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India Sheridan knows that her long-term on-again, off-again relationship is over, but that doesn’t mean she enjoys watching her ex fall in love with someone else. Moving on isn’t as easy as she hoped it would be, but as she struggles through that, she’s given a project to buy up the land next to her office. The only problem is that an old bookshop sits on that lot, and when she stops by one afternoon to get the lay of the land, she meets the shop’s cute owner.
Maisie Lincoln is running her family’s legacy into the ground, but it’s not her fault. People don’t read books how they used to. She’s been trying to get historical landmark status for her shop for years, not only to protect it but also to attract more visitors, but after multiple denials, she takes matters into her own hands and runs for city council, hoping to help herself from within the belly of the beast.
When Maisie meets India, she’s taken with her immediately. They’re very different people, and that’s more than obvious to both of them, but there’s an even bigger issue. When they met, India didn’t tell Maisie that the wealthy incumbent whom she’s running against and who has threatened to take Maisie’s shop is her brother, who only sees his seat as a stepping stone to something greater.
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CHAPTER 1

Chapter & Verse was one of the oldest independent bookstores in the country. Well, technically, it was older than the country in its present borders. On its worn wooden sign, hanging out over the sidewalk, it read, ‘Chapter & Verse, est. 1790.’ In a city like New Orleans, that might not have been all that old – the city itself had been founded in 1718 by French colonists and had a rich history all on its own – but when Maisie Lincoln’s family had moved to the city in 1789, they’d had a goal of starting their own bookstore. It hadn’t even been the US yet when they’d bought the land and planned to build one of the first bookstores in the French-owned territory.

Reading hadn’t been something everyone was taught or could do up until then, or even for a while after that. Wealthy people and members of the clergy could read and often read in different languages, but the everyday people, that came later. When her family moved to New Orleans from Pennsylvania, all the way back in the seventeen hundreds, they had bought two plots of land. One was long gone now. It had been right next to the one where Chapter & Verse still stood, and it had been the family home, demolished in the early nineteen hundreds to make room for more businesses.

Currently, one large business was located on that plot. Southern Roastery was a local coffee company that had been spreading far and wide recently, growing bigger and bigger by the day, it seemed. In fact, when Maisie had taken a trip to Baton Rouge not all that long ago to pick up some old books from a seller she knew personally, she’d passed at least ten signs on the highway indicating another Southern Roastery café off the exit. They were becoming the new Starbucks, and their main office also seemed to be expanding. Trucks and vans with construction workers had been coming and going for weeks now, and that only meant one thing to Maisie: pretty soon, they would be coming for her shop.

Chapter & Verse was an old, red-brick building that some people mistook for a library or an old schoolhouse. Immediately behind the building was a parking lot where most of her customers parked, but to the right was a name-brand clothing store that was three stories high and always played loud music, which she could hear through the brick if she listened for it. With all of these new businesses all around, her shop looked very much out of place in a modern world.

Still, her shop was doing okay. She made decent money, but it wasn’t enough to expand or save up anything. Maisie’s father had died years ago, and her mom had left before that, so it had just been her and Grams up until her grandmother had passed away and left it to her in her will. Now, Maisie was all on her own, but it had always been known to her that she would inherit this place. It was in her DNA. Her grandma’s father had run it before her, and his father before him. It was Maisie’s turn, and it would be her child’s turn after, assuming she ever had one. She was already thirty-two, though, with no prospects for a wife, and she hadn’t dated anyone seriously in over four years, since she and her best friend, Lainey, had broken up after six months of dating. The two of them were better off as friends, but while Lainey had met her current girlfriend about a year after that, Maisie had only been on a handful of lackluster dates.

As it stood now, she had a cousin whom she hadn’t seen or heard from in years, who was next up to take over the shop after her, and he had two nearly-grown children, so she had a little hope that they would keep it in the family. If she could just get the building protected as a historical landmark, she’d have a lot less to worry about. Historical landmark status would make it nearly impossible for another company, such as her next-door neighbors, to try and buy it out from under them. Her cousin didn’t want the place; she was pretty sure of that. And while Maisie knew she would never sell, those cousin’s children might if they took it over after her death because she didn’t have another plan. Without the landmark protection, anyone could put in an offer, and her cousin or his kids might want to take the money and run. With it, the building and the family’s legacy in this community would be safe. It weighed on Maisie constantly these days.

Her family hadn’t ever applied or campaigned for the status, and she often wondered why. It wasn’t something that had even existed for a long time because there hadn’t been any history at first, obviously, but her grandmother could’ve asked for it. Maisie hadn’t known to ask her about it while the woman was still alive, but now that she was gone, it felt like the whole family was watching her from heaven or hell or wherever they’d each ended up, waiting for her to fail.

Maisie had tried twice already. The city council was the group in charge of issuing that status, but even after she had presented her reasoning points and historical significance of the building two times, they had denied her both times with no real reason for their denial. That was why, nine months ago, when Maisie had realized that there was a city council position coming up for re-election, she’d decided to run. It wasn’t just about her shop. It was about the community. She had not seen much good coming from the council recently. They had allowed several old shotgun houses to be demolished simply because a new corporation in town wanted that space for their fancy office, forcing families to relocate basically overnight. The council had then also rezoned that part of town for commercial use, rather than residential, causing other families to have to find new homes, too, as businesses began to move in.

Maisie was watching the New Orleans of old turn into the new New Orleans, and while it might have appeared to be happening slowly, to her, it was very fast. Near-constant hurricanes and major storms weren’t helping. It seemed that every year, more and more people were leaving after a hurricane destroyed their home or small local business. Something new always popped up in their place, but while parts of the city were protected and would always be historical, the rest would soon be lost to modernity. That wasn’t entirely a bad thing. Maisie wasn’t clamoring for the past or anything. But history was part of the appeal to tourists who spent time and, most importantly, money in what was essentially a sinking city. If those changes caused the city to lose its vibe that made it so unique, tourists would go elsewhere, and that money would dry up. Some of that money went to her bookshop, but not much. While the shop was on a few tours, it was local money and online orders that kept her in business. Maisie wasn’t running for a city council spot to save her business. She was running to help save her city in whatever small ways she could. If she could protect her shop at the same time, she’d sure try.

“Thanks,” she said to the old man as she handed him the paper bag with the book he’d ordered inside. “Have a good rest of your day.”

He was a regular and had placed several orders with her over the past few years. Before that, he’d placed orders with her grandma, and Maisie had always believed that Mr. Barnard had a bit of a crush on her. Back when Grams had still been running the shop, he would come in almost daily, never going more than a few days without a visit. He hadn’t bought a book each time. Some days, he would come in with a special-order request, so Grams would make it for him, and he’d pick that book up a few weeks later. Other times, he’d come in and buy one of the bookmarks or a pen they had at the counter. He hadn’t always talked to Grams, but on the days when they hadn’t been busy and she could spare some time, he’d stay for a few minutes, and they’d chat.

He used to leave with a smile on his face, but now, he came in once a week, at most, and when he did, he always seemed so sad. Maisie didn’t know much about him. She had his name, phone number, and home address for orders, but he hadn’t provided an email address. She guessed he’d probably never even had one. He was likely in his eighties or early nineties but could still get around just fine. He never drove to the shop, always getting off at the bus stop instead that was across the street and down the block just a bit. He rarely said more than a few words to her, but she knew he was unmarried because her grandmother had told her as much. After Maisie’s grandfather had died some twenty years ago, Maisie had hoped her grandma would find someone else, but she never had. She’d been content to run the shop, be a good grandma to Maisie, and knit to keep her dexterity. She had told Maisie that her late husband had been the love of her life and she had no need for anyone else. Maisie hoped they were together now, wherever they were, reunited and happy. She herself had never felt that before, whatever they had felt for one another. She had grown up watching her grandparents and knew what love looked like, but nothing even close to that had ever presented itself to her, and she wasn’t sure it ever would.

After Mr. Barnard left the shop, Maisie returned to reshelving. Customers didn’t always buy, but they rarely, if ever, put the books back in their right place. The bookshop wasn’t overly large, but it did have a lot of shelf space, and there were rolling ladders that only the staff could use. Sometimes, Maisie thought of Belle from Beauty and the Beast when she climbed on a ladder at the bookshelves and looked so happy. Other times, she felt a little bit alone. As the shop’s only full-time employee, she was often here on her own. They got busy for about an hour a day, so while that was hectic, it at least kept things interesting. The traffic would pick up right before closing on some days, too, and other times, Maisie could’ve closed early, and no one would’ve noticed. Owning the land outright helped because it kept her overhead costs relatively low, and having to pay two part-time employees, including her best friend, wasn’t all that expensive, so that meant that even on days like today, when she only sold three books and one bookmark, she knew she’d get to live another day.

“Hey,” Lainey said when she walked through the door, letting the bell jingle as the door closed on its own behind her. “Dinner?”

“I thought you had practice tonight,” Maisie replied as she pulled the cash drawer from the register.

It had the same amount of money in it from that morning when she’d pulled it out of the safe because people paid mostly with credit cards or even their phones these days. Still, she probably couldn’t ever go cashless in the shop, and she didn’t want to, even though it could be depressing every day to see no additional money in the drawer when she pulled it out for the night.

“I wrapped them up early. They have a dance this weekend, so all of them were talking about what dresses to buy and who they were going with. They weren’t focused on soccer, which means injuries are more likely. When we ran a few drills, one of them sprained her ankle, so she’s now out for a minimum of a few weeks, and I sent the rest of them home to look up dresses online or something.”

Lainey was a high school soccer coach for one of the local public schools. Despite a lack of real funding and resources, her team was one of the top teams in the state and had a chance to make a deep run in the upcoming tournament.

“Where’s Paige?” Maisie asked, carrying the drawer toward the back office. “Can you lock up?”

“Yeah, sure,” Lainey replied before she walked back to the door, turned the sign around to indicate that they were closed, and locked the three locks on the door. “She’s not feeling great. She even skipped practice today.”

“Why aren’t you at home, taking care of her?”

Lainey followed her into the office and said, “Because she told me to stay away. I’m not allowed to go to her place. If she’s sick and I get sick, we’re down two coaches for the next match.”

Paige was Lainey’s girlfriend and also the assistant coach for the team. They’d met that way, and it hadn’t taken long for them to figure out that they were meant to be more than just colleagues and friends. It had caused a controversy at the school, but they kept their relationship private and focused on the girls.

“I guess that makes sense, but I’m sure she still wants you to stop by and drop off some soup or something. Wear a hazmat suit.”

Lainey leaned against the doorframe and said, “Please; I’m not going to listen to her. I’m going to bring her food from wherever you and I go and stay the night. If I get sick, I get sick. I’ll still coach, and she’ll be better by then anyway.” She shrugged. “I must really love her if I’m willing to risk a cold.”

“You do love her,” Maisie said as she locked up the cash drawer. “What do you want to get?”

“Something light. Maybe that sandwich place we like, and I can get her the gumbo. She loves that.”

“Gumbo for a woman with a cold?”

“What? If it’s spicy enough, it’ll clear her sinuses.”

Maisie rolled her eyes at her and grabbed her bag from its usual spot next to the desk.

“Whatever is fine with me. I’m ready if you are.”

“Yeah, let’s go,” Lainey said. “Sell any books today?”

“Three. One was a special order, though. Ninety-dollar book.”

“That’s good,” Lainey replied. “That’s like selling five books, at least.”

“Ever the optimist, Lainey,” she said with a smile.

“You know me.”

“Yes, I do. Biblically,” she teased.

“Hey,” Lainey bumped her shoulder into Maisie’s. “It’s time for you to get to know someone else that way. How long has it been?”

“Since we’ve had this conversation about my sex life, or since I had sex?”

“The last one,” Lainey said as she pulled open the back door for them.

“A while,” she answered without adding anything else to it, which would tell Lainey that she should drop the topic.

“Hey, any news on the race?”

“No. I made flyers today, and I’m going to put them up tomorrow, but outside of the few banner ads I have online, I’m not sure what else I should be doing. I have the commercial made, but it costs too much to air it. I swear, when I talked to the local networks and they gave me the cost, it was a lot lower than when I called them today. Prices went up, I guess. I don’t know. I want to make sure the shop is protected, and I want to help others, like your school, for example, but the incumbent has more money, so I’m not sure there’s much of a point.”

“Hey, hang in there,” Lainey said and wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “I’ll help. We’ll win this thing, okay? And when we do, you’ll get me a raise or something.”

Maisie laughed as they climbed into Lainey’s car.


CHAPTER 2

“How much of that are you going to eat?” Lyla asked.

India had been about to put yet another piece of leftover Halloween candy into her mouth, but she held it in suspension inches from her lips, glared over at Lyla, one of her peers at Southern Roastery, and then popped the chocolate into her mouth. She chewed for a moment and looked down at the conference room table, where someone had dumped a big bowl of either their leftover candy that they had given away or some of their kids’ candy that they didn’t want them to eat. There was a bowl like this in just about every room and two in the kitchen.

India wasn’t normally a big candy eater. If she did actually buy herself candy or someone else did for her, she preferred Swiss chocolate or, at least, something imported. A box of mixed chocolates could be fun if she pulled away the list of what flavors were where and just dove in. She hated nougat and swore that every third chocolate had nougat in it. Caramel was good when done well. Peanuts were usually unnecessary. Almonds were her favorite. She wasn’t a fan of fruit in her chocolate, but again, when done right, raspberry chocolate was fine.

This candy was store-bought, and she had just eaten a mini-sized candy bar with peanuts and caramel in it. It didn’t exactly make her taste buds jump for joy, but it was something, and India needed something. Her relationship with Finley was more than officially over; she knew that now. Still, even though she’d known it for weeks, had many conversations with Finley, and saw her with her new girlfriend, Molly, realizing what they already seemed to have, India supposed that there was still a very small part of her that thought Finley might tell her that she had made a mistake. It was stupid. She knew that. And as she opened another candy bar, she shook her head at herself because there was no mistake.

Finley was with Molly and wanted to be with Molly and not her; not India, the woman she had been with on and off for actual years. India knew that because she still followed Finley on social media, and she had seen the photos. Those photos were why she’d eaten a pound of candy before this meeting had even started. She’d seen probably fifty of them so far. Finley and Molly out in the city somewhere. Finley and Molly at Finley’s place in a selfie. Finley’s new dog lying next to Molly’s new puppy like they were siblings already. They even had the same beds at both Finley’s apartment and at Molly’s. The photo that got her the most, though, was the one of Molly and Finley wearing football jerseys while they sat on Finley’s sofa.

India remembered Finley getting her a jersey once. She’d never worn it. She hadn’t ever watched or gone to a game with Finley. Sports weren’t her thing. Yes, she had sat on that sofa once or twice while working or doing something else so that Finley could watch a game, but that had been her limit. Molly appeared to have no limits with Finley. Or, at least, the two of them seemed to like some of the same things, while India had forced her ex to go to a ballet and the opera a few times. She’d complained about Finley’s small apartment and had tried to get Finley to drink good wine instead of her awful beer. She’d wanted them to move into her place, which India owned and didn’t rent. It was large enough for both of them and even had a third bedroom where they could add a kid one day if they wanted to.

India was already thirty-nine, and she’d gone back and forth about the kid thing since her twenties. It hadn’t been something she had done on purpose, and being with Finley hadn’t helped because they had never been settled enough to start that discussion. Well, continue it, really, since she knew Finley wanted kids. At least one was what she’d said to India when they had first started dating. India’s plan had been to date for at least a year, move in together, get engaged a year later, get married a year or two after that, because she would need enough time to plan the wedding, and another year later, start whatever process they would decide upon to have their child.

