movie be? Sophie sitting at her desk, pretending to work while she daydreamed about this woman she met and lost one night? She didn’t think that would be interesting to anyone. It definitely wasn’t interesting to her.
They were having dinner with her friends, though, and Sophie needed to focus. She loved how Bryce seemed to just fit in with everyone so easily. Kyle and Bryce had something in common. Melinda and Bryce had something else. Jill also seemed to like her. She already knew that Monica and Bridgette liked Bryce, so all that was needed now was for Sophie to visit Bryce and meet Megan and Kelsey, and possibly Sean, depending on how things went.
Thinking about that future visit made her think about how Bryce would be leaving soon. She tried to hide her sorrow, but she got quiet and wrapped an arm around Bryce’s stomach as if that would somehow keep her in New Orleans forever.
“Are you okay?” Bryce asked softly while Kyle, Melinda, and Jill debated about whether or not they could get an A-lister to play one of them.
“Yeah, I’m okay,” she lied.
“Soph…”
“It’s fine. Just not here, okay?” she requested, meeting her girlfriend’s eyes.
Bryce looked concerned and said, “We can go.”
“We can talk later. I don’t want to go. I’m having fun.”
“You don’t look like it,” Bryce said, cupping her cheek.
Sophie winked at her and replied, “I’m okay. Really.”
Bryce gave her a look that told Sophie she didn’t believe her, but they stayed for a little while longer. Later, when they paid for dinner, Bryce pulled out her phone and showed it to Sophie, with the promised email from the producer right there, in black and white.
Bryce,
Attached you’ll find the standard contracts regarding story rights. Please take a look and have Sophie do so as well. If you need a recommendation for an entertainment attorney or other representation, let me know. I can send over a list of names we’ve worked with in the past. I’d recommend having someone look over it, at least, to make sure you’re protected accordingly. You’ll find the amount we’re offering in the agreement. If you have any questions, please don’t hesitate to reach out. I’d love to discuss the terms with you two as soon as possible in order to capitalize on your story being somewhat viral right now, so I’ve attached a link to my online booking tool. Feel free to grab some time on my calendar so we can discuss the next steps.
Eloise Axford
Associate Producer, 310 Studios
“She just gets right to the point, doesn’t she?” Sophie said.
“What do you mean?”
“She assumes you’ll meet with her and that we’ll sign.”
“Oh, yeah. I guess she did. She’s basically a salesperson, though, so that makes sense,” Bryce replied, locking her phone and signing the credit card receipt when it arrived.
“So, Soph, what are you going to do about work?” Melinda asked.
“If you need something temporary, we’re still looking for two part-time tour guides to get us through the summer,” Jill added.
“I was trying to slow-play that, Jill,” Melinda told her with a chuckle. “Find out her situation. Loosen her up to the idea a bit.”
“Me? A tour guide?”
“Why not? You know the city really well,” Melinda said, “And it would only be about ten to fifteen tours a week, so you’d have time to look for another job.”
“I’m kind of hoping I found one already,” she replied.
“Yeah? That’s great,” Kyle said.
“I still have to hear back, but I’ve had two interviews at Arnette, and they both went well, so I’m hoping that that’s the case and I get an offer soon.”
“Well, if not, the offer stands. We usually go through at least ten part-timers over the summer, so if you have to stop because you get something, that wouldn’t be a problem.”
“The tips can be really good, too,” Jill added. “During Carnival and summer, I usually get at least one-fifty from a two-hour tour, and I do a couple of those a day, so it adds up.”
“You get a few hundred in tips a day?” Bryce asked.
“Depends on the tour and the group, but if it’s ten or more people, yeah. Some people give me five bucks, but I get twenties sometimes, and occasionally, I get fifties and hundreds. I choose to believe the reason they tip so well is because I do a great job and not because they don’t have any smaller bills. Oh, and don’t tell the government because those cash tips aren’t exactly something I declare on my taxes.”
Bryce laughed and said, “Can I be a tour guide?”
“Are you looking for part-time employment?” Melinda asked.
“If it pays like that, definitely.”
Sophie looked away out the window of the restaurant, seeing the line of people waiting for a table, and said, “We should probably go. People are waiting for this booth.”
“Let’s grab drinks next door,” Jill suggested. “I could use a beer.”
Sophie nodded because her girlfriend seemed excited by the idea, but thinking about Bryce working as a tour guide in New Orleans over the summer only made her think of the possibility of Bryce being here all the time. Since that wasn’t her reality, though, she wanted to change the subject.
“So, I’m thinking about asking you to dance with me. What are the chances you’d say yes?” Bryce asked after they’d all ordered their drinks and had gathered in a circle in the bar that was jam-packed and playing the most popular songs on Spotify right now so loudly that Bryce had to lean in and half-yell in her ear.
“You know how I feel about dancing.”
“I thought we fixed that when we danced together last time,” Bryce replied. “I know what those hips can do now, Soph.” She pressed her lips to Sophie’s ear and whispered, “How they look when they’re doing figure eights on top of me when I’m buried inside you, making you come.”
Sophie swallowed and blushed at the same time.
“It’s hot in here, huh?” Melinda made a comment to her as she fanned herself.
“Yeah. Hot,” she replied with a nod.
“Dance with me,” Bryce continued. “And we can do that again when we get home.”
Sophie thought about home while she handed Melinda her drink to hold. Bryce handed her own to Kyle, and they made their way to the dance floor, which was just the regular floor by the DJ, where some people were dancing and others were standing around, drinking, and talking. Bryce’s hands went to Sophie’s hips, and she pulled Sophie in against her, swaying them back and forth. When Bryce’s lips met her neck, just that move grounded Sophie, and she wrapped her own arms around Bryce’s neck and rested her head on her shoulder.
“Will you tell me now that we’re alone?”
“We’re not alone,” she said. “We’re in the middle of a hundred people.”
“Your friends can’t hear us, and we don’t know any of these people.”
Sophie tightened her grip as Bryce continued to guide her hips.
“I don’t want you to go,” she shared and felt Bryce nod. “We were talking about things at dinner, and I had this moment where I realized you couldn’t be a tour guide in New Orleans because you’re leaving. You don’t live here.”
“I know,” Bryce said. “I’ll be back.”
“I’m used to you being here now, Bryce. I know what it’s like to wake up with you now.”
“I can come back whenever, Soph. I’ll need to go back for a week or two. I owe my aunt some work on the house. I’ve made promises to her that I need to keep, and I need to check in on my friends who are all going through some things right now, but I want to be here with you. You know that, right?”
“Hey, we thought we’d join you. Jill has our drinks,” Melinda said as she and Kyle made their way onto the dance floor. “I can never get her to dance with me, so I used you two dancing as a way to convince her.”
“Not much of a dancer,” Kyle added.
Sophie smiled at her friends but didn’t say anything. She knew she and Bryce weren’t so much dancing anymore as they were holding on tightly to one another and swaying offbeat. When the song ended, she held on another few seconds before pulling back and looking into Bryce’s dark eyes.
“You are crazy beautiful,” Bryce said before she leaned in and kissed her softly. “And we found each other after a year of wanting, Soph. I have a feeling we’ll always find each other.”
“Asher?”
“Melinda? Hey.”
Sophie looked over to find Melinda hugging a woman who looked to be a little older than her. She had long auburn hair pulled back into an elegant updo, and from what Sophie could see in the light, blue eyes. She was slightly shorter than Melinda, but not by much, and the two seemed to know one another.
“Ky, this is Asher. Ash, this is my girlfriend, Kyle.”
“Nice to meet you,” Asher said, offering her hand for Kyle to shake, which she did.
“And these are my friends: Sophie and her girlfriend, Bryce.”
Sophie gave Asher a smile.
“Nice to meet you,” Bryce spoke and shook Asher’s hand.
“Hey,” another woman said as she joined them and passed Asher a blue cup.
“Oh. Linden, this is Melinda. I don’t think you’ve met her yet.”
“Melinda? Melinda from NOLA Guides?”
“Yeah, this is her. Melinda, this is Linden. She works with me,” Asher introduced.
“You’re a wedding planner, too?” Melinda asked.
“Yeah.” Linden nodded.
“They work for the wedding planning company I started partnering with recently,” Melinda said mostly to Kyle. “People travel to have weddings here and need something to occupy their guests when they’re not at the actual ceremony, so I offer them a discount for signing people up for our tours through their company.”
“Oh, that’s a good idea,” Kyle said.
“You two just out for a drink?” Melinda asked.
“Yes,” Asher replied as she turned toward Linden as if to ask her a silent question.
“I just came out,” Linden added with a shrug. “We’re celebrating.”
“Came out, came out?” Bryce asked.
“Yep. Totally gay,” Linden confirmed. “It took me thirty-five years to say it out loud to the people I love, but I finally did it, and Ash brought me for drinks to celebrate.” She held up her cup.
“Congratulations,” Sophie said, trying to participate in the conversation.
“That’s great,” Kyle added.
Bryce nodded, and Melinda went to say something to congratulate her, too, but Sophie wasn’t paying much attention anymore. She was back to leaning into Bryce and trying to soak up every physical touch she could get while Bryce was still in town.