She had it all written down in her journal, which she had started keeping as a teenager and still kept today. She didn’t write in it every day. Sometimes, she went weeks without adding an entry to one of her now fifty or so notebooks that she had stowed in her large closet safe. It was funny to India that, because money didn’t matter much to her, she’d always worried about a thief stealing her journals, not the clothes or expensive art on her walls. She could always replace those things. She could never replace the handwritten journals that covered most of her life.

It was easy to say that she didn’t care about money because she had a lot of it. Being part of one of those Old South wealthy family empires had provided India with more than enough for herself and a possible family for generations to come. She used some of that family money to purchase fine wine and that artwork, but most of the time, she used her salary from Southern Roastery. As really the only person in her family who had a traditional day job, she got a lot of questions from her siblings, of which she had two, and her parents, who hadn’t ever worked. Her father had for a while, in the family business, but she didn’t consider that real work because he’d been handed every position and hadn’t earned anything. Being named CEO didn’t matter if her grandfather just gave him the title with a good, strong handshake one afternoon.

India had gone to Yale, followed by Harvard Business School. She had graduated near the top of her class and returned to New Orleans to start her career. Now that the family business was no longer in the family, she didn’t feel any pressure to take on a role there. Instead, she’d found Southern Roastery eventually and was now their head of business development, which was a change from her old sales role, but not by much. She had a team of people who worked with her to find new locations, new opportunities to move into grocery stores and banks, and new opportunities to support communities through charitable donations and partnerships, which was her favorite part of the job. Her family didn’t understand why she worked for a paycheck when she didn’t have to, but they’d left her alone about it for a while now.

While India was still chewing her candy and thinking about her whole life, because that was what one did after a big breakup, she watched as Molly walked into the conference room and set up her computer, connecting it to the projector. That made her think back to Finley and how they’d never followed any of her plans. Now, Finley was moving on and happy, making plans of her own with Molly, who was about to tell India and the rest of the people in the room about yet more changes to the performance review process that would begin soon. India picked up another piece of candy.

◆◆◆

She walked into the bar and took a look around. It was better than some of the places that Finley used to try to drag her to, but it was clearly a run-of-the-mill pub with probably a massive beer selection and only a few wines, none of them good. India wouldn’t be surprised if at least one of them came in a box. She looked around and spotted Finley, who was in a booth and nodding at her to join her. India had asked her if they could still be friends because she didn’t have many of those, and Finley hadn’t been sure initially, but she’d been the one to invite her out for a drink tonight, so India considered that a step in the right direction.

“Hey,” Finley greeted her. “Don’t be mad, but Molls is coming, too.”

“Oh?” she said and sat down across from Finley, dropping her expensive, in-season bag onto the vinyl of the booth and hoping there wasn’t anything on that vinyl that would damage the bag. “I thought it was just going to be us.”

“It is for right now. She’s going to stop by later, though. She’s with Jules and Gwen, and they were already planning on coming here tonight.”

“Okay,” India replied.

“But she said it would be, like, thirty minutes, at least, so that gives us some time.”

“Right,” she said. “So, what’s to drink here?”

“Pretty much anything.”

“You got a beer?”

“Of course,” Finley said, holding it up.

“Do they have wine here?”

“They do. And this is Candace’s place. You remember her from the barbecue?”

“Oh. This is her place?” she asked, taking another look around.

“Yeah. And she’s a brilliant mixologist; ranked in the world and stuff. I usually don’t take her up on it, but if you ask her, she’ll make you something you’ll probably love.”

“Intriguing,” she said, considering. “Something for fall, maybe.”

“Go for it,” Finley replied and took a drink.

“Oh, hey.”

India looked up, expecting to see Candace or Logan, who worked here as a bartender. It could’ve also been Rory, Logan’s girlfriend, who told India at that same backyard barbecue that she had spent a lot of time here since Candace was her best friend. Instead, it was Ava, the woman Finley had tried to set her up with at that party, but India hadn’t wanted to be set up. Ava hadn’t been interested, either, so they’d just texted a few times since then as friends.

“Hey. What are you doing here?” India asked.

“Came to talk to Logan. I have news,” Ava said. “She told me to stop by.”

“Want to join us?” India offered.

Finley looked at her in confusion then. Yes, India knew that this was supposed to be them testing the friendship waters, but Finley had invited her girlfriend and Juliet and Gwen, so she considered Ava fair game.

“Sure. Let me just tell Logan that I’m here.”

Ava walked over toward the bar, where India saw Logan pouring drinks.

“So, no friend hang tonight, then?” Finley asked.

“You invited your girlfriend, Finley.”

“No, I didn’t,” Finley said. “Look, Molls is good with you and me hanging out, but she’s still a little nervous about it, given everything. So, we compromised, and I told her I’d hang with you for a few and she could join after that, okay?”

“Why didn’t you just tell me that?”

“I don’t know. I didn’t tell Molly that I would.”

“Is she really that worried about us?”

“Not how you think. Molly liked me for a while, and I didn’t know, but she had to watch you and me together for a long time, India. Then, you pulled that crap where you tried to kiss me a few weeks ago, so I think she’s got a right to be nervous.”

“She does, but I told you I was done with that. I get it, Finley. You and Molly are happy.”

“We’re in love,” Finley said.

India swallowed hard and felt the dryness take over her throat. God, she needed a drink and maybe even some more of that damn Halloween candy.

“It’s been a few weeks.”

“I know, but not really. It’s weird, but it feels like a lot has happened since Molly and I got together. And she had a bit of a head start on me, too. I don’t want to hurt you or anything, but we say it all the time now, and if she’s here, odds are, one of us will slip up, even though we said we wouldn’t say it around you. I said it to her when she walked away from her desk today – I just said, ‘love you,’ – and she turned and glared at me.” Finley laughed. “Luckily, no one was around, but I didn’t want you to be surprised if it happens later.”

“Yeah, okay. Thanks for the warning,” she said, wondering why she was thanking her ex for telling her ahead of time that she might confess her undying love to a woman she had only been dating a few weeks when she and Finley had been together for four months before India had said it first.

“Okay,” Ava said when she returned and sat down next to India. “Are you ready?”

“Sure,” Finley spoke with a light laugh. “You look really excited.”

“I am,” Ava said with a wide smile. “I slept with Stephania last night.”

“I’m sorry. What?” India asked.

“And the night before. And the night before that. And oh, my God, is she good in bed.”

“You slept with the supermodel Stephania?”

“Yes. And she’s coming here in, like, ten minutes, so be cool.”

“How–” Finley began.

“Remember how Asher gave me Stephania’s number at the barbecue? Well, we texted back and forth, and she was already scheduled for some photoshoot here around Halloween, so we talked on the phone and did a FaceTime thing before we met up her first night here. She came straight from the airport because her flight was delayed, and she ended up staying with me instead of going to the hotel. One thing led to another, and wow.”

“Wow?” India teased with a laugh.

“I’m trying not to be all head-in-the-clouds about this because I am normally a very practical person, but yes, wow is accurate.”

“So, you’re sleeping with a supermodel now?” Finley asked.

“Not much sleeping so far. Maybe I’ll get some when she goes back to LA.”

“It’s that good?” India asked.

“Don’t tell Logan, but this is the best sex of my entire life.” Ava nodded toward her ex-girlfriend, who was now her best friend. “She was before Stephania, but now… there’s no contest.”

“Damn. What does this woman do, and can she teach me a few things?” Finley asked.

India remembered that she’d taken some of the candy from the office earlier, pulled a mini-size candy bar out of her bag, and opened it, taking the whole thing into her mouth in one bite as she sat there, listening to Ava talk about how good Stephania was in bed but also just how much she liked her. They’d gone on dates. It hadn’t just been about sex. And they were planning on keeping in touch when Stephania left. India ate another candy bar and decided she’d go for an extra-long run in the morning to try to counteract these calories.

“She’s here,” Ava said, looking at the text she had just received on her phone. “She’s a model, yes, but she’s really chill and normal, so please don’t be weird with her.”

“No problem,” Finley replied.

Finley hadn’t ever cared about celebrities, so her even-keeled reaction to meeting Stephania, one of the most well-known models in the world right now, didn’t surprise India. Seeing Ava stand up and Stephania pull her into an immediate and pretty deep kiss had surprised her, but then, she found another candy bar and pulled it out of its wrapper.

“You okay?” Finley asked. “You never eat junk like that.”

“I’m great,” she replied sarcastically with her mouth full.


CHAPTER 3

“Can you put the posters over there for now?” Maisie asked.

“Sure,” Paige replied and moved the giant stack of posters that had Maisie’s face on them, along with her lame slogan, ‘For a better New Orleans,’ to a table in the back.

Maisie’s campaign headquarters was her bookshop. She had an apartment, but it was a studio, and while her campaign team was only three or four people, she didn’t want them to roam around it and possibly find the drawer where she kept her vibrator while searching for a stapler or something. So, they used the back of the shop where her family used to host book signings. Book tours were still a thing, but they didn’t happen as often as they used to and didn’t bring in as much money, either. The space could only fit about twenty people comfortably, thirty if they pushed it, and forty would get them a visit from the fire marshal, but it was more than enough space for a small campaign headquarters with two long tables and a few phones on top of them. She had the landlines for the shop, so she hadn’t needed to buy anything extra for campaign phones, and she had the phones in the office from back when they had actually needed a few in the store. She put them all out on the tables, hooked them up, and set up everything else to make it look like she knew what she was doing, which she didn’t.

“I didn’t even know people still made campaign posters these days,” Paige said with a slight cough.

“Are you still sick? You said you were better. I can’t get sick, Paige,” Maisie replied.

“I’m okay. I think it was a twenty-four-hour thing. Lainey brought me soup last night and stayed to take care of me. I woke up feeling much better.”

“If you still need rest, it’s okay. I can make these calls on my own.”

“No, it’s fine. I coach a high school girls’ soccer team and volunteer at the local youth center. I’m used to begging people for money and them saying no.”

“I guess you would be, yeah,” Maisie said. “This phone is yours. When Lainey gets here, she can take the one in the middle. She’s still coming, right?”

“Yeah, she should be here soon. She’s running practice without me today, too, because she doesn’t want me to get the girls sick.”

“But she’s okay with you getting me sick?” Maisie asked.

Paige laughed a little and said, “I’m not sick, and I told her that, but she said I should help you and she would cover practice. I told her I should go to practice because that’s my actual job, but we only have fifteen girls who can play right now, with the three injuries we’ve got and two academic suspensions. That means only one extra goalkeeper and three substitutes. If one of them goes down, we’re screwed.”

“I’m running for political office here. If I go down, who’s running my campaign if I’m not?”

“Lainey would; you know that. And I’d help. We’re here for you, Maise. I promise, I won’t get you sick, okay? Maybe drink one of those vitamin C drinks just in case, though.”

“What?” Maisie asked, eyes wide.

“Hey, what’s going on back here?” Lainey asked as she joined them. “Hey, babe. How are you feeling?”

She walked over to Paige, leaned down, and kissed her.

It used to be strange, watching them kiss like that. Back when they first started dating and Maisie had no one new for herself, it was easy for her to wish that she and Lainey had worked out and that Paige would disappear, but it had been years now, and she could see how much they loved one another. Lainey and Maisie loved each other, too, but not in the same way, and that was okay with Maisie now.

“I’m good,” Paige replied. “I was just telling Maisie here that I’m feeling much better and I’m prepared to make her some campaign money.”

“I’ll help,” Lainey said. “Oh, Maise, you’ve got a line up there. Three people. Not much, but you might want to run up and check on the register. Another guy just walked in, and you know how slow Sarah is. I swear, it takes her ten minutes to ring someone up. Why do you even let her work here?”

“She’s slow on the register but fast with reshelving, and she uses her employee discount to buy books with her paycheck because she’s in high school and has no bills. I think I actually make money with her working here. She bought ten books last week.”

“Well, I’d check on the line if I were you. Do you have the names and numbers for us to call?”

“Yes, Paige has them.”

“Come here, baby. Let’s get to begging people for their hard-earned money so that our friend here can be a city councilor,” Paige said, pulling on Lainey’s hand.

With the two of them handling the phones, Maisie made her way through one of the three aisles in the shop, which had floor-to-ceiling shelves on all three walls, including the one behind the tables. She hoped no one needed anything from back there, but when she reorganized the place after her grandma died, she put the least popular book sections in the back and rarely sold anything from them.

“How can I help you?” she asked the customer who had picked up a New Orleans guidebook that she always kept on the front table to attract tourists.

The man was dressed in what looked to be a very expensive suit, while Maisie would be the first to admit that her own fashion taste was jeans and a T-shirt, with a sweater over it most days. On the rare occasion she needed to dress up for something, she wore a dress from Target or Amazon that was flattering but not exactly expensive or probably in fashion. This guy’s suit was navy with pinstripes, and under that, he had a steel-gray shirt, with a navy tie completing the look. His shoes looked like they cost more than her rent each month and were shinier than any pair of shoes Maisie had ever seen. When she finally looked up at him, she realized that he looked familiar. Then, it clicked.

“Colter Stone,” she said, mostly to herself.

“You remember me,” he said. “Or maybe it’s the bus ads you probably see driving by here all the time.” He motioned to the street outside. “I have an ad on the billboard at the corner, too, so that could be it. Vote Colter Stone for a new, modern New Orleans.” He made a motion to indicate that he was reading his slogan from the billboard that she had to look at every day when she drove to and from work.

“What are you doing here? Need a book?” she asked, crossing her arms over her chest.

“I thought this was your campaign headquarters,” he said, tucking his hands casually into his pockets as he looked around her shop.

“It’s my bookstore. The same one that the city council has denied historical landmark status to twice. I’m sure you remember that.”

“I don’t, actually. Sorry,” he said, giving her an expression that read mock-sympathy. “Anyway, I thought I’d come check out the competition now that the election is so close.”

“Really? I’ve tried to reach your office for months now to arrange a debate on the issues, and you’ve failed to get back to me every time.”

“I didn’t know that,” he replied. “But now that we’re so close, it doesn’t seem like much of a point, does it?”

“Yes, it does. This is when voters are cementing their decisions.”

“Well, I’m ahead in the polls, and I think we both know that you’d only want to debate me to get your face out there since you don’t have any bus ads or billboards, so it wouldn’t benefit me. Besides, no one would watch that debate anyway. Most people in this city think the mayor makes all the decisions and don’t even know we have a city council. If we had a debate, no one would come. It would also be on public access TV. Who watches that anymore?”

“It’s not something you should be deciding. This is about allowing people to make the right decision on where they put their vote,” she argued.

“And they will.” Colter smirked as he looked around the shop. “Where is your campaign, exactly? Are the books part of it? You’re aware that people don’t really read books anymore, right?”

“Do you have any idea what this city needs?”

“Yes, I do. More big businesses offering jobs and getting tax breaks to bring their companies here. More people like me, willing to do what it takes to even bring them to a city that’s known more for its booze and music than being a place where people want to work.”

“You don’t think people work here?”

“It’s called The Big Easy for a reason.”

“You don’t even have a job,” she replied. “All the other city councilors have at least another part-time job in consulting or something, but you don’t. Now, you’re telling me that people in this city don’t work? Who do you think keeps this place running so that you can get your half-caf, no foam, soy lattes from Starbucks or something? There’s no way you buy the local coffee.”

“My job is this city,” he said. “Or, at least, that’s what I tell people.” Colter took another look around. “You’re really running a campaign out of here? Where’s all your stuff? I have a whole building and about a hundred people working for me full-time. Did you honestly expect to win this thing running it from a store?”