“You all want to hang out with us?” Linden asked.
Her blonde hair was short and behind her ears, but if it was in front of them, it would probably fall just below them. There didn’t appear to be much product in it, but it still stayed put, and her blue eyes were darker than Asher’s, but Sophie thought they were still bright, like she was happy about something. Maybe being out of the closet did that to blue eyes. She didn’t know.
“Can we go?” she whispered to Bryce.
Bryce nodded before she turned to everyone and said, “I think we’re going to head home. It was nice meeting you two, though.”
“You sure?” Melinda asked.
“They’re sure, babe,” Kyle answered for them with a wink in Sophie’s direction.
“We’ll see you later. Nice meeting you two,” Sophie said and waved.
She pulled Bryce through the crowded bar, onto the equally crowded street, and around a corner until they could finally walk side by side.
“You wanted us to have some alone time, I take it?” Bryce said.
“Is that okay?”
“Of course, it’s okay. I’m here for you, Soph. Let’s go home, and I’ll make you that hot chocolate you showed me how to make this morning. Extra mini marshmallows?”
“That sounds nice,” she said. “Wait…”
“What?”
Sophie stopped walking and said, “I think we just left Jill in the bar, waiting for all four of us to come back to our drinks. We’re horrible people.”
Bryce laughed.
“I’ll text her,” Sophie added, shaking her head.



CHAPTER 30
“God!” Sophie screamed.
Yes, it was definitely a scream. Bryce was rocking into her, strapped-on and nearly coming herself after bringing Sophie to her second orgasm that morning. Her first had come from Bryce’s mouth. Then, she’d gotten up, found what she needed, and climbed back on top of her girlfriend. Moving inside Sophie like this while she came herself was one of the best feelings Bryce knew she’d ever experienced. The fact that Sophie agreed with her on that front only made it better.
“Did you?” Sophie checked when Bryce finally crashed down on top of her, still and gathering her breath.
“Yeah,” she replied against Sophie’s neck.
“Will you stay where you are for a few minutes?”
“You think you can come again?”
“No,” Sophie said with a light laugh. “I just like feeling you here.”
“Here, meaning inside you?”
“Yes,” Sophie said. “And on top of me.”
“I like being both of those places,” Bryce replied and shifted a bit to look down at her girlfriend. “Do we need to talk about last night?”
“Which part?”
“The part where you got quiet and wouldn’t let me go.”
“Oh, that,” Sophie said, looking away from her.
“Soph, would it help if we plan your visit or my next one here?”
“It’s fine. I’m okay. I just had a few moments where I realized that Melinda and Bridgette both had gotten their happy endings. Well, they will, at least. Monica is going to propose, and Kyle probably will, too, soon.”
“And you think we won’t get our own happy ending?”
“No, they just moved here for their girlfriends.”
Bryce nodded. Then, she pulled out of Sophie slowly and sat back on her heels, still wearing the dildo, which was at attention and drawing Sophie’s attention. That had Bryce smiling, but she needed to focus because this was a serious conversation.
“You want me to do that,” she stated more than asked.
“No,” Sophie replied. “I mean, yes, I do, but I know you can’t just drop everything in your life to make that happen. I wouldn’t ask you to. The circumstances are different. Kyle’s life was pretty bad, and she came into some money when she got here. So, she has this amazing house that she and Melinda were able to move into, and she loved it here. She didn’t just want to move for Melinda, you know? Monica is richer than God, and she wanted to leave Arnette and New York, so when she came here for work, she fell in love with the city and Bridgette. Plus, her son was heading to college at Tulane. It was easy for them because they both loved it here and wanted to give up what they had there.”
Bryce nodded before she stood, slipped out of the harness, and climbed back onto the bed next to Sophie, leaving enough space between them. She stared up at the ceiling and thought about how best to respond.
“I like New Orleans, Soph. I’ll admit, I came here as a tourist, drank a lot with my friends, and bought the beads all the tourists do before they leave. This trip has been all about you and not really the city, but I do like it.”
“Babe, I know. I get it. I was just trying to explain why I–” Sophie stopped. “Technically, Monica didn’t move here full-time right away. She went back and forth. I mean, most of her time was here, but she was in Manhattan at least one to two weeks a month. They did long-distance before she moved here full-time, and now, they live together. I didn’t mean to imply that you have to move here tomorrow or at all. I don’t want it to sound like that. If I get the job at Arnette, I can work remotely. Maybe I could move if you don’t want to or can’t come here.”
“What about your grandmother and your family?”
“I’d have to come back to visit a lot. My grandma probably only has a few years left. She’s diabetic, and she’s been declining for a while. They’ve mentioned that her mind isn’t what it used to be, either. In my culture, family is everything, so just picking up and moving away for college and Arnette already got me a lot of side-eye from my mother, but I’d do it for you and me and just come back.”
“I’m sorry about your grandma,” she said, turning her head to Sophie.
“It’s been hard, watching it happen to her, but she’s in an assisted living facility now, where she’s getting round-the-clock care and still gets to do some things herself. My parents are there at least twice a week, and I usually try to go at least once.”
“Can I go with you?”
“You want to visit my grandma?” Sophie turned her head to her.
“Maybe not this trip, but yeah, I’d like to. Your parents, too, when the time is right. Does your grandma know you’re gay? If not, I can be your new friend Bryce.”
“I’ll never just introduce you as my friend, Bryce.” Sophie rolled onto her side. “I may not be confident about how I dance in a bar, but I am confident about who I am, and I don’t deny that I’m gay to anyone. My grandma knows, and she loves me. She just wants me to be happy.”
“That’s good. And I really would love to meet her someday,” Bryce said as she rolled so that they could both face each other.
“We were talking about me moving, though,” Sophie replied.
“Soph, we can figure that out later. We’ve been together for, like, four days,” she said, trying to make light of the situation.
“I thought you said we’d been together for a year and two days when we were at the gallery,” Sophie replied seriously.
“Oh, I have to hang that painting for you,” Bryce said. “We need to go tool-shopping.”
“Don’t change the subject,” Sophie said.
Bryce sighed and replied, “I’m not, Soph. I’m trying to enjoy our time together. We can talk about this when I’m back home. We’ll only be able to talk until we see each other again anyway. I like talking about the future with you, but focusing on it now, while I’m lying right next to you and just want to keep touching you and enjoying our time together, makes our last couple of days feel sad, and I don’t want to feel sad right now.”
“Right,” Sophie said, nodding. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I get ahead of myself sometimes. I just like to plan things, you know? I think seeing my friends all coupled up and talking about getting engaged just made me turn into one of those girls.”
“I like that you’re one of those girls,” Bryce said with a smile. “I want that, Soph. I’ve never really just dated because I don’t want to just date someone. I want to be with someone. I want to be with you. I promise you, we will talk, and when the time comes, we can decide what steps to take and when, okay?”
“Yeah,” Sophie replied. “I think I’d like to hop in the shower. Want to join me?”
Bryce’s phone rang.
“Saved by the bell?” Sophie said.
“Saved? More like tortured. Hold on.” She rolled over and reached for the phone. “It’s Megs.”
“Get it. I’ll get started without you,” Sophie told her as she wiggled her eyebrows.
“Don’t you dare get started without me. Shower only, Soph. No touching.”
Sophie laughed as she walked into the bathroom.
“Megs?” she said into the phone.
“Did you know?”
“What?”
“Did you know?” Megan repeated.
“Megs, I’m sorry. I just woke up,” she lied. “What are you talking about?”
“Kels.”
“What about her?” She played dumb because she didn’t want to blurt something out that would get her in trouble later.
“Bryce…”
“Megan…”
“She told me.”
“Told you what?”
“Oh, my God! She told me she likes me, and she said that you know, so stop pretending like you don’t.”
“Megs… I’m your friend and Kelsey’s, so I’m kind of stuck right in the middle here.”
“I know. She said that you know, though. And she told me, Bryce. I really need someone to talk to about this. Sean is dealing with you right now, so I didn’t want to talk to her. I know you’re with Sophie, but this couldn’t wait until you got home.”
“Okay. Calm down, Megs,” she said as she heard the water starting on that shower. “She told you?”
“That she likes me, yes.”
“What did you tell her back?”
“That I like her, too, because I can’t just drop the fact that I’ve been in love with her for years on her right after she says that. She’s never liked a woman before, Bryce. Why me? Why now? I’ve wanted her for years, and now she’s interested? She’s straight. How many times has she dated a girl? None. Only guys for Kelsey. No girls. I mean, women. No women. Now, she thinks she likes me and wants to go out?”
“Okay.” Bryce chuckled. “I think you’re rambling a little, which I understand, but it’s kind of hard to make sense of it all.”
Megan took a deep breath and slowly said, “Bryce, I’ve been in love with my best friend, thinking she’d never, ever feel the same way about me. Then, Kels is sitting on my sofa, telling me that she wants to go out. She wants to go out, not hang out. She told me she loved it when I stayed at her place and we fell asleep together.”
“How did you like falling asleep together?”