“Not everyone can afford a whole building and a hundred people, Mr. Stone. This store has been in this city since–”

“1790 or whatever. Yeah, I saw the sign,” he said. “It’s old, and I’m pretty sure you have mold. I can smell it.”

He made a face as if he smelled something nasty.

“That’s just what books smell like,” Maisie noted. “We have antiques and special orders of first editions. Yes, the building is old, but there’s no mold here. You walked into my bookshop to insult me? Why? I’m no real competition for you, according to your building, bus ads, and one hundred people.”

“Don’t forget the billboard,” he said with a wink.

“Is this fun for you?” she asked.

“A little,” he said with a shrug. “But I can see that you’re busy.”

He nodded toward Sarah, who was behind the counter.

The customers had all been checked out and had left since Colter Stone had walked in, so it appeared as if the store had always been empty, despite the fact that she had come up here specifically because they’d been busy only a moment ago.

“That’s fine. We’re about to close, anyway,” Maisie replied. “Here, take this.” She held out the guidebook. “You might need it. I don’t think you know this city at all.”

“Nah. I’m good.” He held up his phone. “The internet exists. I’m really not even sure why people buy books anymore.”

He turned around and walked out without another word. It appeared, he really had only come into her store to mock Maisie, maybe brag about his own campaign and wealth, and leave like he’d done none of it at all.

“Hey, what’s going on?” Lainey asked. “It was a little loud up here.”

“That was Colter Stone,” she said, pointing after him.

“The city council guy?”

“Yes.”

“What was he doing here?”

“Scouting the shop or my headquarters, I guess,” she replied.

“What? Why?”

“I don’t know.” She sighed. “Maybe he just wanted to be a dick to me.”

“He was a dick to you? God, that makes sense. He looks like a dick on all those bus ads. Want me to follow him and kick his ass?” Lainey offered.

She laughed a little and said, “No, it’s fine. He’s probably already in his limo or town car. Do rich people still ride around in those?”

“Who knows? I’m not rich. Are you okay, though?”

“I brought up the debate he’s dodged repeatedly.”

“And?” Lainey asked.

“I’m not getting one. I could keep trying, but he’d just keep dodging my calls.”

“You could call him out on it publicly; get a newspaper to pick up the story or something.”

“I guess. But is it worth it? He’s so smarmy,” she said, shivering a little. “He would find a way to wiggle out of every question with something bad about me, like how I have no money, no political experience, no connections, and talk about how he’s brought jobs to the district.”

“He has, technically, but that doesn’t make him any less smarmy.”

“Hey, I just got a donation for a hundred bucks!” Paige yelled from the back. “That’s worth celebrating, right?”

“Heck, yeah,” Lainey said, smiling at Maisie. “Come on back and help us make some calls? I’m sure you’d get more money if it’s you on the other end of the phone.”

“Yeah,” she said. “Sarah, can you take care of things out here?”

“I thought you told that guy we were closing.”

“We’re not. That was just to get rid of him.”

“Oh, okay. Sure,” the teenager replied and cracked open a book she’d bought last week.

Maisie turned to the front of the shop, looking a little to the left, where she knew there was a bus stop and a poster for Colter Stone. She rolled her eyes because she didn’t need to look at it. She needed to get a marker and give him devil horns. Why hadn’t the graffiti artists of this city tagged the hell out of that thing yet? She stared at the poster for a minute, picturing what those horns would look like, along with a thin, evil-looking mustache and maybe even some fangs dripping with the blood of the innocent for good measure.

That was when she saw her. The woman walked right by the shop with her phone to her ear, looking like she owned the planet. Her long skirt looked as if it had been molded to her body, and while Maisie knew nothing about women’s shoes because she preferred cheap tennis shoes to heels, she knew enough to know that those two or three-inch heels had to be expensive. They had the red bottoms that people always talked about. The blouse she wore looked like silk and was beneath a blazer that perfectly matched the skirt and shoes. Normally, Maisie wouldn’t have thought much about it – just another fancy person walking by, probably from one of the new businesses popping up – but this woman was different. Maisie didn’t know why, but the dark-brown hair and matching deep eyes that she saw only briefly through the window and at least ten feet away had her swallowing hard.

“Maise, this woman said she’ll give you money if you’ll talk to her about what you plan on doing with some rezoning thing,” Paige said loudly.

“Yeah, I’ll be right there,” she said as the woman walked past the window and was out of sight.

“Get it together, Maisie. You’ve got an election to win, not some rich woman to stare at.”

She walked to the back of the shop and took the phone from Paige.

“I understand you want to discuss a rezoning issue?” she said into the phone.


CHAPTER 4

“Hey, India,” her boss said.

“I have the numbers on the Atlanta leases for you,” she replied, sitting down across from him at the small conference table.

“Great. And I have another project for you. It was just handed to me, so I apologize in advance for the last minute.”

“I’m used to it at this point,” she replied.

It was true, too. Southern Roastery had been expanding rapidly, with no plans of stopping. Part of her job included managing the team that handled the locations and company growth, and in the past three months, she’d had to hire two new people just to manage all of it. It meant she was busier than she’d ever been, but she liked being busy. That was especially true now that she didn’t have a girlfriend to occupy her time.

Even when things hadn’t been great between her and Finley in the past, they had still maintained a connection because they both knew they’d get back together eventually. It had always gone the same way between them. One of them would end things, usually during a fight about something insignificant, and they’d go their separate ways. A few days or weeks later, they would meet up, and before she knew it, they were in bed, having passionate make-up sex and promising each other that this was the last time they would be apart. She had just assumed that the same thing would happen again, up until she found out about Finley and Molly dating, and now, she had no one to go home to, fight with, get back together with, and have hot make-up sex with. So, work would have to fill the void, and Southern seemed intent on giving her just that.

“With the new employee café being built in the lobby, that’s taking the space we needed for the additional plans,” her boss continued. “Our founder wants a day care center for employees and a gym.”

“She does?” India asked, pulling out her notebook that she preferred to jot items down in during these meetings because it was faster than typing them out on her computer.

“Yes. She’s wanted both for a while, but since we’re requiring people to come back to the office at least a few days a week, when most of them still want to work remotely and don’t want to go to an office, she wants these additional benefits to help with recruiting and retention. The day care would be free for full-time employees with an in-office schedule to incentivize them to come in, and the gym would be free for everyone.”

“That’s great. Do you want me to get on finding the space?”

“There isn’t any,” he replied with a shrug. “We’d need to expand. The building is only so tall, and we’ve got all the floors now, so the next step is to expand. We can either have a second building somewhere else, which no one wants because this is the main office, so the day care and gym should all be here, or we can leave this building altogether and get a bigger one somewhere in the Business District. That would mean saying goodbye to this place, though, which is where the company got its start, and she doesn’t want to do that. She’s hell-bent on making this work, and as soon as possible, since she knows we’re losing some good candidates for roles because they don’t want to work in an office. Many of them have children, too. The good news is that we have another easy option.”

“Okay.”

“The bookshop.”

“The one next door?” India asked.

“Yes. I did some research, and the owner owns the shop and the land.”

“I know. It’s one of the oldest bookstores in the country. It’s been continuously operated by the same family since the seventeenth century.”

“You know more than me, I guess.”

“I shop there sometimes. Not often, but I’ve bought a few books there.”

“Well, we can make an offer, and then we’d be able to build up from there. Gym and day care on the bottom floor, or expand our lobby and add them to the second floor. It’s not an immediate solution, but we can get the deal done and use one of the big storage rooms as a temporary gym, if she wants it now. The day care could technically fit in one of the new training rooms they’re building, since we have three of those now. It’s not perfect, but it gets us what we need in the short and long term.”

“You want me to tear down one of the oldest bookstores in the country?” she asked, looking around the room in utter confusion. “That place is historic.”

“It’s not, though. I checked. It’s old, yes, but it’s just a bookstore; no status that prevents us from buying the land and tearing it down.”

“Maybe not, but it’s part of New Orleans history,” she argued. “It’s on some tours.”

“It is? It’s just a bookstore.”

“We have bars on tours in this city. You think that’s any better?” India shook her head. “We can’t be the corporation that tears down a local bookstore that’s known to the entire community. It’s on nationwide top-ten lists.”

“I walk past it all the time, and I hardly ever see anyone in there,” her boss pointed out.

“They’re probably not as busy as they used to be, but it’s important. It would be bad PR, and I’m sure the owner isn’t going to just sell the family’s history and legacy. They’d put up a fight. We’d be in the news for all the wrong reasons.”

“We’d be bringing jobs to the city,” he argued.

“That would be overshadowed by the bad press. And besides, those jobs won’t be coming here for at least a year or more because we’d have to build. It’s a bad idea.”

“Do you plan on telling our CEO that? I’m not sure I want to. She’s the one who wants us to expand and doesn’t want to leave this building.”

“We can put the temporary solution into place while we figure something else out. I’m not going to tear down Chapter & Verse. If you want to go talk to the owner, you can, and if that means I’m in trouble or worse, so be it, but part of why people love New Orleans is that it has so much rich history to offer. Just walk in there, and you’ll smell the old books, as well as the new ones. You’ll feel like you’re transported back in time. You know?” She paused. “There is another option,” she added, thinking of it and saying the words at the same time.

“What?”

“The parking garage.”

“The parking garage?”

“We need a bigger garage now anyway. We don’t have enough spots for the people who drive in. Some people take the bus, but we’ve got a lot more commuters who don’t live near bus lines than we’ve had before. She wants to attract people who will come in a few days a week? That’s hard to do when they can’t park.”

“Okay. So, you’re pitching that we expand the parking garage? How does that solve our problem?”

“We can put the gym and day care there and attach the garage to the building. People could drop their kids off there or work out after they park and then come to work.”

Her boss leaned back in the chair and considered her proposal.

“It would cost less, too,” she added to try to convince him of this idea she thought of and hadn’t at all planned out to know if it would actually cost less, like she’d just stated.

“We would need future office space, though. You know we’ll continue growing, and she’s not going to let everyone work from home. She doesn’t think it’s fair when the roasters have to be in the stores.”

“Yes, but I also know that more and more employees are asking for a hybrid or work-from-home option. Two-thirds of the employees come in only two times a week, whether she likes it or not. We’ve got space here to grow if that trend continues, even with the new spaces removing some of the desks, and we’ve already started using the hotel desk policy.”

Hotel desks were becoming increasingly more common in companies with remote or hybrid employees. If someone worked in the office every day, they got their own desk, but if they were hybrid or remote and needed a desk, they used one of the open ones that day and someone else could use it the next day, saving money on office space.

“Run the numbers for me; make sure that’s the case,” he replied.

“I will. And if we’re not adding desks and a ton of tech over there, I really do think it will be cheaper. We can build in an extra floor or two that we just leave open for possible offices or other needs later and still have enough spots for employees to park.”

He nodded and said, “Work it up for me. Add in how we’ll account for temporary parking for everyone while the work is being done, too. We’ll have no choice but to pay for it, probably shuttling people over here or something. We’ll present that to her and see what she says, but are you really telling me that if she insists on buying this bookstore, you’re out?”

“I don’t want to leave the company, but I’m not going to be a part of tearing down the community we claim to be our own. If that’s the company’s decision, you’ll just need to give the project to someone else.”

She knew it was easy for her to say that. They wouldn’t fire her for refusing to try to buy the property; they’d just give it to another person to run. She also knew that she was lucky because if this were to lead to her getting fired, she didn’t have to worry about money. She had more than enough of that, and she’d be able to find another job pretty easily, given her experience. Not everyone had those options.

After they wrapped up their conversation, India stood and took her stuff back to her office. Deciding she could use a walk after that meeting, she made her way downstairs and outside, headed over to the bookshop. This was her second walk of the day, and the workday wasn’t even close to being over. She’d come this way earlier, when she got a phone call from one of her employees who was in the field, negotiating a lease. She’d walked right past this place and then glared up at the clothing store that blared its music far too loudly, but this time, she pulled open the door to the old bookstore and walked inside.

“Hi,” a young girl said from behind the small counter. “Can I help you?”

“Just browsing,” she replied.

The iPad that served as their point-of-sale system looked wildly out of place among the old wood and red brick. The newer books with their bright covers did as well when India saw them next to the shelves of the mostly antique hardbacks with brown or black spines that the shop also sold. Some dark-greens and tans were in there, too, but they paled in comparison to the pinks, light-blues, and bright yellows of today’s book covers. India moved to the front table, where she saw a guidebook for the city, which she saw practically everywhere. Looking around, she felt at ease here, which wasn’t something she felt often, and it had her wondering why she didn’t come in here more.

Part of the reason, she knew, was that the place only sold books. Yes, that was the point of a bookstore, but there was no café and no place to sit since there were only sometimes two chairs in the back. Other times, there was a table with a chair behind it. A few times, there was nothing back there at all. When she had seen the chairs, they’d been filled by other patrons, so browsing and sitting down with a good cup of coffee wasn’t an option here, which was unfortunate because she imagined others would’ve spent more time here and would have probably bought more books if just a few changes were made.

“Hi there,” a woman said as India walked down one of the aisles.

“Hi,” India replied and couldn’t help but smile at her as she took her in.

The woman had this blonde hair that barely rested at her shoulders and these bright, kind blue eyes. She was also a little shorter than India, but that was probably due to India’s three-inch Louboutins rather than an actual height difference between them.

“Can I help you?” the woman asked her.

“Just stopping in to look around for a few minutes,” she said.

“Looking for anything in particular?”

“Not really, no.”

“Okay. Well, if I can help at all, just yell for Maisie.”

“Maisie?”

“That’s me. I’m the owner.”

“You’re the owner?” India asked.

“Yes,” Maisie said. “Why?”

“Oh, no reason. I guess I just expected the owner of this place to be a little old man or woman.”

“It was. A few times, technically,” Maisie replied with a smile. “It’s a family business. I took it over from my grams when she passed away. So, I guess it will be owned by a little old lady again in another fifty or so years, depending on what you consider old.”

India smiled and said, “It’s a great shop.”

“Thank you. I think so. It’s been in the Lincoln family since its inception.”

“Lincoln?” India asked. “As in…”

“Very, very distant relation. Like, if you put my DNA online and tried to find how I’m related to the former president with the same last name, you’d be scrolling for a while.”

India chuckled and replied, “Got it. Well, this is a great place. I come in here every so often. I’ve never seen you before, though.”

“Really? I’m here all the time,” Maisie said. “We’re open six days a week.”

“I would have remembered you,” India replied with a smile.

Maisie smiled back and said, “Maybe you saw Sarah or Lainey. They work here and usually cover the register.”

“The girl up front?” India hooked a thumb that way.

“Sarah.”

“Yeah, I’ve seen her before.”

“She’s one of my part-timers, but I’m always here. I’m just sometimes in the office. Or, recently, I’ve been running my campaign from the back.”

“Campaign?”

Maisie pulled something out of the front pocket of her jeans and handed it to her. India looked down and saw a button.

“Vote Maisie Lincoln for city council.”

“City council?” India asked, looking down at the button. “This district?”

“Yes. Wait. You probably don’t live here, do you? Just work in the area?”

“Yes,” she said.

“Well, I should probably ask for my button back, then. Got to save money where I can.”

India held it out for her to take.

“I was kidding,” Maisie said, laughing. “You can keep it. Maybe leave it at the bus stop for me, though, so that at least someone actually sees that I’m running against the guy on the big ad there.”

“Colter,” India said.

“Yeah, of course, you would know him. See him on the giant billboard?”

India nodded and didn’t know what to do with the button. She couldn’t exactly pin it to her pretty expensive blouse or blazer, but her blazer did have an inside pocket where she kept her phone, so she tucked it in there.

“Well, he’s my competition. Better funded, but not the best candidate. Of course, he’s the incumbent, so I will still lose, but I’m trying. That has to count for something, right? My platform is small business.”

“Small business?”

“Yes. Like this one.” Maisie motioned around the shop. “I want to protect places like this.”

“Colter wants the opposite,” India noted.

“I know. He’s the big-business guy. And I get that we need jobs here, but small businesses are the lifeblood of any community. This place has been here for hundreds of years. If we just keep losing places like this, New Orleans loses its charm.”

“I agree,” India said.

“You do?”

“I do,” she replied. “Even though I work for a corporation.”

“Where?”

“Next door. Southern Roastery.”

“Oh, I love that coffee,” Maisie said. “I grabbed some this morning from the one down the block. I take it, you’re not working in a café, though. Either that, or you never spill anything on yourself because you wouldn’t wear those clothes if you did.”

India smiled and said, “Corporate, yes. But we started here, and we were small before we got big.”

“Yeah, I’ve read the story of the founding on the walls of the cafés before.”

“Maisie, can you come up here for a second?”

“Yes!” Maisie yelled after the young girl India now knew as Sarah up front. “Sorry, I’ve got to go.”

“No problem,” India said. “Maybe I’ll see you in here again?”

When Maisie gave her a smile with a small nod and then walked past India to the front of the store, India pulled out the button and looked down at it. Maisie Lincoln was running for a city council seat, the same seat her brother currently held and was trying to hold on to.


CHAPTER 5

“Hey, Sarah?”

“Yeah?”

“Can you watch the place while I run next door?”

“Are you looking to buy a super short skirt or something?” Sarah asked.

“No,” Maisie said, laughing. “I’m grabbing coffee.”

“Coffee, where? They serve coffee there now?”

Maisie grabbed her wallet and phone off the desk in the world’s smallest back office.

“No, at Southern Roastery next door. They just opened a café inside, so I don’t have to go down the block anymore.”

“We needed another coffee place in this city?”

“Apparently,” Maisie said as she walked to the front.

“Well, we have zero customers, so I don’t think it’s a problem to watch the place, no.”

“Great. I mean, not great that we don’t have customers, but thank you. Want a coffee or something?”

“Can I get a tea, maybe? They have a good peach one.”

“Sure,” Maisie replied. “I’ll be back in ten unless there’s a long line or something. Oh, if anyone calls about the campaign–”

“Boss, you say that every time you step out, but no one has ever called about the campaign.”

“Right,” she said.

“Sorry,” Sarah replied.

“No, you’re right,” she said. “No one even knows I’m running except for the very few people I know, and they’re already voting for me.”

“That’s not true. You told that woman yesterday, and she bought a book.”

“She did?”

“Yeah, something from the front table. I forget what. And you made that money from the people you called, too.”

“Two hundred and twenty dollars,” Maisie said, disappointed. “For three people and four hours of work.”

“But it’s still something,” Sarah replied. “What are you going to buy with it?”

“More posters to cover up his bus ads,” she said. “I’ll be back with your peach tea.”

“Thanks,” Sarah said.

Maisie pushed open the door, putting her phone in her back pocket and her wallet in her front pocket because she’d gotten pick-pocketed once when her wallet was in her back pocket. She’d also been mugged about four years ago while walking to the bus stop by her apartment. They’d taken everything from her that night. The phone, her wallet, and even the tampons in her purse. What really got her, though, was the picture of her parents. It was the only one she still had. Her mom had left before she was a teenager, so she had very few pictures of just her. She’d only had one of the three of them together. She’d kept it in her wallet to always have it on her, and the muggers took that from her. Everything else, including the tampons, were replaceable, but that wasn’t, and there weren’t any other copies.

It had been one of those ridiculous mall photobooths that her father had pulled all three of them into. Unable to all fit without squeezing together, she had sat on his lap, and her mom had been next to them. Her dad’s arm had been wrapped around her shoulders, and they’d all smiled widely four times as the camera flashed for each of the photos. The strip of four images had then printed outside, and Maisie still remembered reaching down to pick it up. She also still remembered how, in the first and fourth pictures, her mom’s smile had faded, and in the second and third, it looked a little forced, while Maisie and her father had genuine smiles. She guessed it was because her mom was about to leave. Her dad had cut the strip of four into two parts, and he’d kept one in his wallet. When Maisie had gotten old enough to have a wallet of her own, she’d put hers in it. Years later, when her dad died, the pictures he’d carried, along with everything else in his wallet, were destroyed, meaning she had nothing left to show that they had once been a family, and that still got to her. It got to her right now as she walked to the café.

What was she even trying to do for this city? Customers no longer seemed to want books. Everything was digital these days anyway. People had mugged her at knifepoint. They had threatened her life over twenty bucks and a photo they probably tossed aside. Maisie was spending her own money on a campaign she had no hope of winning, all to give the people someone who actually wanted to help them, someone who really cared, but it didn’t even seem like they wanted that help.

“Can I help you?” a woman in a security guard uniform asked from the lobby’s front desk when she entered the building.

“Just grabbing coffee.” Maisie nodded toward the café.

“Are you an employee?” the woman asked.

“Employee?”

“Of Southern Roastery.”

“Oh, no,” Maisie replied, confused.

“The café is employees-only.”

Maisie turned then because she recognized that voice.

“Hi,” the woman from yesterday greeted her.

“Oh, hi. Wait. What?” she asked.

“The café is for employees. It’s a store we use mainly for training purposes. It just opened.”

“I know. I saw all the trucks and stuff. I asked one of the guys working on it what was going on, and he said they were building a café. I thought it was just another location.”

“It’s not,” the woman said with a smile. “But if you want something, I can get it for you.” She held up her badge, indicating that she worked there. “I have a way in.”

Maisie laughed a little and said, “You sounded all James Bond there.”

“Well, that’s what I was going for.”

“Will you get in trouble?”

“No, but you should know that our very first class ever is there, training, so you’re risking a terrible drink.”

“Hey, now,” another woman said, walking up next to them. “I heard that. And my trainees are doing great.”

“Sorry, Juliet. I meant no offense,” the woman replied with a smile.

“No problem. And I meant it: they are doing good. So, if you want something other than drip coffee, I recommend taking the risk.”

“What do you say?” the woman asked her.

“Oh, if it’s no trouble,” Maisie said.

“Hi. I’m Juliet,” the other woman said and held out her hand to Maisie.

“Hi. Maisie. Sorry, I work next door, and I thought this was a regular café.”

“How did you hear about it, though?” Juliet asked. “We don’t have any signage up for that reason.”

“A contractor told her,” the first woman said.

“Ah,” Juliet replied. “Well, I need to get back. Let me know what you want, and I’ll get them started.”

She looked at Maisie expectantly.

“Oh, a peach tea and a caramel latte. Do you have the cookies here?”

“Sure. Which one?”

“The peanut butter,” she replied. “Two?”

“No problem. I’ll see you over there,” Juliet said and walked off.

“I’m India, by the way.”

“Sorry. You’re from India?” Maisie returned her attention to the first woman.

“No, but I get that a lot,” the brunette replied, laughing. “My name is India.”

Maisie smiled and said, “That’s a pretty name.”

“Thank you. So is Maisie.”

“Maisie just makes people think of corn.”

“What?” India laughed.

“You know, like maize. Corn.”

“Oh,” India said, nodding. “Right. Well, I didn’t think of corn, if it makes you feel better.”

“A lot better, actually,” Maisie said. “Maybe I should’ve gone by my middle name instead.”

“What’s that?”

“Mae.”

“Maisie Mae?” India asked with a smile. “That’s sweet.”

“Mae was my grandma’s name,” she said proudly. “So, I went by Maisie, even though Mae isn’t associated with corn.”

“I think you’re overthinking this,” India replied. “How many people actually still know that corn and maize are the same thing?”

“That’s true,” she said.

“So, let’s go get you that coffee,” India suggested.

“Thanks. You really didn’t have to. I could’ve just walked down the block.”

“It’s no problem.”

“Wait. You didn’t order anything.”

“I’m just getting regular coffee. Superfast,” India said as they started walking toward the café.

Then, they approached the counter where India handed over her badge, and the woman behind it scanned it before handing it back.

“Large coffee with room, two peanut butter cookies, peach tea, and a large caramel latte,” India told her.

The woman rang up everything and gave India her total, which sounded surprisingly cheap.

“That can’t be right,” Maisie said, holding out her credit card for India to take.

“It can’t?” the woman at the counter asked and went to double-check her computer screen.

Juliet walked over and replied, “No, it’s right. Is there a problem?”

“That’s just so cheap,” Maisie noted.

“Oh,” India said, laughing. “Employee discount.” She handed the woman her card. “My coffee is free and yours is thirty percent off.”

“Here. Take this,” Maisie said, trying to hand India her credit card.

“It’s fine. I got it.”

“No, I’ve already saved time on the walk down the block. Let me pay for this.”

“Too late,” India said, taking her credit card back from the woman. “You can owe me one.” She smiled at Maisie.

Maisie smiled back at her, and they walked over to the bar where they’d wait for their drinks.

“So, you bought a book yesterday? Sarah told me.”

“Oh. I did, yeah.”

“What was it?” Maisie asked her with a shrug. “Just curious.”

“I decided to be a little bad, honestly.” India lifted an eyebrow. “I grabbed a romance off that table.”

“Romance? Really?”

“Yeah. Do I not seem like a romance reader to you?”

“Honestly, not really, no.” Maisie chuckled. “You seem like you read a lot of business books or something, or like you listen to the audiobooks on your drive to the office, I guess.”

“I do read a lot of business books,” India said. “Usually. But this one had two women on the cover, which intrigued me.”

Maisie cleared her throat and asked, “It did?”

India nodded and said, “I didn’t know your shop sold books like that.”

“Books like what, exactly?”

It wouldn’t be the first time Maisie had had to defend the very few books about women loving women she sold in her store, so she was prepared to do it again if India were about to make a comment about how she’d only bought it to get it out of the eyes of impressionable children or something.

“Gay romance? Sapphic fiction? Lesbian books? Whatever you call them.”

“I only keep a few in stock.”

“Well, I bought one. I started reading it last night. Not bad.”

“No?”

“No,” India said. “I might finish it tonight and buy another one.”

“Another book about two women?”

India smiled and asked, “Is that a problem?”

“No,” Maisie replied, shaking her head. “Nope. Not a problem.”

India nodded again and asked, “Do you want to sit here and have that coffee with me?”

Maisie definitely wanted to do that. She was pretty sure India had just told her that she liked women. India was also gorgeous and was sexy in her pantsuit today, complete with another pair of heels that looked crazy expensive, just like the ones from yesterday. Maisie was wearing a pair of jeans that had a hole in the left knee that she’d put there herself and a T-shirt with a light-gray sweatshirt over it that had the NASA logo on it. She’d gotten it from Target in the boys’ section. There hadn’t been any in the girls’ section, so she’d moved half the rack over there before she left with her purchase. Her tennis shoes were scuffed all over, and her hair was pulled back into a messy bun because she hadn’t expected to run into the classiest woman she’d ever seen again.

“I can’t,” she said. “I’d love to, but I have to get back. I left Sarah with the store, and it’s her tea. I think she’d like it to come back hot, you know?”

“Our peach tea is iced,” India noted.

“It is?” she asked. “Does Sarah know that?”

“I’d assume so, if she asked you to get it for her,” India replied.

“Drip coffee,” a guy said, placing India’s coffee on the counter.

India picked it up and asked, “So, how’s your campaign going?”

“It’s not,” Maisie said.

“No?”

India walked to the condiment bar and poured a generous amount of soy milk into her cup.

“Lactose intolerant?” Maisie asked.

“What?”

“The soy milk.”

“I grabbed soy?” India asked and looked down. “Shit. I meant to grab the half-and-half.”

“Want me to remake it for you?” the guy asked.

“No, it’s okay. I can stand it,” India replied.

The trainee just shrugged and moved on to other drinks.

“So, nothing new on your campaign?” India asked.

“Not since yesterday. Well, technically, I made two hundred and twenty dollars in donations from the mini phone bank we had going.”

“Hey, that’s something.”

“It doesn’t even cover the posters I’ve already bought, but yeah, I guess it’s something,” Maisie replied.

“Don’t give up,” India said.

“I won’t. The election is coming up, so I’ll just accept my fate when the time comes. I wanted to help, you know?”

“I think that’s noble,” India said. “We need more people like you out there, trying to do that.”

India took a sip of her coffee.

“The guy I’m running against is kind of a dick.”

India choked on her coffee a little.

“Are you okay?” Maisie asked her.

“I’m good.” India coughed a few more times.

“Soy milk?”

“Yeah. I think I will get this remade, after all.” India set the cup down on the bar, and the guy nodded apologetically in acknowledgement. “He’s a dick?”

“Yes. My best friend called him smarmy. It fits, I think.”

India laughed and said, “Well, with a name like Colter Stone, I’d say so.”

Maisie laughed as two cups were placed on the bar along with a bag.

“Peach tea, caramel latte, and two peanut butter cookies,” the guy said.

“Thank you,” she replied. “I need to get back.”

“Don’t want that tea to get cold,” India teased.

“I’ll see you around?”

“I might stop by later,” India replied.

Maisie smiled.


CHAPTER 6

“To what do I owe this honor?” Colter asked.

“It’s lunch, Colter,” India replied, dropping the burger and fries he had asked for when she had texted to ask him to have lunch earlier on the table.

“It’s lunch with my big sister, who never asks if I want to have lunch.”

“Well, I wanted to talk to you,” she replied and sat down next to him on his office sofa.

“You never want to talk to me. I see you at holidays and funerals,” he said, opening the Styrofoam container, revealing his food. “Where’s yours?”

“I already ate,” she said.

“You asked to have lunch with me, but you already ate?”

“Your burger took about thirty minutes to prepare, so even though I ordered it at the same time as my sandwich, I got bored and ate my food while I had to wait for yours.”

“It’s the best burger in town. It takes time.” He laughed a little.

“It’s also the most expensive. How many ingredients are on that thing?”

“At least ten,” he said. “The fried egg makes it, though. They fry it perfectly and add their sauce. That combo is perfection.” He used the plastic knife to cut it in half and stared as the egg yolk ran down the burger. “See? Perfection.”

“Not a big fan of runny eggs,” she replied. “Or waiting thirty minutes for a burger, Colter. Do you eat like this every day?”

“No, but your office is down the street from this place, so I thought you could grab it for me. Usually, I’ll just grab something from the nearest place or have my assistant do it for me.”

“I know you don’t have someone who is only your assistant as a city councilor.”

“I have staff,” Colter said.

“And they all have actual titles that probably don’t have the word ‘assistant’ in them.”

Colter took a bite, and as he chewed with his mouth half-open, which was something India had always found to be annoying, he asked, “What do you want, India?”

India reached into her purse and found another candy bar. She unwrapped it, put it in her mouth, and chewed for a moment with her mouth closed as if to entice him to do the same.

“Your campaign.”

“What about it?” he asked, wiping his chin with a napkin, bringing her attention to his five o’clock shadow.

“How is it going?”

“Fine. Why?”

“Just curious.”

“You’ve never been interested in any of my campaigns before,” he noted, eating a French fry. “This is my fourth.”

It was true: he had run for a couple of lower offices, lost once, won the second time, and then ran for his current position after buying a condo in the district that had an open and vulnerable seat so that he could claim to be part of the community. India wasn’t sure he’d ever even spent a single night there. He’d had it furnished, and he’d taken a lot of publicity photos there, but he had been given a very nice house in the Garden District by his father over a decade ago when he got out of Princeton.