“I loved it, Bryce. God, obviously, I loved it. But I didn’t actually allow myself to think she did, too.”
“Okay. And she said she wanted to go out on a date?”
“Yes.”
“What did you say?”
“I said that I had to think about it because this changes things.”
“And what did Kels say after that?”
“She said she understood. Because, of course, she did. She’s amazing and patient, and I love her, Bryce. I’ve always loved her.”
Bryce smiled at her sweet friend and asked, “This was last night?”
“Yes. I didn’t sleep at all, but I figured you’d be out with Sophie late and either asleep or having sex, so I waited until right now. You’re not having sex right now, are you?”
“If I were, I’d be one hell of a multi-tasker,” she said, laughing at her own joke. “She’s in the shower.”
“You’re happy?” Megan asked.
“Yeah, I am,” she said with a smile. “But back to you. What are you going to do?”
“I’m asking you that. What do I do, Bryce? It’s Kelsey.”
“I know,” Bryce replied. “It probably took a lot for her to tell you, Megs.”
“I know,” Megan said quietly. “She was really cute.”
“Yeah?”
“Yeah. It took her a few minutes, and she kept rubbing her hands on her jeans. I could tell she was nervous, but I didn’t know why until she told me.”
“What do you want to do, Megs?”
“Be with her.”
“Okay. Tell her that.”
“No, I mean, I want to be with her, Bryce. I don’t just want to go out on a date because she thinks she wants to be with me like that. I want her to want to be with me how I want to be with her.”
“Are you afraid that you’ll go out, and she’ll discover she really doesn’t want that?”
“Maybe.”
“Well, I can’t predict the future, but for what it’s worth, Megs, I’ve never seen Kelsey like this. I know she doesn’t ever want to hurt you, so I think if she told you, that means something. She knows she can be with you in the way you want to be with her.”
“But what if we go out and we kiss goodnight, and she’s thinking of the last guy she kissed instead of me?”
“The last guy she kissed was an ex-boyfriend, so I don’t think you need to worry about that. He’s an ex for a reason.”
“What if she doesn’t like my lips on her lips, Bryce?”
“You might not like her lips on your lips. You won’t know until you kiss the girl.”
“I’ve wanted her lips on mine for years, Bryce. Years. I’ve lost count of the number of times I’ve pictured us kissing and, well, more than kissing.”
“Kiss the girl, then.” Bryce laughed. “Let her kiss you.”
“She’s my best friend.”
“I know.”
“I can handle my unrequited love. I have been forever now. But if I lose her as a friend, I can’t handle that, Bryce.”
“So, you tell her that and everything else you’re feeling so that she can tell you how she feels, and you decide what you want to do then.”
“Am I crazy for not just saying yes to the woman I’ve wanted for years?”
“No, you’re being smart. But so was Kels. She’s, apparently, been thinking about this for about a year now.”
“Wait. What?”
“She said that the whole Sophie thing had her feeling differently about you. She’s not just jumping into this, Megs. You’ve been on her mind like this for a long time now. I think you need to trust Kelsey here.”
“I’m going to tell her yes,” Megan said.
“Yeah?”
“I have to give this a chance. I’ll regret it if I don’t.”
“Good. Now, call Kelsey and tell her you want to go out on a date.”
Megan sighed, said her goodbyes, and hung up. Bryce stared up at Sophie’s ceiling and thought about how two of her best friends might be dating now. She smiled and remembered the painting that she still needed to hang up for Sophie. Still naked, Bryce stood up and walked over to where the bag lay on the floor. When she unwrapped it, the art piece looked muted in the daylight, but it was still nice.
“Hey, everything okay?” Sophie asked, standing in the open doorway, wearing a towel and only a towel.
“I’m hanging this up for you, Soph. I want you to have it where you can see it and remember that I’m coming back; that I’ll always come back to you.”
Letting go of her towel, Sophie walked up behind her and wrapped her arms around Bryce’s waist.
“We’re going tool-shopping, I guess.”



CHAPTER 31
“They moved it up,” she said. “What is with my luck?”
“What?” Bryce asked. “Oh, the Atlanta interview?”
“I’m still not over it. It’s annoying,” Sophie replied. “It was scheduled for after you left, and now, it’s today.”
“But isn’t that good? Interviewing sooner rather than later now that you don’t have a job?”
“Yes, but I was hoping to hear back from Arnette first because then, I’d at least know. I’d have an offer, or they’d tell me they didn’t want me back, but I’d know how much effort to invest in this one. I didn’t prepare enough.”
“You don’t want to move to Atlanta, anyway.”
“No, but I might not have a choice if I can’t get anything else here. I guess I could be a tour guide for Melinda for the summer and make some decent tips. That would keep money coming in, at least.”
“Jill and Melinda both make enough money to live off of.”
“Melinda didn’t have to pay off student loans for years. I don’t know about Jill, but she works there full-time, and her rent is cheaper than mine. I do know that.”
“You don’t have to move to Atlanta. You can work part-time or ask them for full-time, maybe, while you interview somewhere else if you don’t get the job at Arnette. I hate the idea of you moving away from your family just for a job when you don’t want to live there.”
“I know. Me too.” Sophie sighed as she sat down in her desk chair. “I was desperate when I started to apply for jobs outside of Louisiana. I applied for a few in Texas, one in Florida, two in Alabama, and one in Mississippi, I think. It would keep me close enough to my grandma, and all the jobs seemed like decent options with possibly good money, but I didn’t get any interviews until this one.”
“I’m going to leave and give you some space, okay? Technically, I’m still paying for a hotel room I haven’t used in days, so I’m going to check out, and that should give you enough time for the interview. I don’t want to distract you.”
“You won’t.” Sophie reached for Bryce’s hips and pulled her in close. “But I get it. Go. Check out. I’ll be here.”
“Are you sure you still want to talk to the producer today? We can move it. I know you didn’t expect to have a job interview right before it.”
“No, it’s fine. I’m not convinced this whole movie thing is going to happen, anyway.”
Bryce leaned down, kissed her, and said, “Well, I guess we’re about to find out.”
A few minutes later, with Bryce gone, Sophie felt two things hit her all at once. She felt like she could breathe and really focus on the interview because she wasn’t picturing her girlfriend lying in her bed naked just behind the wall or with her laptop, typing a blog, but she also felt this intense longing as if Bryce was already gone, and that was harder to push out of her mind before the interviewer showed up on screen.
“Sophie?” the woman said.
“Yes, hello,” she replied.
“I’m Laura. It’s nice to meet you.”
“You as well.”
“I am sorry about the whole interview mix-up. It looks like the recruiter found a slot on my calendar that was already booked, but my admin hadn’t blocked it off yet.”
“That’s okay,” Sophie said with a smile, hoping to hide the fact that it really wasn’t okay.
“Thank you for making yourself available today.”
“Of course,” she replied.
Laura was nice. She asked good questions about Sophie’s experience but also about her as a person, and they even laughed a couple of times about TV shows they both liked. As far as the interviews went, it was a good one, and had the company been local or hiring remotely, she would have definitely been interested in the job. As it stood, though, they wanted someone in Atlanta because the team Sophie would manage was all located there.
“We’re hiring remotely now, but in this case, your entire team would be in the office. They’ve all been here for over ten years, so we didn’t think it would be appropriate for their manager to work from home or otherwise be remote when they all come in every day.”
It was a good explanation, and Sophie liked that people had been there for over ten years. It probably meant they at least liked the company or their jobs. One person staying for over a decade was one thing, but six of them sticking around for that long had to mean something.
“May I ask why you’re looking externally for the manager role?”
“Yes, of course.” Laura nodded. “We did interview internally, but we didn’t find anyone with the right amount of experience that we were looking for.”
Sophie nodded, and they continued to talk about the role until the end of the interview, where she asked a couple of questions. Then, Laura took a few minutes to discuss Atlanta itself. She explained the location of the office and even suggested a few places Sophie could look for an apartment or a house. Sophie took that as a good sign because she’d sat through enough interviews to know that they wouldn’t take the time to do that unless they at least wanted her to move on to the next round of the interview process.
Feeling bad then, Sophie closed her laptop and turned to stare out the living room window. She didn’t want to move to Atlanta. She wanted the job at Arnette. She wanted to stay in New Orleans. She had friends here now, and she wanted time with her family. Yes, she could do that from Atlanta; it wasn’t that far away. But it wouldn’t be the same. She knew that for some natives, New Orleans was a place to live, but it wasn’t just that for her. Sophie loved that she could go get a beignet anytime she wanted or that she could find streets of art galleries to peruse and not buy, not feeling guilty about it because the tourists rarely bought things after looking, too. As crowded as the city got, and as much as she complained about it, she loved that there was something about her home that drew people to it. If Sophie wanted to hear some great jazz music, she only needed to walk to the nearest bar. If she wanted the best food in the South, she had it all outside her window.
All of that was true, but now there was something else that had her feeling like she never wanted to leave. She’d met Bryce here. They had a bar. They called it their bar now. Yes, she could come back and visit, but she liked the idea of them thinking about plans for the night and deciding to go to their bar for a bit of nostalgia. They could get there early so that they could sit on their sofa, which would be replaced soon, most likely. She liked the idea of dancing with Bryce there whenever they wanted to remember the night they’d met and the night they’d found one another again.
Sophie heard the key in the lock of her front door, and she smiled. Besides Bryce’s sounds in her ear when she was about to come, Sophie wasn’t sure there was a better sound in the world. Her girlfriend was letting herself into her apartment like they’d been together forever. When the door opened and Bryce stood there, Sophie smiled instantly.
“It went well?” Bryce asked.
“Oh. Yeah. But I’m just smiling at you letting yourself in.”
“Yeah?”
“I like it,” Sophie replied.
“I do, too,” Bryce said with a smile as she closed the door behind her. “I’m glad you do because I just checked out of my hotel, so you’re stuck with me here.”
Sophie stood and walked to her, wrapping her arms around Bryce’s neck.
“I’m going to turn down the second interview, assuming I get it.”
“With Atlanta? Was it that bad?”
“No, it was that good.”
Bryce stared at her in confusion.
“I liked the woman who would be my manager, and the role sounds like what I want, but I don’t want to waste their time. I don’t want to move to Atlanta, and it wouldn’t be fair of me to go through the rest of the process. I feel bad enough about wasting Laura’s time.”
“Are you sure? You were worried before.”
“I’m sure. I’ll take the tour guide offer if I need to. I’ll just have to brush up on my New Orleans history.”
“You’ll hear back from Arnette soon,” Bryce said as she wrapped her arms around Sophie’s waist.
“I hope so,” she replied.
“Do you want me to pull up a chair for the producer meeting? I’d like you in it with me, but if you’d prefer not to, I can talk to her and report back.”
“You really want this, don’t you?”
“What?”
“Bry, you really want someone to make a movie about our story, don’t you?”
“I don’t know. I think it’s kind of cool, but I’d want it to be done right. I’m pretty close to the whole thing, obviously.” Bryce smiled. “I’d hate for them to make some awful movie about us. I also want to be aware of asking too much of you. There was already an interview with Women Loving Women and the possibility of two more, and now, there’s maybe a movie being made about us. You didn’t ask for this when you met me. And I like food blogging. I can go back to that no problem with my new subscribers and hope some of them stick around for the food stuff. I don’t have to ever write another word about us, Soph. I don’t want to put any kind of pressure on this, either. A movie isn’t something that they can post online tomorrow. It would take months, maybe even a couple of years, and I hope we’re still together, but I don’t want any pressure on us to stay that way just because there’s a movie coming out telling the story of how we met.”
Sophie nodded and said, “I don’t know how I feel about it, honestly. I guess I’d need to believe it was actually going to happen before I form real feelings about it, but I don’t mind talking to the producer with you today. What’s her name?”
“Eloise,” Bryce replied. “And are you sure?”
“I’m sure,” Sophie said. “I’ll tell you if there are things I don’t want to do, okay?”
“Yeah, okay,” Bryce replied.
Sophie kissed her slowly, wanting the comfort of her arms around her body and Bryce’s lips against her own. This was the first morning they had woken up without having sex since they started doing that a few days ago. They had lain in bed, sipping coffee and talking about what they wanted to do that day. Bryce had scrolled through her social media notifications and emails pertaining to her business, and Sophie did a crossword puzzle on her app, asking Bryce to help her with one of the clues. It was quite possibly the most content she’d ever felt in the morning.
It had gotten interrupted by the change in the interview schedule, which had really pissed her off at first. It hadn’t been her fault that they’d not scheduled things correctly on their end, causing her to have to scramble to shower and get dressed for her interview. Still, she was glad that she’d done it. Laura was nice, and Sophie felt like knowing that she would likely enjoy the company and the job but knew for a fact that she didn’t want to move was important, and the interview had helped her figure that out.
An hour later, Sophie received an email asking her for a second interview, and she politely declined, explaining that it wasn’t them; it was her. She didn’t mention the thing about not wanting to relocate. She explained that she’d changed her mind about interviewing altogether. It wasn’t exactly honest, but she still felt good about not wasting any more of their time. Getting a second interview boosted her confidence as well, which made her want to get her computer out and start looking for other jobs in case Arnette didn’t work out. She’d have to do that later, though, because she and Bryce were sitting in front of Bryce’s computer, waiting for the producer to show up to their meeting.
“You must be Sophie,” Eloise said the second she appeared on the screen.
“I am. Nice to meet you,” Sophie replied.
“Bryce, nice to see you in person,” the woman added, putting air quotes around the words ‘in person.’
“You too,” Bryce said.
“So, did you both read over the contracts?”
“We did, yes. We haven’t had a lawyer read them yet, though. This came out of the blue for us, and we’re trying to enjoy my visit by not getting lawyers involved,” Bryce joked.
Eloise laughed and said, “I try not to get lawyers involved in my relationships, too, so that makes perfect sense to me. Are there any questions I can answer for you, though?”
“I wanted to make sure that the wording ‘life rights’ only refers to our story,” Sophie chimed in. “Meaning, the period of time when Bryce and I met up until our reconnection recently.”
“You have someone wanting to make a movie about your childhood?” Eloise asked.
“No, but Bryce is a writer, and if she wants to write blogs about us or herself in the future, I want her to be able to do that without getting sued by you.”
Bryce lifted an eyebrow over at Sophie.
“We would only hold those rights, yes, and it would only pertain to things on film, so you can write about your life in books or blogs, if you want.”
“Okay,” Sophie replied. “I’ll still have a lawyer review it to make sure.”
“You definitely should. It’s the smart move. Look, I’m sure you’ve heard things about Hollywood producers, but I promise, we’re not like that. For one, I live in a studio in Long Beach.” Eloise chuckled. “We’re a small production company, and we only make LGBTQ+ movies. We do about two a year, if we’re lucky, and we think this one could be a hit. I’m hoping to sell it to Netflix or Hulu now that they’re getting in on stories about people like us.”
“Hulu?” Sophie asked.
“Yes. We would try to film in New Orleans, if we can, to make it authentic, and we would like both of you to consult closely. They also give tax breaks, and we would hire a local crew and save money because it’s not LA prices. We want to get it right, and we would pay you to help, obviously. Not Hollywood blockbuster money, but we’d still pay you something.”
“So, this is really a thing? Like, it’s legit?” Sophie asked.
“If you sign off, we will be getting started on this right away, so yes, it’s legit,” Eloise replied.
“How do you feel now?” Bryce asked her with a small laugh.
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It was Bryce’s last night in New Orleans. She was sitting next to Sophie on the sofa, and her arm was around Sophie’s shoulders. Sophie’s head was against her chest, and her arm was over Bryce’s stomach under her shirt. They hadn’t said anything to one another in a long time. After the meeting with the producer, they’d spent the rest of their day walking around New Orleans, with Sophie pretending to be a tour guide for NOLA Guides, which was very entertaining to Bryce. Then, they’d grabbed sandwiches and had dinner by the water. For dessert, they’d gone to Café Du Monde and had beignets in honor of the day when they’d nearly found each other after the night they met.
Melinda had joined them there unexpectedly, along with the two women they’d met in a bar the other night, and it was nice for Bryce to see Sophie with her friend and the possibility of new friendships with Linden and Asher, who, themselves, had been friends for years outside of being colleagues. When Jill showed up after her final tour of the day, they’d all talked about everything but the fact that Bryce was leaving tomorrow, which Bryce had appreciated, and she was sure Sophie had, too. Kyle had joined them after a call from Melinda, and they had continued to hang out at the café, ordering coffee and more beignets because they’d felt bad about taking up the small round metal tables from those waiting for the fritters covered with powdered sugar and coffee of their own.
Bryce thought they would leave after that, but Monica and Bridgette had walked over hand in hand, and Monica had asked to borrow Sophie and Melinda for a minute, leaving Bridgette and the rest of them at the table. When Sophie returned without them, Bryce had silently asked her what was going on with her eyes. Sophie had looked both happy and somehow sad at the same time. She had told Bryce that she would tell her later as Monica and Melinda rejoined them at the table.
“Hey, Soph,” Monica had said.
“Yeah?”
“I heard from a little birdie today that someone is about to get an offer from Arnette.”
Sophie’s eyes had gone wide, and she had said, “What? Really?”
“Yes. I got the call before we got here, so I asked them if I could tell you myself. They’ll be calling you with a verbal offer tomorrow, and the offer packet will follow that. Congrats!”
“I’m happy for you, but I was hoping you’d be a tour guide for us,” Melinda had said with a wink.
“I got the job?” Sophie had asked.
“You got the job,” Monica had replied.
Bryce had hugged her then.
“I can’t believe it,” Sophie had said.
“Yes, you can. Mon told me they said they loved you when they called her,” Bridgette had replied. “You killed it. Congrats, Soph.”
“Thank you,” Sophie had said as Bryce had held on to her.
“Congrats, baby,” Bryce had whispered into her ear.
“You two should take off and celebrate,” Kyle had suggested.
“Yeah, alone and all night long,” Jill had chimed in.