Colter was only her half-brother. When her mother had left her father, she had met Colter’s father, married him, and had Colter, who was seven years her junior. At his thirty-two, he’d never had a day job outside of the offices he had held, hadn’t had to work for anything in his life, including those offices, and had been handed the keys to a four-bedroom estate in the richest part of the city at age twenty-two. While India had gone to business school, Colter had graduated at the bottom of his class from Princeton and had come straight home, where his house awaited him. He had spent most of his time partying in the Quarter with his friends and sleeping with any interested woman in sight. As a result, he now had three children from three different women whom he had to pay child support for but didn’t actually parent.

India never saw her two nieces and one nephew. They weren’t recognized as actual family members by her mother and stepfather, who viewed legitimate heirs as children born to a husband and wife. In India’s case, it would be wife and wife, and she had already talked to her mother and her own father about the fact that she’d never marry a man, so if she had kids, it would be with a woman. They had not made too big a deal about it, but every so often, she got a comment or two about how it would’ve been easier if she were straight. They hadn’t liked Finley at all, and neither had Colter. They were all so stuck-up, while Finley was the opposite of stuck-up, so her mother telling her repeatedly that she’d only been with Finley because it had been a fun fling had been one of the tactics she had used to try to get India to end things. When India had finally told her that it was over between them, her mother had sent her the names of three eligible women she’d known of who dated women. India considered that a positive thing but annoying at the same time.

India had a half-sibling on her father’s side as well, but she hardly saw her. They talked on the phone a lot, but Isabella lived in a small town in California. Arguably, her sister was the smartest of them all: she’d taken the money and run far from the family’s sphere of influence. Isabella was always busy with her husband and two kids, as well as running her own Etsy business from home on the side, which made her more money than Colter’s city council salary. India laughed at that silently.

“How’s the girlfriend, India?” Colter asked when India hadn’t said anything for a while.

“We broke up.”

“Again?” he asked as he took another bite of his burger. “Are all lesbian relationships this complicated and dramatic?”

“For good this time,” she said. “And how are your kids, Colter?” she asked, lifting an eyebrow at him.

“I don’t know. Rich?” he replied. “With the amount of money I pay their mothers every month, they should be more than happy.”

“When was the last time you saw them?”

“Which one?” He shrugged.

“Literally any of them.”

“The oldest one, I saw a few months ago when I had to drop a check off for her mother because the direct deposit into her account didn’t work. The other two…” he said with another shrug. “Maybe a year or so.”

“Have you never thought of being a father to them?”

“Why are you up my ass about this? You’ve never cared before.”

“I cared. They’re my nieces and nephew. But I’m not allowed to see them.”

“They’re biologically mine, yeah, but they’re not family. I had sex, and a woman decided to have the kid. Sometimes, I wonder if they did this on purpose: find me in a bar, hook up with me, and tell me I didn’t need to wrap it up just so that they could get pregnant. Now, they’re taken care of for life.” Colter ate a fry and added, “Anyway, they’re all fine, I think. One of the women got married, too, so that kid has a new dad now. You can relax.”

“How did we come from the same mother?” India said and shook her head.

“No clue because you’re an uptight workaholic, and I’m a chill guy who knows how to have fun. Seriously, India, when was the last time you had actual fun?”

“I have fun,” she said. “I’m just not reckless.”

“Well, it’s not like you can knock a woman up the old-fashioned way, so you can have as much of that kind of fun as you want without the possibility of consequences.”

“There are easy ways to avoid those consequences, you know?” she offered.

“Why bother? I can have as much fun as I want, and I can afford to deal with the consequences.”

“What about your campaign?”

“Why do you keep asking about that?”

“The kids, Colter. You have three kids from three different women, and you aren’t involved in their lives at all. You don’t think that’ll look bad for your campaign?”

“And who’s going to find out? My competitor owns a bookstore and runs her campaign from the back of it. She has buttons, India. Actual buttons. I saw them. I’m not going to lose this one.”

She thought about Maisie and how cute she had looked when she handed India one of those buttons. She wanted to smile at that memory, but she didn’t want Colter asking why she was smiling at him, when she couldn’t remember a single time she’d smiled at her own brother.

“I thought you wanted to run for mayor.”

“I do. And I’ll figure it all out then. I might just make them sign something to keep quiet.”

“It would still get out, Colter.”

“Are you all about me running for mayor now or something? Why are you concerned about this?”

“I’m not. I’m trying to get you to think this through. Maybe you should find another hobby. Politics has a way of bringing out all of people’s skeletons, and you have many.”

“So?” he said. “I’ve got all the connections I need to make this happen. I’m not worried.”

“I heard about the bookstore trying to get landmark status.”

“You did? Where?”

“The shop is right next to my office, Colter. I overheard someone talking about it,” India lied. “You’re not worried about that?”

Her brother didn’t need to know that she’d done some research after she met Maisie, curious about the owner more than the shop, she supposed.

“No. Why?”

“Why not just get the city council to give it the status? I bet the owner would probably drop out of the race if you did.”

“Maybe, but I’m not exactly worried. Why should I give her something?”

“Because it’s part of the history of New Orleans. Why not?”

“If we grant that status, we can’t ever tear it down and build there, and that’s an attractive piece of land in a popular spot. I’m going to keep bringing businesses here, India. I’ll need places to put them. And that is a good place.”

“You’d really play a part in taking away–”

“It’s a fucking bookstore. She can literally pick up the books and sell them somewhere else, making a lot of money in the process. What is the big deal?” he asked.

“The building is–”

“Bricks. It’s just a pile of old bricks that some dude put together a long time ago, probably not expecting his stupid little book business to last because who even read books back then? No one reads them now, either. I’m not going out of my way to try to get that place some stupid status that would mean I can’t tear down the place if I get a good offer for it.”

“If you get a good offer for it?”

Colter closed the food container and said, “You know what I mean. Anyway, lunch has been weird, and I’ve got to get back to work. I’ll see you at Thanksgiving or something.”

“I’m not going to Mom’s this year.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t want to.”

“Going to your dad’s, then?”

“He’s on the yacht.”

“Isn’t he always? Why don’t you fly to wherever the thing is docked and have the holiday there?”

“Because I don’t want to,” she replied. “Maybe I’ll do Thanksgiving at my place this year and invite some friends.”

“What friends?” Colter stood up and walked over to his desk. “Wasn’t it only Funley you spent time with?”

“I know you know her name is Finley.”

“Mom and I always called her Funley behind your back because she was fun for you but wouldn’t last. Now that it’s over for good, I can call her that to your face.”

“No, you can’t,” India said, standing up. “Finley and I were together for years. We were in love. It didn’t work, but you’ve never been with a woman for more than a few weeks. You wouldn’t know anything about love.”

“Good. I don’t want to. Love comes with strings, and I don’t like strings.”

“I’ll leave you to enjoy your burger,” India stated.

“Great. Thanks,” he said. “And why do you care about some tiny bookstore? Is it because it’s next to where you work or something?”

“I know it because it’s next to my office, yes, but I also think we should preserve our history. It’s all we have here.”

“That’s short-sighted, India. We can have more than the past.”

“Colter, you can offer tax breaks and tell the community about jobs all you want. New Orleans is more than just corporations and drunk tourists. At least, it is to a lot of people. Those people want to remember and maintain where we come from for future generations.”

“We can put a plaque up on the business that moves in and replaces it,” he said. “Best I can do. I’ll even pay for the thing myself. How much are plaques? Like, five dollars?”

“Goodbye, Colter,” she replied.

India left his office and felt worse for making the trip. She’d thought she would be able to convince him to at least protect Maisie’s business. She knew it wasn’t exactly her place, but she was a fixer. She always had been. Whenever she and Finley had ended things, India had gone into fix-it mode, trying to find ways to put them back together again. Her most recent and embarrassing attempt had been to try to convince Finley to move in with her. She’d felt her slipping away and wanted to give it one last effort to make Finley see that they belonged together.

When she got back to work, she caught sight of Finley and Molly in the lobby café, laughing about something. She knew now that she was wrong. Deciding to make a U-turn to not run into them, she went back outside and breathed in the humid air of the city. It was better this time of year, but New Orleans was on the water and had enough rain to make the humidity feel nearly impossible at times. When her feet turned on their own in the direction of Chapter & Verse, she smiled as she pulled open the door and saw Maisie behind the counter, talking to a customer. Maisie laughed at something the old man had said, but the man looked serious and almost offended that she would laugh. Then, Maisie looked up, and when she caught sight of India, she smiled at her and gave India a small wave.

“My bag,” the man said.

“Oh, sorry,” Maisie replied.

She reached for a paper bag from under the counter and bagged up the man’s book for him. He probably would have been fine carrying the singular book without the bag, but he seemed like the kind of customer Maisie might just want to get out of the shop before he started complaining about the loud music from the store next to the shop, even though it wasn’t something Chapter & Verse could control.

India moved out of the man’s way as he lumbered toward the door. She pushed it open for him, trying to be nice, and he gave her a grunt as he walked past.

“Um… Hi,” Maisie said.

“Hey,” India replied as the door closed behind her.

“Maise, we got that shipment of new guidebooks in.”

Maisie looked up and said, “Thanks, Lainey. Just leave them in the back. I’ll get them checked in.”

“Okay. I’m going to reshelve.”

“That’s fine,” Maisie replied.

The woman named Lainey turned back around after eyeing India, which was strange, but India let it go and returned her attention to Maisie.

“Hi,” Maisie said again with a bright smile and welcoming eyes.


CHAPTER 7

“Hey,” India said again and stood just inside the door.

“Can I help you find a new romance? You couldn’t have finished the first one since I saw you this morning,” she said.

“No,” India replied, laughing a little. “I just… I guess I came here to browse.”

“In the middle of your workday?”

“I’m taking a break,” India replied.

“Okay,” she said, nodding. “Need help finding where to browse, maybe?”

“That old man grunted at me.”

India hooked a thumb in the direction of the door.

Maisie laughed and said, “Mr. Barnard grunts at everyone.”

“Why, exactly?” India asked as she walked over to the counter.

“Well, he’s an old man. I think they just do that. But if I had to guess, there’s more to it than that.”

“Like what?”

“I think he had a crush on my grams.”

“Crush?”

“Maybe more.” Maisie shrugged a shoulder. “He used to come in every single day, six days a week. And had we been open on Sundays, I think he would’ve come in after church, dressed in his Sunday best.” She smiled. “Whenever Grams was working in the front, he would grab a book off the closest table, make a special order, or pick one up. When she was in the back, he’d skip right over the counter and make his way through the aisles.”

“That’s sort of sweet,” India said with a smile.

“It was, yeah. She wasn’t interested, though. She never moved on from Gramps.”

“It’s cute that you call them that; Grams and Gramps.”

“What do you call your grandparents?”

“Well, nothing now. They’re all gone. I used to call them Grandmother and Grandfather, though.”

“Grandmother and Grandfather? Not even Grandma and Grandpa?”

“Formal family,” India said, tilting her head.

“Families can be formal? How does that work?”

The door swung open, and a customer walked in.

“One sec,” she said to India. “Hi. How can I help you?”

“Bathroom?” the woman asked.

“In the back on the left,” Maisie replied.

The woman nodded and walked in that direction.

“Does that happen a lot?” India asked.

“Honestly, not as much anymore. The store moving in next door helped. Most people pee there now, I’d imagine. But it used to happen all the time since your lobby doesn’t let people use the bathroom.”

“Security thing,” India offered in explanation.

“Back to the family thing. What is a formal family?”

India sighed and said, “You dress up for most dinners, which you eat in the formal dining room and usually have the staff prepare, deliver, and clean up. No elbows on the table. You call your parents ‘Mother’ and ‘Father’ when in certain company; never ‘Mommy’ and ‘Daddy,’ even when you’re young. You attend certain society events. It’s all very cliché.”

“And that was your family?”

“Still is. I just don’t always participate. And I cook for myself now, so I can put my elbows wherever I want.”

Maisie laughed and said, “So, you wanted to browse?”

“I guess I just wanted to get out of the office. I had lunch with–” India stopped. “My brother. It didn’t go well. But then, I was getting back to the office, and in the lobby, I found my ex-girlfriend with her new girlfriend, and I just needed to turn around and take a breath.”

“Oh. Your ex-girlfriend works for Southern?”

“So does her new girlfriend,” India revealed. “It’s been interesting recently.”

“I’d say so. Is that how you met? Through work?”

“Yeah. Finley is in IT. I’m in business development. We met, and we’ve been on and off ever since. Recently, she told me we were off for good, and I reacted poorly.” India stepped back. “I’m sorry. This is all really personal, and I’m at your place of business, just dropping this on you.”

“No, it’s okay,” Maisie replied. “I asked. And I’m not exactly busy. Aside from Lainey, there’s one other person in here with us, and she’s in the bathroom, so I’ve got the time. What do you mean you reacted poorly?”

“I thought we’d get back together how we always do, so I made advances, which she turned down, and I’m still a little embarrassed by it all.”

“Is her new girlfriend a bitch, at least?” Maisie joked.

“I wish. Molly is actually really great. I liked her before she started dating my ex, and I still do.”

“Wait. Molly, who works at Southern Roastery? Molly in HR?”

“Yes, how did you–”

“She’s been in here a bunch. Not recently, now that I think about it, but she used to come in, like, once every few weeks.”

“She’s probably busy with Finley.”

“Oh, sorry,” Maisie said.

“It’s okay. I’m good now.”

“So, it was a while ago, then?”

“Not really,” India said. “Weeks, not months.”

Maisie nodded because she’d gotten her answer. India had just gotten out of what sounded like a complicated relationship with someone whom she still wasn’t over. It dampened her mood a bit, but she reminded herself that it wasn’t as if someone like India would go for someone like her anyway.

“I’m good, though,” India repeated. “Really. I wasn’t at first, but I think that was more because I didn’t want to be alone, and Finley was familiar. You know how that goes.”

“Not really.”

“Just that it gets hard to let go of something when you think about having to start over. We tried for years. She knows everything about me. I know everything about her. It’s kind of like that old blanket you keep over your sofa. You could buy a new one that might be warmer or bigger or softer, but when you put it over your legs, it wouldn’t feel the same as the old one you’ve put over those legs for years; even though it might have holes in it or has been washed a thousand times and is falling apart.”

“Yeah, I can see that,” Maisie replied as the woman who had just used her bathroom walked out the door.

“Hey, can I maybe grab you a coffee? Finley and Molly should be back upstairs by now, and I could use a pick-me-up. I don’t have another meeting, so I can bring it back here,” India offered.

“I’d like a coffee,” Lainey said from the center aisle.

“Lainey!”

“What do you want?” India asked her.

“Iced coffee. Large. Maybe add a little vanilla?”

“Sure.” India chuckled. “Maisie?”

“You don’t have to bring us coffee.”

“I want to. Caramel latte and a peanut butter cookie?”

“Sure, I guess.”

“Lainey, peanut butter cookie?”

“Hell, yeah,” Lainey replied.

“Great. I’ll be right back,” India said with a determined look on her face.

Then, she turned and left the shop. Maisie smiled because the pretty woman she had a crush on, after only meeting her the day before, was going to bring her coffee and a cookie. The pretty woman she had a crush on had remembered her coffee order. Maisie looked up at Lainey, who was suddenly standing where India had been just moments before. She must have zoned out because she had no idea how Lainey had gotten there so quickly.

“You like her.”

“What?”

“You like her. That’s India, right?”

“Yes, that’s India. And I don’t like her.”

“Yes, you do. I remember what you look like when you like someone. For a while, that someone was me.”