“You don’t want to go for drinks or something?” Linden had asked.
Sophie had pulled back and looked at Bryce then.
“No, it’s my last night here. We didn’t intend to stay out this long,” Bryce had explained, running a hand through Sophie’s hair. “Want to go, babe?”
Sophie had nodded, and Bryce knew it was about that time. Every minute counted now. They had hours left, not days. They had one night left to hold one another, make love, assure each other that they wanted this and that it would work, make plans for their next visit, and now, to talk about Sophie’s new job, which would probably mean it wouldn’t be easy for her to take time off for a while.
“You should come with me,” Bryce suggested before she kissed the top of Sophie’s head.
“What?”
“Right now, you don’t have a job, Soph. I have to get back because I’ve got an electrician coming to my place for my aunt, but you could come with me before your new job starts. If you get the offer tomorrow after I leave, you’ll know your start date, right?”
“I guess, yeah.” Sophie looked up at her.
“Maybe you can come for a visit between now and then. They think you have a job, right? They’d expect you to give notice.”
“As much as I would love that, and I would, I need a paycheck, Bry. The sooner I can start, the sooner I’ll get my first check. I can get by without it, but I’d rather not have to. If we’re doing the long-distance thing for a while, I need to be able to afford flights and gas if I drive.”
“Okay. But maybe a week?” she asked. “At least a few of those days could be spent with me, right?”
Sophie smiled at her and said, “I’ll see what they want, and if I can make it work, I’m there.”
“Yeah?”
“Yes,” Sophie said. “I know you’re worried because I’ll have this new job with probably not a lot of time off, right?”
“It’s a big corporation. Don’t they usually give you a certain number of days per year, and you have to earn them first?”
“Yes,” Sophie said. “But you’re forgetting something.”
“What?”
“I will be working remotely. I can work from your place as long as you can keep your dropped beer cans and loud bags of potato chips out of my meetings.”
“Deal.” Bryce laughed before she kissed Sophie’s lips.
“Babe?”
“Yeah?”
“Your pocket is vibrating. So, unless you’ve been wearing something all day that you haven’t told me about, your phone is going off.”
“I know. I’m ignoring it.”
“Bryce, you can answer the phone. We’re watching a movie.”
“It’s our last night.”
“It’s okay,” Sophie said. “You hung out with my friends tonight. I’m sure that’s one of yours.”
Bryce pulled her phone out and saw that it was Kelsey calling.
“Kels, this better be good. This is my last–”
“We kissed!”
“Woah! I heard that,” Sophie said, leaning back because Kelsey had been so loud.
“What?” Bryce asked, putting her phone on speaker. “And a little softer this time, please. You nearly burst Sophie’s eardrum.”
“She’s there?”
“You’re on speaker. Is that okay?”
“Yeah, it’s fine. Hi, Sophie,” Kelsey said.
“Hi, Kelsey,” Sophie replied with a smile.
“I kissed her. I kissed Megan,” Kelsey shared.
“What?”
“We went on a date tonight, and I just dropped her off. I’m still in my car, but I drove down the block and parked before I called you. I just fucking kissed Megan!”
“You mean really kissed, right?”
“My tongue was in her mouth, Bryce.”
“Really?”
“And hers was in mine. Why didn’t you ever tell me how soft a woman’s lips were? They’re so soft, Bryce. There’s no five-o’clock shadow that’s, like, midnight-o’clock shadow, really. Midnight o’clock isn’t a real time, but you know what I mean. They were so soft, and we kissed on her porch for, like, ten minutes before I left.”
“You liked it, I take it?” Bryce asked.
“Bry, I loved it. I’m in love with her. I know that now. I know I sound like one of those girls who meet someone, and it’s instant love.”
“Lesbians?” Sophie joked.
“Yeah. Sure,” Kelsey said. “But I know what I’ve been feeling for, like, a year now. I’m in love with my best friend, and it’s fucking amazing and terrifying, and I just want to kiss her again right now.”
“She’s probably not asleep yet,” Bryce reasoned.
Sophie laughed.
“I can’t go back,” Kelsey said. “Besides, she’s probably talking to Sean right now.”
“Sean?” Bryce asked.
“Yeah. I told her I’d call you, and she said she’d call Sean. We divided you two up so that we both had someone to talk to.”
Bryce laughed this time and asked, “So, what happens next?”
“We go out again. She said she wanted to, and she was going to pick the place.”
“That’s good, right?”
“Bryce, I–” Kelsey stopped. “Can I trust you, Sophie?”
Sophie looked confused and said, “Yes.”
“Okay. Don’t tell Megs, but I want to have sex with her. I, like, really, really want to be with her. I know how she kisses now, you know?”
“Yes, I do know.” Bryce laughed. “I told you that about Soph.”
“You did?” Sophie asked.
“Yes!” Kelsey said, a little exasperated. “She’s obsessed with you. We couldn’t get her to shut up about you. Thank fucking God, she found you.”
“Agreed,” Bryce said seriously.
“Anyway…” Kelsey continued. “Megs wore this short silver dress tonight, Bry. I’ve never seen her in a dress like this, and during dessert at the restaurant, I put my hand on her thigh.”
Sophie laughed silently.
“On her thigh, Bryce!” Kelsey added. “Did you know how sexy Megan’s thighs are?”
Sophie lifted an eyebrow at Bryce.
“No, I can’t say I’ve ever noticed Megan’s thighs, Kels.”
“God, I want them wrapped around me,” Kelsey said. “Shit. I said that out loud, didn’t I?”
“Yeah,” Bryce replied with a laugh.
“Don’t tell her I said that.”
“We won’t,” Sophie said, laughing, too.
“Fuck. She’s calling me.”
“Megs?”
“Yes! What do I say?”
“You say, ‘Hello Megan. I really enjoyed our night together, and I want your thighs wrapped around me, probably while I have my tongue on–’”
“You’re hilarious,” Kelsey said sarcastically. “I’ve got to go. I don’t want her to think that I’m ignoring her call.”
“Kels?”
“Yeah?”
“It’s good. All of this is good, okay? She likes you for you. Just be yourself.”
“Yeah, okay,” Kelsey replied. “Bye. See you tomorrow, maybe.”
Then, Kelsey was gone, and Bryce and Sophie burst out laughing.
“She wants… thighs… wrapped…”
“Around her,” Sophie finished as they laughed on her sofa.
“I wouldn’t mind yours around me right now,” Bryce stated, moving until she had Sophie on her back and was hovering over her, holding on to Sophie’s legs from under her knees.
Sophie moved her legs around Bryce’s back, bringing Bryce down on top of her more fully.
“Hey, I forgot to ask you. What happened with Monica and Melinda at the café?”
“Oh. Monica found a ring.”
“For Bridgette?”
“She was going to ask us to help her find it, but she was out with Bridgette’s mom, I guess, and they were walking by a jewelry store. They went inside, and she just saw the one she thought Bridgette would want. Bridgette’s mom agreed, and it’s getting sized now.”
“Really? Wow. That’s great,” Bryce said.
“Yeah. Monica is going to propose this weekend. She’s going to pick up the ring and take Bridgette to this spot by the water they both like and ask her. She told Mel and me tonight so that we could be there right after. Well, technically, she wants us to film it for Bridge. I’ll be on one side, hiding, and Mel will be on the other to get both angles. Then, we’ll have dinner somewhere, I guess. Monica is going to make a reservation.” When Bryce only nodded, Sophie added, “You look serious right now.”
“I won’t be here,” she said. “I just wish I could be.”
“You sure you can’t stay?” Sophie wrapped her arms around Bryce’s neck.
“I wish I could. I have the stuff for my aunt, though, and I need to get back to my friends. I need to check on Sean, and I don’t want to do that over the phone if I can help it.”
“I get it. We need to get used to this anyway, right?”
“Not forever, Soph.”
“I know,” Sophie said. “It just sucks. I’m really going to hate tomorrow.”
“I’m going to hate it, too. But just remember that when it comes, that’s one less day until I get to see you again.”
“I wish I could look at it that way,” Sophie said. “All I keep thinking about is how tonight, I got to be out with my friends and my girlfriend, but tomorrow night, you’ll be gone, and when we all go out again, it’ll be me sitting next to Jill as Melinda and Kyle cuddle up and Bridgette and Monica talk about getting married.”
“Do you want to FaceTime me when you’re out? You can put your phone on the table. Just lean it against the napkin holder, and my face will be right there with you.”
Sophie laughed softly and said, “You know it won’t be the same.”
“I know,” Bryce replied, pressing her forehead to Sophie’s. “But you’ll visit me soon, right?”
“Yes,” Sophie said with a smile. “Once I know my start date, I’ll book something for the weekend, maybe.”
“I’ll take whatever I can get.”
“Right now, you can get whatever you want,” Sophie replied with wiggling eyebrows.
Bryce’s phone chose that moment to ding, of course, and she grunted, picking it up to read the screen. Then, she laughed and turned the phone toward Sophie.
Megan Underwood: Did you tell Kelsey to tell me that she wanted me to wrap my thighs around her?