“You know too much about me. We shouldn’t be friends anymore,” she joked.

“It goes both ways. Act like you’ve never told Paige anything embarrassing about me before.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” she replied, stacking the Chapter & Verse bookmarks in a neat little pile.

“Maise, she’s, like, really fancy. Those shoes cost more than my car.”

“I know. So what?”

“So, you’re rocking a hoodie and tennis shoes.”

“What’s your point, Lainey? She’s a customer, not someone I’m dating.”

“She’s bringing you coffee.”

“She’s bringing us coffee. You’re the one who said yes. I was about to tell her, ‘No thank you.’”

“But you’re glad I said something because it means she’s coming back. And just how does she know your coffee order?”

“I went to the café, and she was there. It’s for employees only, which I didn’t know, so she got me in and heard my order. That’s all.”

“That’s all? Yeah, right,” Lainey said. “She remembered it and is on her way back with it for you.”

“For us,” Maisie repeated.

“Maise, she’s pretty.”

“Now, you think she’s pretty?”

“I thought she was pretty before. I just didn’t say anything.”

“You just told me she’s too fancy for me,” she noted.

“She is. But opposites attract sometimes, right?”

“Which is it, then? I shouldn’t like her because she’s too fancy, or I should like her because she’s pretty?”

“So, you do like her?” Lainey asked, pointing at her.

“I don’t even know her.” Maisie laughed. “I’ve had, like, two, maybe three conversations with the woman.”

“But they’ve been good conversations?”

“I guess so.” She shrugged a shoulder.

“Then, ask her out. She’s into women. I know; I heard her say something about an ex-girlfriend.”

“You were eavesdropping?” she asked.

“It’s a small store, Maise. Kind of hard not to overhear things when there’s no one else in here.”

“Can you just get back to work? I’m not paying you to give me a hard time.”

“Yeah. Yeah,” Lainey replied and made her way back to the center aisle.

“Hey?”

“Yeah?” Lainey asked.

“She might not be over her ex.”

“She said she was good. I heard that part, too.”

“What if she’s not?”

“You can ask her.”

“That’s obvious.”

“Ask her out, I mean. If she says no, either she’s not interested in you or she’s not over her ex, but at least you’d know. You haven’t been on a date in forever. It’s worth a shot.”

“Can you make yourself scarce when she comes back?” Maisie asked.

“Sure.”

Lainey winked at her before she headed toward the back office just as the door opened and India walked through.

“Okay. I’ve got a large vanilla iced coffee, a large caramel latte, two peanut butter cookies, and a peach tea.”

“Peach tea?”

“I thought if Sarah was here, she’d like it, and if not, I would drink it.”

“She’s not. Off today,” Maisie replied.

“All mine, then,” India said as she set a travel container with the drinks and a brown bag on the counter.

“I thought you wanted coffee.”

“Just caffeine.” India took the tea and looked around. “Where’s Lainey?”

“Back office.”

“Should I take this back to her?”

“No, I’ll give it to her in a minute,” she replied. “She’s… on the phone… with her doctor. She’s got a… rash.”

“Oh,” India said, scrunching up her nose and looking down the center aisle as if she could see the fake rash from there.

“That’s not true.” Maisie shook her head. “She’d kill me if she thought I let you leave thinking that.”

“She doesn’t have a rash?” India asked.

“She might, but I wouldn’t know about it. Paige might.”

“Who’s Paige?”

“Lainey’s girlfriend.”

India took a long drink of her peach iced tea through the straw, and those brown eyes bore into Maisie’s, making her suddenly very nervous.

“So, do you have any plans tonight?” Maisie asked.

India shook her head, still with the straw in her mouth, making drinking through a straw look sexy.

“Um… There’s this dive seafood place I was going to go to. They have great food, but it’s a hole-in-the-wall place. Literally, it’s a hole in the wall. You order there and eat as you go, or they have picnic tables sometimes. Do you maybe want to grab some cheap seafood and eat it at a picnic table where there may or may not be bird poop?” Maisie shook her head while she laughed. “I’m making this sound awful, I know, but it’s good food, at least. Super chill.”

“Your kind of place?” India asked.

“Super chill?”

India nodded.

“I’m a pretty chill girl, yeah.” Maisie smiled.

“Is this a date?”

Maisie cleared her throat and said, “Yeah, it would be a date.”

India bit her lower lip and asked, “What about this? I’ll pick you up at your place and take you to a nice restaurant where we can order an amazing bottle of wine and the chef’s tasting menu. I can get us a reservation. There’s also a new play I’ve been dying to check out that just opened. I can make a few calls and get us some good tickets.”

Maisie’s eyes widened. So, India was interested in going out with her, but she wanted to go to a fancy restaurant and then to some play after?

“Um… I might not be able to afford that. The restaurant, I mean. I don’t know how expensive the play would be.”

“My treat,” India said. “If it’s a first date, I don’t want to sit at some picnic table, possibly on bird poop, while I eat seafood. I don’t think me getting sick from bad shrimp is a great way to end the night.”

“Why would you get sick?” Maisie asked.

“It’s a dive, you said.”

“It’s a locally-owned restaurant that could use a little TLC, yes, but the food is good. They have that sign hanging up outside from the board of health. They have an A. It’s safe to eat there, and I’ve never gotten sick. Neither has Lainey nor Paige, for that matter.”

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to insult the place. I just thought it would be nice to go to a great restaurant where we could sit and talk, have a waiter bring us the food, and have some music playing in the background.”

“We could sit and talk at the other place, too. That was kind of the idea.”

“I’m not much of a hole-in-the-wall person, Maisie. It’s not really my thing. Sorry.”

“Fancy restaurants aren’t really my thing,” Maisie said and motioned to her clothes. “You’ve seen how I’m dressed. This is how I dress pretty much all the time. I wouldn’t even fit in wherever you want to go.”

“I wouldn’t exactly fit in where you want to go,” India argued. “I don’t like my heels to go into the grass or mud, and I’m guessing those picnic tables are–”

“You know what? You’re right.” Maisie shook her head. “Just forget about it.”

“Maisie, if you want to go out, we can. I promise, the restaurant will be fine. I’ll even skip the tasting menu. We can order whatever you want.”

“A dive; that’s what I wanted. It’s fine, though. Forget I asked.” She waved India off. “Thank you for the coffee and the cookies. It really was very nice of you. I’ll give this one to Lainey.” She pointed to Lainey’s iced coffee. “But I think I’ll keep both cookies. I could really use them.”

“Hey, what just happened here?” India asked her. “You asked me out, but now, you don’t want to go because I wanted to take you to a nice restaurant? That’s a bad thing?”

“I think we’re just really different, and this conversation made that clear. I mean, my family isn’t formal. Yours is. Not sure where we go from here.”

“We can talk about it, at least,” India suggested.

The door opened, and a man and a woman walked in.

“Bathroom?” Maisie guessed.

“Yes, please,” the woman replied.

“Back, on the left.” Maisie pointed. “I should get back to work,” she told India.

“Yeah, okay. Sure, I guess,” India replied, looking confused, but she left the shop all the same.


CHAPTER 8

India let out a deep sigh.

“Is the coffee maker not working again?”

India turned around to see Molly standing behind her.

“Oh. I don’t know. I’m not making coffee; just standing here.”

“Why, exactly?” Molly asked.

“Because I’m an idiot,” she replied.

Molly walked farther into the kitchen, picked up an apple from the fruit bowl, and leaned back against the counter next to India.

“Why are you an idiot?”

“Do you, of all people, really need to ask me that? I tried to kiss your girlfriend to get her back.”

“She wasn’t my girlfriend then, so while that still wasn’t cool, it wasn’t because of me. It wasn’t cool because of Finley. She told you it was over, and you didn’t respect that. She’s forgiven you, though, so I have as well. Why else are you an idiot?”

“You’ve been to Chapter & Verse, right?”

“Yeah. I used to go there every so often, but I haven’t been in a while. Why?”

“You know Maisie?”

“The owner? Yes, she’s cool. She’s great with book suggestions. Got me to read some alternate history book I never would’ve picked out on my own. Why?”

“Because she asked me to… hang out tonight.”

“Hang out?”

“Yeah, at some dive restaurant. She called it a dive place, I think. I suggested we hang out somewhere else.”

“Where else, exactly?”

“Well, I was planning on getting us a reservation at Arnaud’s or GW Fins, but she didn’t let me get that far.”

“You were going to hang out at one of the most expensive restaurants in the city?” Molly asked.

“They both have amazing food and great wine lists.”

“But Maisie isn’t– Never mind.” Molly shook her head.

“No. What? Maisie isn’t what?”

“She doesn’t strike me as someone who would want or care about a great wine list. I don’t know her all that well, obviously, so I could be wrong, but she seems…”

“Chill?”

“Did you just say chill?” Molly laughed and covered her mouth. “Sorry. That word sounds really weird coming from you.”

“Chill? I say, ‘Chill the wine,’ all the time.”

“Chill specifically in this context. Like, have you ever just chilled? Relaxed?”

“I chill,” she defended, crossing her arms over her chest.

“How exactly have you chilled?”

“Well, after I chill the white wine, I sit down and drink it while I work.”

“That’s called working with wine, not chilling.”

“I’m not that bad,” she replied.

“I don’t know if you are or not. Fin might. Either way, though, Maisie seems like the kind of woman who would want to have a cold beer and maybe watch a movie or something. She’s probably not a big wine drinker, if I had to guess. And she’s a local, born and raised here, so she probably likes the dives that make the best food. I doubt she would even know which piece of cutlery to use for what course at one of those fancy places. I know I don’t,” Molly told her.

“She wanted me to sit on bird poop, Molly.”

“I’m sorry. What?” Molly asked with a little laugh.

“Bird poop,” she repeated. “She asked me to sit at a picnic table with her, eat bad shrimp, and mentioned that birds poop there. I’m supposed to eat while I sit on poop?”

Molly’s laughter continued.

“She didn’t say it like that, did she?”

“Not exactly, no, but that’s what she meant.”

“You’re telling me that Maisie wanted you to eat bad shrimp and sit in bird poop while you do it?”

“It was how she described the ambiance that concerned me, so I suggested someplace nicer. She told me never mind because we’re not compatible if we don’t like the same food or places to eat it.”

“Compatible?” Molly asked. “Compatible, like–”

“No, in a friendly, hanging out kind of way,” she said.

“How did you two even get to talking?” Molly asked.

“I went over there to… check out the competition. She’s running against my brother for city council. I just found out and wanted to see who she was, and we got to talking. She’s nice, even though she asked if I wanted to eat the bad shrimp with bird poop.”

“What did I just walk in on?”

India looked up and saw Finley heading toward them, so she rolled her eyes because, of course, Finley would overhear that.

“Nothing,” Molly replied.

India appreciated Molly trying to cover for her, but Finley knew her well, even if they were no longer a couple, and she stared at India, clearly knowing that something was up.

“Someone asked if I wanted to hang out, and I screwed it up,” India confessed to avoid the interrogation.

“Someone?”

“The woman who owns the bookstore next door. She’s running against Colter for city council.”

“Your asshole of a brother should not be in public office,” Finley said.

“I agree with you on that. On both counts. Maisie seems like she actually wants to help people, though.”

“Maisie?” Finley asked as she moved to stand next to Molly, grazing her forearm with her fingertips in an intimate act that had India wanting another piece of leftover Halloween candy from her purse.

“She’s the owner. I’ve met her. She’s nice,” Molly said.

“She asked you out?” Finley asked.

India didn’t think she could get away with lying to Finley, but she shook her head all the same. She wasn’t sure why she was lying to both of them. Maisie had asked her out on a date. India was single. Finley wouldn’t be hurt. She’d already moved on, after all.

“She didn’t ask you out?” Finley checked. “No, she did. You just don’t want to admit it.”

“Can you please just pretend like you don’t know me so well?” she asked. “It’s not nice to do that in front of Molly.”

“I’m okay with it,” Molly replied.

“Thanks for the help,” India said sarcastically.

“I’m trying to be comfortable with the two of you being friends. I’m a work in progress.” Molly shrugged.

“Yes, she asked me out on a date,” India admitted.

“And you suggested a super fancy, rich-people restaurant, didn’t you? Please tell me you did not mention a tasting menu, India.”

“Finley, you’ve had some pretty great food at some of those places over the years,” she argued.

“Sure. But you made me dress up, and I was totally uncomfortable the whole time. Is that what you want for a first date with this woman?”

“I wanted to do something nice for a first date. Sue me. Her idea involved bird poop.”

“She’s your brother’s competition, and you want to go out with her?” Molly asked.

“I didn’t know that she was going to ask me out. And she doesn’t know that Colter is my brother. He barely is, anyway, when you think about it. Even Fin would agree with me on that one. ”

“You haven’t told her?” Molly asked.

“No, because it didn’t matter. I thought she was cute and nice, but I wasn’t looking for anything. I just got out of a really long relationship. I’m sure you two remember that.”

“But you like her?” Finley asked.

“I just told you that I think she’s cute and nice,” India replied.

“She is cute,” Molly added.

“Sorry?” Finley asked, looking over at her girlfriend.

“I’ve been in love with you for literal years. Remember that?” Molly said.

India reached for a mini candy bar from the giant bowl next to the coffee maker and got to unwrapping it.

“I want to see for myself,” Finley stated as she smiled at Molly. “Is she there now? Let’s go check her out.”

“What? No. Don’t you dare,” India said before she put the candy into her mouth. “And she took back the whole bird poop date thing, so there’s no need. Let’s just go about our workdays like normal people in an office and pretend like we don’t know way too much about each other.”

“Please stop saying, ‘Bird poop.’ And come on. It’ll be fun,” Finley said.

“Oh, I highly doubt that,” she replied.

But there was nothing she could do to stop them, so five minutes later, India was following Finley, who was like a dog with a bone, and Molly, who was tagging along, probably to make sure that Finley didn’t do anything stupid, which India appreciated.

“Do not say anything about Colter,” India said when they hit the sidewalk outside the bookstore. “I don’t want her to know that I’m related to him. She already thinks I’m pretentious.”

“You are pretentious,” Finley replied, pulling open the door. “After you, babe.”

India almost walked in first, still used to that term of endearment applying to her, but then she remembered that Finley had a new babe now and let Molly walk in first.

“Maisie, hey,” Molly greeted instantly.

“Molly, hi. Haven’t seen you in a while,” Maisie said and looked behind Molly toward India. “Oh. Hi.”

“I told Molly that I’d been over here, and she insisted on visiting,” India lied.

“Yes, that is what happened,” Molly covered for her. “And this is my girlfriend, Finley. Sorry, I haven’t been here in a while. I’ve been busy.”

“Hi. Nice to meet you,” Finley spoke, holding out her hand over the counter for Maisie to shake.

“You too.”

“I’ve never actually been in here. Do you have books on coding or computers?”

“Not really, no,” Maisie replied.

India smiled because Maisie looked totally taken aback, as if they had just invaded her territory and she hadn’t been prepared for it. And, technically, they had, so India felt bad about that, but she’d known that there had been no stopping Finley, who was probably trying to make up for the night they had been supposed to hang out alone and hadn’t by getting India together with Maisie.

“Oh, okay,” Finley said, sounding disappointed as if she had actually planned on buying a book.

“So, you just wanted to stop by?” Maisie asked Molly.

“After India mentioned she’d been here earlier, yeah. I haven’t been here since before Finley and I started dating, so I suggested we all come over and she could see this great place for herself. Isn’t it great, babe?”

Molly was really putting in effort, which made India smile. Finley’s new girlfriend was a great person, and if Finley was going to be with someone else, India supposed she could do a whole lot worse than Molly Jewel.

“You three all work together?” Maisie asked.

“Yeah. IT, HR, and business development at Southern Roastery,” Finley replied as she pointed to herself, Molly, and India.

That was when India realized that Maisie had put it all together because her expression had gone from overwhelmed to one of realization, and not necessarily a good realization.

“I see,” Maisie said, nodding. “Well, I’ve got some inventory to do right now. Is there anything I can get for you, though?”

“I’d like to get another book,” India said, moving over next to Finley, but leaving plenty of space between them.

“Go for it. I’ll have Lainey ring you up.”

“Hey, what are you doing tonight?” Molly asked Maisie.

“Sorry?”

“Tonight. Do you have any plans?”

India looked over at Molly with wide eyes and then back at Maisie, thinking about taking back her earlier thought about Molly being great for Finley right about now.

“No, I don’t.”

“Well, we’re all going to this bar a friend of a friend owns to have a few drinks. Want to join us?”

“We are?” Finley asked before receiving an elbow to her side. “Right. We are. You should come.”

Maisie looked at India and asked, “You’re going?”

India glanced at Finley and Molly and then nodded because she didn’t know what else to do.

“Yes. They asked me on the way over here, and I said yes,” she lied.

“What kind of bar is it?” Maisie asked.

“A good one,” Molly replied. “Chill. Super chill.”

India cleared her throat.

“Chill? And you’re going?” Maisie asked India again.

“I can do chill.”

When Finley laughed at that, Molly elbowed her again. India shook her head at her ex-girlfriend, but also at herself for putting Molly – and now everyone else – in this very awkward situation.

“Super chill,” Finley added.

“I’ve been there before. It’s a local place. Indoors. No bird poop,” India joked.

“That was just a–” Maisie stopped herself. “Nothing. I don’t know. Maybe. I might need to stay late for inventory.”

“Earlier, you asked me–” India stopped, too, because now wasn’t the time to point out that Maisie had been free before when she had asked her out for that night. “Yeah, if you can make it, it could be fun.”

“Candace, the owner, is a professional mixologist,” Finley added as if a selling point was needed to convince Maisie to go. “She makes amazing drinks.”

“Mixologist?”

“But, like, a casual, chill mixologist,” Molly said. “She’s always wanted to own her own place, and it’s not like one of those weirdly blue-lit places with frosted glass that looks like it belongs in outer space.”

Maisie laughed and said, “There are a lot of those places in this city.”

“I know. I’ve been to some, but this isn’t one of them,” Molly said.

“I could buy you a drink,” India offered. “If you’re able to go, I mean.”

“I’ll see if I can finish up early. We can hang out.”

India caught that tone and understood it to mean that tonight would not be considered a double date. They would be there just as two friends because she’d messed things up by suggesting they go someplace she wanted to go instead of going along with Maisie’s idea. And she had done this in the past, too. Repeatedly. In fact, it was one of the reasons she and Finley were no longer together: India’s inflexibility. She knew that it was something that she needed to work on.

“Okay,” India said, giving Maisie a soft smile.

“Let me give you the info,” Molly said.

While Molly and Maisie talked more about the bar for a minute and made plans for the four of them, India remembered that she had said something about wanting to buy another book, so she reached behind her for one, thinking any would do. She picked one up without looking and put it on the counter.

“I’ll take this too while I’m here.”

“How to Appear Normal at Social Events: and Other Essential Wisdom?” Maisie looked up at her. “This is the book you want?”

Finley laughed hard before Molly pulled her away from the counter. India blushed, which rarely happened, but she cleared her throat again and tried to hold it together.

“Um… Yeah. It’s a gift.”

“For whom?” Maisie asked.

“Finley. As you can see, she’s terrible at picking up on social cues,” India replied, handing Maisie her credit card.

“Hey!” Finley said as she continued to laugh.

“Anyway… I’ll just get this and see you later.”

“Yeah, okay,” Maisie replied and rang the book up for her. “Do you need a bag?”

“No, I’m good.” India took her purchase and pushed it into Finley’s chest. “There you go. All yours, asshole.”

Molly laughed a little, took the book from Finley, and said, “See you later?”

“Sure,” Maisie replied.

India then pulled open the door, not waiting for Finley and Molly, and walked outside, hearing her heels click, click, click against the sidewalk and not stopping until she was in front of her office building.

“What was that?” she asked, turning around to see Molly and Finley catching up to her.

“Sorry. I thought it would be nice to hang out with her,” Molly replied. “We can talk you up.”

“I don’t need you to talk me up, Molly,” she said. “And could you have been any more obvious?” she asked Finley.

“What? You were both right: she is cute. You should go for it.”

“So that you wouldn’t have to worry about me trying to get back together with you again because I would’ve moved on?” she asked.

“What? No,” Finley replied. “I thought you liked her.”

“I barely know her.”

“You get to know people by spending time with them, India. Maybe a night at a bar is just what you two need.”

“We aren’t a twosome.” India sighed. “She’s right: we’re polar opposites. I want a nice meal. She wants–”

“If I hear you say, ‘Bird poop,’ again, I’m going back in there and canceling the bar hang,” Finley interrupted her. “India, calm down. This isn’t a big deal. We’ll just have a few drinks. If you two don’t hang out again, so be it. If you decide to go out with her, and she’s into it, you do that. This is a good thing. And I’m not saying that because I think you’re still into me. I believe you when you say that you’re good.”

“I am good.”

“Glad to hear it,” Molly added.

India took a deep breath, trying to calm herself down, and softly asked, “Will you help me order the right stuff so that she doesn’t think I’m inflexible? I don’t want to order some fancy drink, and she thinks I can’t… Well, you know.”

“Sure. We’ll do that,” Finley replied. “Also, here.” She handed India the book. “Maybe this will help.”

“Shut up,” India said, laughing.


CHAPTER 9

“You’re making me go with you?” Lainey asked.

“I need someone there,” she said, putting the guidebooks on the front table. “Please. You can bring Paige.”

“Paige is at a family dinner tonight.”

“Why aren’t you there, too, then?”

“She saved me from it by telling them that I had work to do,” Lainey replied. “They’re good people; they’re just also a lot sometimes when they all get together. She’s got four brothers and two sisters. They all have kids, except for Paige. I needed a break since we’ll be there for Thanksgiving.”

“That sounds like a lot of people.”

“Her parents have tables, plural, for everyone. The kids eat in the living room, and the adults are in the kitchen and the dining room.”

“Damn,” Maisie said. “But that means you’re free.”

“Maisie, you asked her out. She said yes. Then, you got upset that she suggested some other place.”

“It wasn’t that she suggested we go somewhere else and I got upset. It was more like what you said before made sense, and I realized it wouldn’t work. So, why bother?”

“The dress thing? The fact that she’s clearly making good money at that job of hers, and you come to work in jeans?”

“Yes, that.”

“But, Maisie, you own this place, so you can wear whatever you want. That’s one of the reasons why you dress comfortably. It’s also a bookstore, so no one is expecting someone to be dressed up working here. And I think that would be weird, anyway. I wouldn’t want to buy a book from someone wearing a fancy dress.”

“It’s not just the dress thing. It was the expression she had on her face when I suggested a hole-in-the-wall restaurant. Before I mentioned that, when I asked if she had plans tonight, she looked sexy as hell just drinking that an iced tea through a damn straw. Then, I mentioned the place, and you should have seen the transformation, Lainey. It was like she couldn’t be bothered, and she started talking about where she wanted to go. I can’t afford that.”

“Did she expect you to pay?”

“No, she said she would, but that’s this time. What happens if we go out again, and she wants to go someplace that’s pricey? I’m doing okay here, but it’s not like I can afford to take a woman to five-star restaurants a few times a week.”

“Did she ask you to do that?”

“No.” Maisie sighed. “But I got the vibe that she would want that, Lainey. I can’t explain it.”

“Then, why did you agree to go to this bar thing?”

“Her friends asked me. It was the peer pressure. What was I supposed to do? Say no? That would’ve been rude. Oh, wait. They weren’t just her friends. One of them was her ex-girlfriend, whom she, apparently, was with for a long time up until very recently.”

“Her ex was here?” Lainey asked. “You didn’t tell me that. What did she look like?”

“She looked casual and dressed a lot like me, so there’s another example of why it wouldn’t work. Just come with me. We’ll have a drink, talk to them for a while, and I’ll give you the signal. You’ll pretend to get sick or something. I’ll have to take you home, and we’ll go.”

“Maisie, this is a whole lot of effort for a woman you don’t want to go out with.”

“Well, obviously, I want to go out with her. She’s gorgeous. She’s also funny, I think, and she bought me coffee twice. I’m just tired of being made to feel like I don’t matter because I run a small bookstore and don’t have millions of dollars to contribute to my campaign.”

“India isn’t that Colter asshole,” Lainey told her.

“I know. The timing is still off, though. He riled me up, and there’s the election. I need to focus on that right now.”

“Whatever you say, but I think you like her and need to just talk to her about the whole date confusion thing. A fancy dinner for a first date isn’t necessarily such a bad thing, Maise. Maybe she wanted it to be special. I wish I could afford to take Paige to a nice place. She deserves it.”

“Yeah. Yeah. You love your girlfriend.” Maisie winked at her. “I get it.”

“When are you supposed to meet them there?”

“Seven,” she replied.

“Okay. I have practice until six. Want me to swing by and pick you up? That way, you can use the fact that it’s my car as an excuse to leave later, if you want.”

“I’ll meet you there. I really do have inventory to finish. I’ll just take a Lyft or something.”

“All right. Well, I’ll see you there, then.”

Lainey grabbed her jacket off the counter.

“See you there,” Maisie replied.

◆◆◆

“Okay. Remember the plan,” she said when she stopped Lainey at the door to the bar.

“The plan? This isn’t a spy movie, Maisie. Just get inside.”

Lainey shoved her playfully toward the bar.

Maisie turned around and walked inside, looking for the group that had invited her but also taking in the place, hoping it really was just a regular bar where she and Lainey would be able to afford drinks. India had offered to buy her one, but she didn’t plan on taking her up on that. Surprisingly, the bar looked like a regular pub she could find just about anywhere. There was a jukebox in the corner, those video game things on the end of the U-shaped bar, and tables and booths with little napkin holders and menus stowed behind them. It felt like a place she would have gone to on her own, which was a good thing. It was also busy, but not in an unapproachable way, which was nice.

“Maisie, over here.”

Maisie turned to see Finley waving her down from a six-seater booth along the side wall. Finley was sitting next to Molly and had her arm around her shoulders. India was sitting opposite them, looking totally uncomfortable. In fact, she had what looked like a napkin in her hand and was wiping off the table in front of her. Maisie wanted to roll her eyes, but India looked up at her just then, so she kept that reaction to herself.

“Hey,” she said. “This is my friend, Lainey.”

She motioned to Lainey standing at her right.

“Nice to meet you,” Finley said. “This is my girlfriend, Molly, and… my friend, India.”

Maisie caught the pause and India’s reaction to it. India looked a little surprised, but she didn’t say anything. She just pushed the napkin aside toward the wall and spoke to Maisie, “Hi. I’m glad you could join us.”

“Yeah, no problem,” Maisie replied. “Should I order at the bar?”

“No, someone will be over in a minute,” Finley said. “Have a seat.”

“Lainey,” Maisie said and then motioned for Lainey to go in first.

Lainey must have realized that Maisie wanted her to sit by India, so instead, she sat next to Molly on the other side of the booth, leaving Maisie with only one place to sit. Not wanting to draw attention to her annoyance at her friend, she sat down next to India, leaving a little space between them.

“So, Lainey, you and Maisie are friends?” Molly asked.

“Yeah, for a while now. Technically, we were girlfriends first. Then, friends.”

“You two dated?” Finley asked.

“We did, yeah. For about six months, many years ago now. Then, I met Paige. She’s my girlfriend.” Lainey looked at Molly, who nodded. “She’s at a family dinner, or she’d be here.”

“What can I get for you?” a woman asked them as she approached the booth.

“Hey, Logan.”

“Hey, Fin. What’s up?”

“Nothing. Just here for a drink.”

“Beer?”

“Yeah. You know my usual,” Finley said.

“Same for me,” Molly added.

“Vodka soda?” Lainey ordered.

“Sure,” the woman named Logan replied and turned to Maisie.

“I’m not picky. Just any light beer,” she said.

“Tap?”

“Bottle is fine,” Maisie said.

“Is Candace here?” India asked.

“She’s in the back, yeah.”

“Could she maybe make me something?”

“I’m sure she can. Any requests?”

“I know it’s fall and almost winter, but I’m feeling like something citrusy. Maybe something light and vodka or ginbased?”

“I’ll see what she can put together for you,” Logan said. “Are you guys eating?”

“I am starving,” Molly said and pulled the menu from behind the napkin holder. “Can you give us a sec?”

“Sure,” Logan replied and walked away.

“Something citrusy?” Finley asked.

“What?” India spoke. “You said she’s a world-renowned mixologist. I wanted to see what she could come up with.”

“You’ve never been here?” Maisie asked.

“I have, technically, but I ordered wine previously, and it wasn’t that good.”

“Oh,” Maisie said.

“I’m not trying to be rude. It was just a basic red.”

“This is a pretty basic bar,” Maisie replied. “Did you expect it to have the world’s greatest wine selection?”

“No, I’m only saying that I tried the wine, and I didn’t enjoy it, so I’m asking the woman who is a trained, professional drink maker to mix me up something that will probably be delicious and properly balanced.”

“Balanced?”

“Yes, like all alcoholic drinks, including that beer you ordered, should be.”

“Don’t get her started,” Finley said.

“What? It’s true,” India replied. “If it’s balanced, it tastes good. Too much gin or not enough throws off the flavors. Too much juice or otherwise fruity flavors creates an imbalance. The same is true with wine. It’s about how the grapes balance with everything else. The sugar content and the fermentation time; it all matters.”

“Are you one of those wine people or something?” Lainey asked.

“A sommelier? No, I’m not. But I did take a class in it a few years ago. Not to get certified or anything; just to learn.”

“That’s cool. Right, Maise?” Lainey asked, nodding toward her in a pretty obvious manner to get her to say something.

“Sure,” she said.

“So, I’m thinking about getting a burger,” Molly said.

“A burger? Here?” India asked.

“They’re really good,” Finley noted, glaring at India.

“They have a kitchen back there?” India asked, turning her head toward the doors that led to the back.

“They do. And their food is good,” Molly replied. “Fin, want to share my fries?”

“No, I’ll get my own,” Finley said. “Without the ketchup soup all over them.”

“Ketchup soup?” India asked.

“Molly loves condiments more than the food she eats them with,” Finley explained.

“Oh,” India replied and reached for that napkin again, using it to wipe at the table that had nothing on it.

“So, Lainey, what do you do?” Finley asked.

“I’m a high school girls’ soccer coach, and I work part-time at Chapter & Verse.”

“Oh, yeah? Why?” Molly asked.

“Because I’m a high school girls’ soccer coach,” Lainey said and laughed a little.

“How was the rest of your day?” India asked softly.

Maisie turned to see her looking her way and tucking the napkin back.

“Good. You?”

“Meetings,” India said.

“Fun,” Maisie replied sarcastically.

“Okay. Beers all around, except for this,” Logan said, setting Lainey’s drink in front of her before she served beers for Maisie, Molly, and Finley. “Yours will be out in a minute. Candace is working on it,” she added to India.

“Great. Thank you,” India said.

“So, food?”

“Yeah. Can I get a cheeseburger with fries?” Molly said.

“I’ll just have the same,” Finley added.