Sophie nearly cackled and said, “I can’t believe Kelsey actually told her that.”
“They’ve always been that kind of close, so it’s not all that surprising to me,” Bryce replied.
“Do you think they’ll make it?” Sophie asked as Bryce put the phone down on the table.
“I think they will, yes,” she said as she looked down at Sophie, hoping to convey exactly what she was talking about.
“Do you want to kiss me right now?” Sophie asked.
“I want to kiss you all the time, but I will right now.”
She leaned down and kissed Sophie’s soft lips because Kelsey was right: women had soft lips. In fact, Bryce believed Sophie’s were the softest. She loved how they fit with her own and how Sophie always seemed to match her pace when they kissed, ensuring this sensual rhythm that transformed into a faster one as they continued to kiss.
They stayed like that for a little while longer before Sophie pulled back and shifted her body, giving Bryce the indication that she wanted to get up. When Sophie stood and held out her hand without words, Bryce took it and stood up, too, following Sophie around the living room furniture and into the bedroom, where most of her stuff was packed already and in the corner. She watched Sophie stare at it for a moment before she reached for Sophie’s T-shirt and pulled it over her head. They would worry about that packed bag tomorrow, when it was time for her to go. Now, it was time for Bryce to show Sophie that she loved her, even if it was too soon for her to tell her that with words.



CHAPTER 33
Neither of them was saying anything, which actually said a lot when Sophie thought about it. She was driving Bryce to the airport, and Bryce had her hand in her lap. Every few minutes, Bryce would bring it to her lips to kiss the inside or the outside of Sophie’s palm. Then, she would put the hand back down, and the link between their fingers would become tighter.
The previous night, when they made love, Sophie could have sworn that Bryce had been so close to telling her that she loved her at least three different times. The first moment had been right after Bryce had slipped inside her while she stared down into Sophie’s eyes. The second had been after Sophie had made Bryce come after slowly taking her with her mouth and then resting her head on Bryce’s thigh, not wanting to move an inch in that moment. The third had been when they had finally lain spent and on their sides, facing one another. They’d both come before that. They’d taken time to recover, and Bryce had rolled off of her. In that instant, Sophie had thought that they were too far apart as they were no longer touching. Bryce had been about a foot away from her, and something about that had felt wrong. Then, Sophie had remembered that Bryce wouldn’t always be in her bed next to her, so she hadn’t said anything. Her face must have still said something, though, because Bryce had opened her mouth. It had closed after she’d only gotten out one syllable.
So many times, but Bryce hadn’t said it. Sophie hadn’t, either. The timing was off. Bryce was leaving, and they’d only been together for days, not months. Even though her friends had all fallen in love quickly, something about that actually happening to her felt impossible. She’d watched them all fall fast, but then, they’d had this entire past year to fall slowly as well. Now, one of them was marrying another, and Sophie guessed that given Melinda’s response to Monica finding the ring, she and Kyle would be close behind them.
It would be difficult for Sophie to watch Bridgette tell Monica that, yes, she would marry her, and probably even more difficult for her to sit around a table with everyone after because they would be with their significant others. Sure, Jill would be there, and she was still single, so she would at least have her, but Sophie no longer felt single. Something had transpired during these past several days that made her feel very much not single. Sophie felt taken in that way that probably should have come after several weeks or months of dating but had hit her the moment she’d met Bryce for the first time.
She knew that Bryce was the one. She was madly in love with her and wanted to spend the rest of her life with her, and this distance was only going to delay that inevitability. That was it. It would only delay. Sophie nodded to herself as she drove. It wouldn’t prevent it. She would make sure of that.
Bryce lifted her hand to her mouth again and kissed the tip of Sophie’s index finger, which was new, so Sophie turned to her and gave Bryce what she knew was a weak smile. Bryce returned it with a weak one of her own. It was only then that, despite being the one who was actually driving, Sophie realized that they were just outside of the airport.
She swallowed hard and focused on finding the short-term parking because she couldn’t say goodbye to Bryce on the curb while a traffic cop yelled at her to hurry up and move her car. She turned into the garage, took the ticket that would likely mean she would be paying twenty bucks for every ten minutes that she was here, and found a spot on the third level. There had been two spots on the first level and at least six on level two, but Sophie had kept going around and around in the garage. She wanted to delay this as much as she could. They’d left with enough time for a goodbye before Bryce hit security, but that would happen in front of people, and in her car, they were alone.
“Are you sure you want to come in?” Bryce asked. “We can say goodbye here.”
“I’m sure,” Sophie replied as she turned the car off and turned to Bryce. “I just…”
“Want as much time as possible?” Bryce guessed.
“Yeah,” she replied.
Bryce turned in her seat and said, “You’ll get the verbal offer today, and you’ll ask them for the start date.”
Sophie nodded.
“Then, I’ll see you before you start the new job,” Bryce added.
“Yeah,” Sophie replied.
They’d done this at least ten times already, both of them reciting the plan as if it required repeating. It didn’t. They both knew it by heart. They understood that soon, Sophie should receive a phone call from Arnette with her offer, and she’d know when they would expect her to start. She’d arrange to be here for Monica’s proposal, which would happen later this week, and Bryce would get the work done on her aunt’s house that could no longer wait, given the electrical issues the contractor had found upon his initial visit for the quote. Bryce had spent an hour telling Sophie about that just that morning because neither of them could talk about anything that actually mattered. It was too hard to bring up the fact that they were parting soon, so instead, Bryce had explained the parts of the work that she couldn’t do on her own because she didn’t want to get hurt or needed an expert for. The electrician she’d had inspect the house found some issues that would need to be repaired for either the next tenant or the person who bought the place from her aunt. Bryce had shared that she’d booked the appointment before booking her trip to see Sophie, and while she wished they could’ve had a few extra days together, the work really needed to get done.
Sophie had listened to her talk, but she wasn’t sure she retained much of anything. She’d been watching Bryce add the last of her things to her suitcase, and they’d had a difficult decision to make then. Bryce had left her toothbrush in the holder, and before she’d zipped her toiletry bag, she’d asked Sophie if she should keep it there for when she came back. Everything in Sophie had told her to say yes. It made sense. It was practical. Bryce would be back soon and should just leave her toothbrush. But there had been a small part of her that silently begged Bryce to take it with her because seeing it there every night, in that holder, without the woman being there, would be too hard. In the end, Sophie had nodded, and now, there was a toothbrush belonging to her girlfriend in the holder next to her own.
Other than that one item in the bathroom, there was only one more thing in Sophie’s apartment that told her Bryce had even been there. The painting Bryce had bought for her was hanging above Sophie’s desk now. She hadn’t had anything there before, and it had always been fine, but now that the painting was there, she wondered how the wall had ever looked okay while empty to her before because that painting clearly belonged there. She’d stared at it that morning while Bryce wheeled her bag out of the bedroom. Sophie knew there were other things that would now remind her of Bryce. She’d never look at her bed or shower the same way again, but there were also the spicy chips Bryce loved sitting on her counter, with a chip clip holding them closed. There was also the beer Bryce had bought for them that Sophie wouldn’t have bought for herself, but those were food items that would either soon be gone or that anyone could mistake for being Sophie’s.
She wanted more of Bryce in her apartment. She wanted to have Bryce’s clothes in the laundry mixed with her own, Bryce’s shampoo and conditioner in the shower, butting up against the grapefruit kind she used and likely always would now. She wanted it all, and she didn’t want to have to wait for it because it already felt like she had. She’d waited a year. She’d watched days, weeks, and months go by on her calendar, thinking about this woman she’d met and wishing people could hold their alcohol better and not get violent. That fight had pulled Bryce away from her the first time, and now, she was being pulled away again by distance.
“Hey, it’s okay,” Bryce said.
Sophie wondered why she had said it, but then Bryce’s thumbs were on her cheeks, wiping away tears that Sophie didn’t know had fallen.
“Sorry,” she replied with a chuckle. “I know we’ll see each other soon.”
“It’s okay,” Bryce said. “This is hard.”
“It’s just that… You get to go home, and it’ll be, like, normal for you, but I have to drive home and have all the memories of us there. It’s going to be hard. There’s a painting right above my desk now, and I’ll be working from home, Bry.”
“I know,” Bryce replied, pulling Sophie’s lips to hers. “But the memories are good ones, Soph. Just remember that, okay? Remember that they’re good memories, and I’ll be back there soon to make more of them with you.”
“Yeah,” she said unconvincingly.
“I think we should say goodbye here, after all.”
“No,” Sophie objected and pulled back. “Let’s go inside. I want to hug you for hours before you go through security.”
“I’d miss my flight, then,” Bryce said.
“That’s sort of my plan,” she replied with a laugh that she didn’t really feel.
Bryce didn’t argue. She just got out of the car, and when Sophie popped the trunk, she pulled out her bag and backpack. Then, Sophie was right there, standing next to her, and Bryce held out her hand for her to take how she’d done so many times now. As Bryce pulled her bag with her free hand, Sophie leaned into her strong body, needing to feel it pressed against her as if to let her know that Bryce was still here; she wasn’t really leaving. The walk to the sliding glass doors was all too short, and when Bryce pulled them over to where the security line was forming, Sophie’s heart started pounding loudly and uncomfortably in her chest.
Having dropped her backpack into a chair against the wall and pushed her roller bag in front of it, Bryce turned to her. Her hands went to Sophie’s hips, but Sophie was staring at her own feet, unable to meet Bryce’s stare.
“Babe, will you look at me, please?”
“If I do, you’ll say goodbye.”
“I’m saying I’ll see you later. It’s different. And I need to see your eyes.”
Sophie swallowed and looked up, knowing there were tears in her eyes.
“I’m being a sap,” she said, wiping her eyes.
“No, you’re being you, and I…” Bryce seemed to hesitate. “Well, I love you. I wasn’t going to say that yet because it hasn’t been all that long, but it’s how I feel, and I wanted you to know. I wanted to tell you that in person. I’m in love with you, Sophie Santiago. I think I’ve been since that night, but now, I know you. I know who you are; what you like and what you hate; that you’re a clean person but not so clean that if I leave dirty clothes on the floor, you won’t get mad at me.” Bryce chuckled. “I know you like it when I hold you and just really hold you because it makes you feel safe and like I’m never going to let you go. And I won’t. Soph. I won’t let you go, okay? I love you. Long-distance is going to suck, but it’s short-term distance because I can’t ever be away from you for long now that I know that I was right all along: you’re the one for me.”
Sophie’s eyes lit up. Bryce had just told her she loved her.
“I love you, too,” she said with a smile. “I was going to wait to tell you.”
“We shouldn’t ever wait. We’ve waited too long already,” Bryce said, leaning in and pressing her forehead to Sophie’s. “I love you. I will see you soon. This is only the beginning, not the end for us. Whenever you’re sad, you remember that, okay?”
“And what will you remember when you’re sad?”
“Everything,” Bryce said on a breath.
Sophie kissed her then, and they stood there as the airport announcer continually interrupted the space with flight boarding announcements, lost and found mentions, and the TSA warning about items sitting around the airport that didn’t have anyone near them. Sophie didn’t really hear any of that, though, because she was kissing the woman she loved, and that woman loved her back.
When they finally broke apart, Sophie watched Bryce turn and walk to the TSA agent who was guarding the security line. She showed him the boarding pass on her phone that indicated she was flying first class and joined the priority line, which was short. Soon, Bryce was showing her ID and boarding pass again and waiting for her turn to put her stuff into gray tubs, all while Sophie watched.
Sophie wiped the tears from her eyes when Bryce disappeared beyond glass and metal detectors and crowds of people on the other side of the barrier. She didn’t allow herself to break down because they really would be seeing one another soon, so she needed to keep herself together. Still, she sat there, in the chair Bryce had just used for her backpack, for another thirty minutes or so, as if Bryce would come back through that same barrier and tell her that her flight was canceled and there were no more headed her way, so they’d have another day together. When that hadn’t happened, she stared at the screen, saw that Bryce’s flight was now boarding, and she stood. It was time for her to go.
“Hello?” she said into her phone when she got to her car.
“Sophie? Hi. This is Rhonda, the recruiter from Arnette Assets.”
Sophie pulled herself together because this was the call. But why did it have to come right after she had dropped her girlfriend off at the airport?
“Hello. How are you?” she asked as she wiped her eyes, like Rhonda could somehow see her.
“I’m great. Thanks for asking. How are you doing today?”
“I’m good,” Sophie lied.
“Great. Well, I’m calling because I wanted to let you know that we loved you, and we want to give you an offer for the role.”
“Really? That’s great,” she said because she didn’t know if the recruiter had any idea that Monica had already revealed the news.
“Yes. Do you have a minute now? I can run you through everything. And if you accept, I can send you the offer in writing.”
“I have time now, yes,” she replied.
And she did have time. She had nothing but time now that Bryce was on a plane. She had all the time in the world to listen to this offer because she had no job right now, and her girlfriend would soon be in another city.



CHAPTER 34
It was the last day of March, and Bryce had no idea how so much had happened to her over the course of one month, but it really had. She had managed to get on her plane and not cry. She’d been sad, of course, and she’d already missed Sophie, even though it had only been a few hours since she’d seen her.
Leaving the airport building, she wished she had driven herself there because she’d asked Megan to pick her up, but instead of Megan, Sean’s car had pulled over at the curb.
“Hey,” Sean said as the passenger window rolled down. “Megs asked me to get you.”
“Is everything okay?”
“Yeah, I think she’s with Kels and couldn’t tear herself away.” Sean smiled. “Trunk’s open.”
Bryce loaded her bags into the trunk and joined Sean in the car. As they drove off, neither said anything at first, and she stared out the window, trying not to text Sophie while in Sean’s car. She had messaged her already that she’d landed, but Sophie had sent her three messages since then, and as much as Bryce wanted to check them, she didn’t want Sean to see and end up hurting her.
“I’m okay,” Sean spoke after a while. “If that’s why you are not talking.”
“I’m just tired, honestly,” she said.
“I bet. All that sex probably, huh?”
Bryce turned to her and asked, “Do you actually want to know?”
Sean stopped the car when they arrived at a light and said, “The specifics? No. But I wouldn’t mind knowing that you were okay.”
“I’m good,” she said. “We’re good, Sophie and me.”
“Good,” Sean replied. “And she’s going to visit?”
“Soon.” Bryce nodded.
“And you’re doing long-distance?”
“Yes.”
“Will she move?”
“No,” she said. “I will.”
Sean had finally turned to her then.
“You will?”
“When we’re ready, yes,” she replied. “I love her, Sean. It’s her for me.”
“And you have to be the one to move?”
“I don’t have to, no. Soph would consider moving here. Things might change, but I like New Orleans. It opens up a whole lot of opportunities for me for my blog and maybe some other things, too. Sophie’s family lives there, and her grandma isn’t doing so well, so I don’t want to ask her to move away from her.”
“Makes sense,” Sean said when the light had changed. “So, what… Like, six months?”
“Huh?”
“When will you move?”
“Not in six months.” Bryce chuckled. “We haven’t talked about a timeline, but I owe my aunt work on the house, and I’d need to make sure she has a new paying tenant or buyer. I think we’ll do back and forth for a while, but maybe in a year. Maybe nine months. I don’t know.”
Sean nodded and asked, “Will you visit?”
“Of course, I’ll visit, Sean. My people are here. I wouldn’t just move away and never come back.”
“Okay,” Sean said softly. “I’m working on it, you know? Moving on.”
“I know,” Bryce replied.
“I think I can meet her for real this time when she visits.”
“It would be soon, Sean.”
“I know. It’s okay. I’ll behave.” The woman chuckled.
Later, Bryce was staring at Sean from her position on the sofa, watching her friend laugh and really hoping things would be okay between them when Sophie visited.
“Bry?” Megan said.
“Yeah?”
“It happened.”
“What happened?” Bryce asked.
Megan was sitting next to her on the sofa while Kelsey was talking to Sean about something in the kitchen.
“Kels and me.”
“I know.”
“No, I mean it happened.”
“It?” She squinted at Megan. “You mean, it it?”
Megan nodded with a smile and said, “Yes.”
“Really? What happened to waiting?”
“We didn’t,” Megan replied. “I checked. I asked. Trust me, I made sure. She said she wanted to, and we did.”
“And how was it?” Bryce asked, keeping an eye on Kelsey, who was still in the kitchen.
“Great,” Megan said sweetly. “She bumbled a little and, well, asked for some direction, and it was cute.”
“Yeah?”
Megan nodded with a smile and said, “Then, it got hot and sexy, and it was perfect, Bryce.” Her smile widened. “It’s happened a few times since then already.”
“What? When did it happen the first time?”
“The night of our first date.”
“You’re joking, right? I talked to Kels after she left your place.”
“Yeah, so did I.” Megan turned to look at Kelsey. “I asked her to come back, and she did. We talked, and I told her I wanted her to stay over, but I thought it would just be sleep.” She turned back to Bryce. “It wasn’t, and I’m really happy, Bry. She’s who I’ve always wanted, you know?”
“I know.”
“It’s like this miracle, to get to be with her this way. I never thought I’d get to have that. She’s in your kitchen, talking to Sean, but soon, we’re going to go back to her place, and–”
“Wrap your thighs around her body?”
The instant Megan’s soft laughter filled the room, Kelsey turned away from Sean and toward her. Bryce watched Kelsey smile at the woman and then look over at her. Kelsey gave her a nod, which told Bryce that she was just as happy.
“We’re dating, but we’re together, too. We’ve already said that that’s what we want,” Megan revealed. “I’ve never wanted anyone but her.”
“And now, she wants you. I think that’s pretty amazing, Megs. I’m really happy for you both.”
Kelsey walked over then and sat on Megan’s other side.
“She told you, didn’t she?”
“She did,” Bryce confirmed.
“Told them what?” Sean asked, following Kelsey in.
“That we’ve… taken our relationship to the next level.”
“That you’re dating?”
“No, we’re together,” Kelsey said. “And we’ve… Well, we’ve had sex. Like, a lot of sex. Like, everywhere in my place and everywhere in Megan’s place. Just sex everywhere, and it’s so fucking good.”
“Kelsey!” Megan laughed and leaned into her.
“Why didn’t any of you tell me that sex with a woman is insanely good?” Kelsey asked.
“We did!” Sean and Bryce said at the same time.
“Like, a million times,” Sean added with a laugh. “And it’s probably sex with Megs that’s insanely good because you two are great together.” Sean looked up at Bryce. “It’s not always like that, and that’s okay. Sometimes, people are meant to do that with other people.”
“Well, I like doing it with Megan.”
“Oh, my God.” Megan laughed, burying her now bright red face into Kelsey’s neck.
Bryce laughed, too, and when her friends went home for the night, she sat on her sofa, missing them but also really missing someone else.
“Hey,” Sophie said.
“Hi, beautiful,” Bryce replied.
“It’s early. I thought you’d be with your friends tonight.”
“They just left. I think Sean was tired from work, and I know Kelsey and Megs are going to go have sex, so they have their priorities.”
“They’re having sex?” Sophie asked.
“Apparently, they’re having sex all over their houses, and it’s amazing.”
Sophie laughed that laugh that made Bryce want her to be sitting right beside her.
“Really? That’s great.”
“They’re together now, and they both seem really happy about that.”
“I’m really happy we’re together.”
“Me too,” Bryce said with a smile. “Want to video chat while I type up another blog?”
“Yeah, let’s do it.”
Bryce moved to her bedroom and pulled out her computer. She set her phone up against her pillow next to her, and a moment later, she was staring at Sophie on the small screen.
“Hi, babe,” Sophie said with a smile.
“You’re so pretty,” Bryce said, tilting her head to take Sophie in.
Sophie giggled and said, “I miss you.”
“I miss you, too.”
“Two more days,” Sophie told her.
“The proposal is tomorrow?”
“Yes. And I’m packing after dinner. I’ll be on a plane the next morning, and I get to see you.” Her smile widened.
“God, I can’t wait. I get a whole week with you before you start your new job. I’m thinking we should really do what Kelsey and Megan recommend.”
“What’s that?”
“Sex all over the house,” Bryce replied.
Sophie laughed and asked, “How did the meeting with the producer go?”
“Oh. She’s crazy.”
“What? Why?”
“She asked me to write the script.”
“For the movie?”
“Yeah. She said I could take a stab at it, at least. She’s got an actual screenwriter who could work with me, but she said who better to write it than me: I lived my part of it, and I have intimate knowledge of your part of it.”
“Okay. I’m missing the crazy part, Bry.”
“I’m not a screenwriter.”
“You’re a writer, Bryce. She seems to think you can do it.”
“I write blogs, babe.”
“But it’s our story. She’s right. Who better to tell it?”
“She wants an answer by Monday.”
“Okay. Well, why don’t you try writing it before then and see how it goes? If you hate it or you think it’s still a bad idea, you tell her to find another writer.”
“I have to buy this software. I don’t have screenwriting software. I don’t know how to use it.”
“Bryce, you are a very smart woman. I am certain that you can figure this out.”
“I don’t want to get it wrong, Soph.”
Sophie looked more serious now and said, “I get it.”
“It’s our story. It’s you and me, and it’s important.”
“It is,” Sophie replied. “But you can tell it how no one else can. You can describe the grapefruit of my shampoo in a way no one else is going to be able to.”
“It’s a movie, not a book.” Bryce chuckled.
“So? You give the Bryce character a way to say it out loud. You did write a blog about it. Have her narrate it or something.”
“You’d be much better at this than me,” she said with a self-deprecating laugh.
“Babe, you can do this. I’ll help if you need it, but you can tell our story, and they can put it on the screen for others to see.” Sophie smiled at her.
Bryce closed her computer, pushed it off her lap, and rolled to face Sophie on the phone screen.
“I don’t want to write a blog anymore.”
“No?”
“No. I’ll do that later. I just want to talk to you.”
“About the movie people are weirdly making about us?”
Bryce laughed and said, “About literally anything. I’d talk to you about anything.”
“Okay. Well, Sean was there tonight, right?”
“Yeah.”
“How are things with her since the airport ride home?”
“Good. I think she’s good. She said she still wants to meet you.”
“Did she promise again that she’d behave?”
“She did,” Bryce replied.
“And do you want me to meet her? For real this time?”
“Yes. I know it’s awkward because she’s my ex and my first in a lot of ways.”
“Am I your last in a lot of ways?” Sophie asked.
Bryce sobered and replied, “Yes. You’re the love of my life, Soph. I love you.”
“I love you, too,” Sophie said. “I can’t wait to hang out with your friends.” She smiled.
“I can’t wait to have you at my house.” Bryce wiggled her eyebrows. “In my bed.”
“Oh, yeah? Should I bring anything with me?”
“I have things here. But if there’s something in particular that you want, I’d suggest packing it, yes.”
“I’ll keep that in mind,” Sophie replied with a smile.
“Babe?”
“Yeah?”
“Do you want to right now?”
“Do I want to what?” Sophie asked, toying with her.
“Come on. Give me something here. We haven’t done this yet,” Bryce said.
“Done what, Bry?”
“Video sex. I’m asking you to let me watch you touch yourself while I touch myself and we come together. I want to see you.”
“But I’ll be there the day after tomorrow,” Sophie said as she shifted the phone.
“I know. Trust me, I plan on taking full advantage of that. But you’re not here now.”
“I’m going into my room,” Sophie said. “What do you want me to do?”
“God, anything. Just do anything. I’ll come from watching you,” she said as she shifted herself into a better position.
“You know I’ve never really done this before, right?”
“I know. Neither have I. We’ll figure it out together. I just need to see you, Soph. I want to hear you.”
“Why aren’t you getting naked then?” Sophie asked.
“You want–”
Bryce didn’t waste any time. She stood up, pulled off her shirt, her jeans, her underwear, and bra, and within seconds, she was back on the bed.
Sophie laughed, but then the phone was set somewhere that allowed Bryce to see Sophie’s entire body. She watched as Sophie slowly removed her shirt and swallowed hard when her bra hit the floor. When Sophie slid her jeans down to the floor next, Bryce moved her hand between her legs, and when the underwear disappeared, too, Bryce about came just from seeing her girlfriend naked.
“Will you stand just like that for a minute and let me watch you?” she asked.
“Yes,” Sophie said. “What are you doing right now?”
“Rubbing my clit.”
“Fuck,” Sophie whispered.
“Will you do that, too?” Bryce asked.
“Yes,” Sophie said, and her hand slid down between her own legs.
Bryce watched her other hand play with her breast as Sophie started touching herself.
“This is the single hottest thing I’ve ever seen,” she said as she rubbed her clit a little harder.
“Yeah?” Sophie asked.
“Yes,” she said, enjoying the sight of Sophie playing with her nipple. “Fuck, babe. You’re so sexy.”
She then told Sophie how to touch herself, and Sophie complied. Minutes later, Bryce came, right after Sophie, and she watched Sophie flop down onto her bed, dislodging the phone until she picked it up and Bryce was able to see those deep eyes of hers.
“Again?” she asked.
Sophie laughed a deep laugh and replied, “In a minute, yes.” Then, she got serious and asked, “Bryce?”
“Yeah?”
“We can do this, right? The long-distance? The visits? The space in between? That’s the hard part. We can do this, right? The hard part.”
Bryce nodded and replied, “There is no one on earth I want to do the hard part with other than you, Soph. Yes, we can do this.”
Sophie nodded, too, and said, “Okay. Then, let me see you this time.”
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• Book #2 – The Disappeared
• Book #3 – The Kidnapped
• Book #4 – The System
Stand-alone books:
• Reality Check
• The Show Must Go On
• Future Wife
• Echoes
• Timeless
Young Adult / New Adult:
• The Moments
• Love Forged
• Pride Festival
Anthology:
• The Meet Cute Café 
(a collection of 8 interconnected love stories featuring couples of different ages and backgrounds)
Erotica:
• Once a Month
• Voyeur
Royalty Series:
• Book #1 – Ascending
• Book #2 – Appointing
• Book #3 – Arriving
• Book #4 – Awaiting
TruLove Universe:
• SoulMatch
• TruLove
New Orleans Series:
• Book #01 – January
• Book #02 – February
• Book #03 – March
• Book #04 – April
• Book #05 – May
• Book #06 – June
• Book #07 – July
• Book #08 – August
• Book #09 – September
• Book #10 – October
• Book #11 – November
• Book #12 – December



AFTERWORD
To contact the author or for any additional information, visit the official website.
You can also subscribe to the reader’s Newsletter to be the first to receive updates about upcoming books and various bonus content.
To be able to navigate existing and upcoming books when it comes to what order it is best to read them in, please refer to Reading Order page.
Follow for news on social media and Amazon:
• Amazon Author Page
• Goodreads Author Page
• Facebook Author Page
• Instagram Author Page
• Threads Author Page
• X/Twitter Author Page
• Bluesky Author Page
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