“I guess that means the burger is good. Can I get one, too? No cheese and no onions if they come with it,” Lainey said.

“No problem,” Logan replied and looked at Maisie.

“Sure. Why not?” Maisie said. “Same.”

Logan looked at India.

“Oh, nothing for me.”

“India, the food is good here. I promise,” Finley said.

“It’s fine. I’m not hungry. Just the drink for me; thank you.”

“You don’t like bar food, either?” Maisie asked her.

“I don’t usually eat at bars, no. Drinks, yes. Dinner elsewhere.”

“You don’t want to try it, even though we all are?”

“I’m okay,” India insisted.

“Do you only eat at super fancy places?”

“No,” India replied, turning a little toward her. “Why are you so concerned about where I eat?”

“Because I suggested a place and told you that the food was good, and you looked down at me.”

“I didn’t look down at you.”

“You lifted your nose up. That’s literally looking down at me,” Maisie argued.

“I didn’t lift my nose up. If I did, it wasn’t because of that.”

“Then, why would you lift your nose up at me?”

“I don’t know. Maybe I just wanted to lift my damn nose, Maisie,” India said a little louder. “Do I really have to apologize for not wanting to sit on some picnic table and eat whatever that place sells for my first date with a woman?”

“Did you really have to make it sound like the world would end if you did?” she asked back.

“What is so wrong with wanting to take you to a nice place for dinner?”

“Nothing. It’s not what you suggested. It was how you suggested it.”

“I was drinking peach iced tea that I brought for your employee to be nice, after I got you and Lainey here both coffee… to be nice.”

“You’re right,” Maisie said.

“About what? Why are we even fighting about this?”

“You’ve been wiping the table off with that napkin since before I got here. You had to order something fancy to drink. You won’t order food, even though you’re probably hungry.”

“Hey, Maise,” Lainey said. “Maybe she just doesn’t want to eat right now. She could’ve had a late lunch or something. No big deal.”

“For your information, Maisie Lincoln, I was wiping the table off repeatedly to have something to do with my hands because I’ve been a little anxious tonight. My ex and her new girlfriend are sitting right across from me, and they’re clearly in love. It’s awkward, and not because I still want to be with her. I don’t. Sorry, Fin.”

“No need to apologize for that,” Finley said.

“And I was nervous about you being here, too, because I realized that I should’ve just said yes to your suggestion for a date. I’ve been called inflexible in the past, mainly by Finley and other ex-girlfriends. I do not like beer. And I’ve tried their wine already, but I didn’t like it, either. So, excuse me for wanting a decent drink. I have no idea how expensive or cheap it might be, but that wasn’t why I ordered it. And no, I don’t usually eat food at bars, but tonight, I didn’t want to eat here because I wanted to be able to make a quick exit if I felt like I needed to get out of here for any reason.” India then looked over at Lainey and added, “I’m sorry if I was rude. I think I’ll just let the four of you have your night, and I’ll head home.”

Maisie swallowed and said, “You know what? Come on.”

“What?” India asked.

Maisie stood and asked, “Lainey, are you good?”

“I’m good.”

“Come on. We’re going somewhere,” Maisie said and held out her hand for India to take.

“You ordered food. I have a drink–”

Maisie pulled her wallet out of her pocket and dropped two twenties on the table.

“There. Let’s go.”

India looked at Finley and Molly. Finley nodded at her. India took Maisie’s hand and stood.

“Where, exactly, are we going?”

“We’re going to eat seafood at a picnic table, damn it.”


CHAPTER 10

“You don’t have to take me somewhere,” India said.

“I’m not, technically. Did you drive?”

“What?” she asked when they got to the sidewalk outside the bar.

“Did you drive? I took a Lyft here. I was going to make up some excuse if tonight went bad; have Lainey fake sick and have to drive her home or something.”

“Wow. You had a whole plan to avoid me, huh?”

“Did you drive?” Maisie repeated her question. “Or do you not drive? Do you have a driver? You seem like you might be the kind of person who has one on speed dial.”

“Yes, Maisie, I drove. And no, I don’t have a driver on speed dial. My family does have a driver, though. Do you want me to see if he can pick us up, or would that be too fancy for you?”

“Where did you park?”

“In the back parking lot.” India pointed to the corner they would have to walk around to get to the lot. “I got here early.”

“How early?”

“Well, I’m wearing the same thing I wore to work today, so you guess.”

“You just came here after work?”

“I had a late meeting, but yeah. I was worried I’d be late if I went home, got ready, and came back, and I didn’t want to be late on you.”

“Oh,” Maisie replied.

They walked around the corner, and India wasn’t sure if Maisie was mad at her, annoyed by her, interested in her, or all of the above.

“We’re going to the picnic table place, like I told you.”

“Maisie, I don’t–”

“Will you please just let me take you there? I don’t need a fancy dinner, India. I know you do. You like stuff like that, but I can’t give you stuff like that all the time. I’m not wearing three-hundred-dollar shoes.”

“These are eight-hundred-dollar shoes,” she said while she reached for her keys in her purse.

“You spent eight hundred dollars on shoes?” Maisie asked loudly.

“They’re perfect,” India replied. “And I have some that are more expensive and some that are less.”

“You have shoes that are even more expensive?” Maisie asked. “But why? They’re just shoes.”

“Have you admired my ass in these shoes?”

“What? No. I mean… Well, yeah. You left the store, and I could–”

India laughed and said, “That’s why.”

When she unlocked her car, Maisie turned to hear the two back-to-back beeps.

“You have a Jaguar?”

“Yes, I do. And before you get upset about that, too, it’s four years old. I don’t get a new one every year or something. I only have one car; not a garage full of them, one for each day of the week or anything. And I don’t use that driver. Well, I have a few times, but it was mainly for work or charity functions where I don’t want to drive myself, and I don’t want to use a shared-ride app.”

“I’m not upset with you, India.”

“You’re not?”

Maisie walked around to the other side of the car and opened the door.

“I just… I worried you might be one of those people.”

“What people?”

“People with money. Super-rich people who act like jerks to those of us who aren’t.”

“Oh.”

India climbed inside the car, turned it on, and waited for Maisie to get in.

“I saw you wiping off that table, and I thought you didn’t want to be there, but you were slumming it because of me or something.”

“I’ll admit: I’m not one for places like that most of the time, and that is one of the reasons Finley and I didn’t work. She’s very much into places like that, and I wasn’t good about compromise in our relationship.”

“Which is over, but you’re still nervous around her and Molly?”

India pulled them out of the lot and said, “Nervous isn’t the right word, I think. It’s more that I’m getting used to seeing them together, but there’s an adjustment period. Finley was the person I once saw myself marrying.”

“Really? You and her? Married?”

“Why is that so strange?”

“Because she’s not at all your type.”

“My type? You know my type already?” she asked. “Wait. I don’t even have a type.”

“Finley seems like a top. Am I right?”

India laughed and said, “Yes, you’re right.”

“Did you two fight about that sometimes?”

“Yes.” She laughed some more. “How did you–”

“You like to share those responsibilities, don’t you?”

“I don’t really consider them responsibilities, but yes.”

“And not to make things worse for you, but she and Molly seem really happy together.”

“They do,” India replied. “Where am I going?”

“Oh, turn right and go straight for five blocks.”

“They are good together, and I’m happy for them, but that doesn’t make it any easier for me to see it,” India shared.

“I know. I’m sorry,” Maisie said. “I shouldn’t have said what I said back there. I promise, it’s not all about you. Some of it is just timing.”

“Timing?”

“The campaign. That Colter Stone guy gets on my last nerve. He thinks he can just waltz into my store, make fun of it, belittle me, and leave. It pissed me off. Then, you walk in, and you’re dressed… well, a little like he was. Super expensive shoes, for example. I let it go, but then you were picking a place for our first date, and that brought it back up.”

“I reminded you of Colter Stone?”

“Just the rich thing. How are you this rich, by the way? Does Southern Roastery pay that well? Maybe I should get a job there.”

“Family money,” she said, keeping it generic. “I have a trust fund, but I don’t tap into it often. I make good money at Southern, yes. I’m an executive there, reporting into the C-suite, and I worked my way up out of business school.”

“Family money?”

“Yes,” she said, trying to think about what, if anything, Colter had revealed about their family’s history over the years during his various campaigns. She wasn’t sure if he’d ever said where their money had come from. “We owned some businesses a while back, sold one, started another, sold that, and now, we just have the money and the investments, but I work, Maisie. I don’t have to, and I’m not asking for some pat on the back or anything, but I have a job that I love, and I try to donate to charity regularly. I like nice things, yes. These shoes, for one. This car. My condo is nice, but I don’t think overly so. It’s true that I didn’t want to go to this place with you, but that’s because I really didn’t want to. I could see myself getting sick from the food there and ruining our first date. I could see myself trying to find a clean place to sit and you getting annoyed with me because I couldn’t just be normal and sit down, but this outfit is–”

“Expensive?” Maisie guessed. “Left up here,” she added, pointing.

“Okay,” India replied.

She followed Maisie’s instructions to park and wanted to pick the spot that had two empty spots next to it because she didn’t want her car to be damaged, but that, too, would look like something a rich person would do, so she found a spot between two cars, parked, and they got out.

“Do you really have a problem with the fact that I have money? I can’t exactly change that. I suppose I could donate everything I have, just give it all away, but it’s a first date, maybe. I don’t know. Is this a date? I don’t know if I should commit to giving all my worldly possessions away for a first date.”

“Not a requirement,” Maisie said. “And no, I don’t have a problem with it. Technically, my family was upper crust, too. It was just a really long time ago.”

“Ah, yes. You’re related to a former beloved president,” India said with a smile as she joined Maisie to walk toward a bright blue building on the water.

It looked more like a one-room shack or maybe a concession stand at a Little League game. India had been to a few of those over the years because of her sister, but what this place did not look like was a restaurant where she’d get good food.

“Loosely.”

“So loosely, you have his last name?”

“My family is from Pennsylvania originally,” Maisie said. “No one signed the Declaration of Independence or anything, but we were in the mix. The oldest bookstore in the country is there, and the story goes that my family saw that, thought about having one of their own, but there wasn’t room or need for more than one in the same place, so they decided to move down here, which was odd because this wasn’t part of the US yet. That didn’t happen until the Louisiana Purchase in 1803. Anyway, they managed to buy up some land. Two plots. One for their family home. One for the shop. They also farmed a little and did other things until they sold the house and the land, and eventually, that place became your office building.”

“Their house was–”

“Is now Southern Roastery’s headquarters, yes.” Maisie shrugged as they joined the line of ten or so people in front of the blue shack.

“They kept the bookstore and were very happy when the land became part of the US. It made things easier. Anyway, I’m sure they were doing some shady things back then – white people in the South and all that – but I don’t know how bad it was; just that they had this bookstore, and it’s been around ever since.” Maisie smiled at India. “It’s important. That’s why I want to protect it.”

“You mean white people in the South owning slaves?”

Maisie nodded, looking sad.

“I hate it. That’s where I come from, though, and I try to give back when and how I can to make up for my ancestors, but Chapter & Verse isn’t exactly rolling in the dough. I’m not in danger of going out of business, necessarily, because we own the land and building, but it’s not like I have millions of dollars rolling around.”

“Not even old money?”

“Nope. I had a great uncle who took care of gambling most of that away for us,” Maisie replied. “Everything from the sale of the land to the additional properties the family had bought over the years is all gone.”

“Wow!”

“Yes. So, I, too, could’ve had eight-hundred-dollar shoes, but the men in my family decided that card games and horse races were more important things to use our money on. Also, I’d never spend that much on shoes.”

“You know I don’t need you to be rich, right? I’d think seeing my ex-girlfriend is an indication of that: Finley is not rich.”

“You know how you said earlier that you’ve had trouble being flexible before?” Maisie asked.

“Yes. I like things a certain way. I can’t help that.”

“But it got in the way of you and your ex.”

“It did,” India said and cleared her throat as they moved up in line.

“Does that bother you? Knowing you might have made it work with her, but–”

“Fin and I aren’t right for each other,” she interrupted. “That’s the real reason we didn’t work. But, yeah, I wish I had given a little more instead of expecting her to give all the time. I didn’t realize how bad it was until it was too late, so I lost her, but I don’t want to talk about her anymore, Maisie. I still don’t know whether this is a date or just the two of us hanging out, but I’m here. I came here with you, okay? That has to mean something, right?”

“What’ll it be?”

India looked ahead, noticing for the first time that they had moved all the way up in line, and the man in the window was asking for their order.

“Number two and three, two light beers, and two bottled waters,” Maisie said.

“What?” India asked and looked at the menu board to her right to try to understand what a number two was.

“Fried catfish,” Maisie replied as she handed over her credit card. “And I got the fried chicken, too, in case you’re really worried about eating seafood. I thought we could share or switch or something. You eat meat, right? I don’t think I asked.”

“We don’t have veggie stuff here,” the guy said, swiping Maisie’s card. “Fried okra and pickles. That’s it.”

Maisie laughed and said, “We’re good. Thank you.”

She took her card back and stuffed it into the wallet that she then pushed into her front pocket.

“Wait over there,” the man said and nodded for them to wait at another window that India hadn’t noticed before.

It was on the side of the shack, and people were being handed their food through it by another person who worked inside.

“You come here a lot?” India asked.

“About once every couple of weeks.”

“So, this is your favorite restaurant in the city?”

Maisie laughed and said, “No, my favorite restaurant in the city is Commander’s Palace. And before you say that you didn’t think I’d ever even been there, I’ve been there over a thousand times if I had to count. It was my grandmother’s favorite place to go for lunch. She’d take me there for lunch at least once a week back when we had enough money to be able to splurge like that. They still give me a discount when I go in for dinner sometimes because of her.”

“You mention her a lot, but I don’t think I’ve heard you talk about your parents or siblings.”

“Only child,” Maisie replied. “And my mom left when I was young. I don’t know where she ended up. My dad died not long after. Grams raised me then.”

“Oh. I’m sorry, Maisie.”

“Yeah, me too,” Maisie said. “But Grams made sure I had what I needed. She loved me and taught me the family business, but she never insisted or pressured me into taking it over.”

“Do you want kids?” India asked. “I mean, to inherit the place after you.”

“What? It’s a first date, India.” Maisie laughed. “Maybe eat the dinner we just ordered first.”

“Catfish and chicken!” the man yelled through the window.

“That’s us,” Maisie said and walked up to get the baskets of food. “Come on. I need your help with the water and beer.”

“Beer?”

“Yes. You’re going to try it. If you hate it, I’ll drink it. You’re driving, after all.”

India smiled because Maisie had admitted that this was a date, and that was all she could think about when she took a sip of the awful beer five minutes later.


CHAPTER 11

“So…” India said.

“Yeah, so,” Maisie replied.

“I can park here, right?”

“Better not. The cops patrol around here, and it’s twenty-minute-parking-only on this street.”

“Oh, okay,” India replied. “Is there anywhere else I can park, then? I’d like to walk you up.”

“You don’t have to, but thank you,” Maisie replied and opened the passenger door.

“This has to be the weirdest first date I’ve ever been on.” India smiled over at her.

“Maybe we shouldn’t call it that, then,” she suggested.

“What?” India asked, looking concerned.

“I didn’t mean it like that. Just that, since it started at the bar, with a group of people, and after you and I had argued, maybe we should have a first date another time and consider tonight a hangout that made us consider the date thing.”

“Okay. But where would that date be?”

“God, can we do this part tomorrow?” Maisie laughed. “I’m going to suggest a cool place where they have place mats for kids to color on, and you’re going to suggest a place with cloth napkins that cost more than my shirt.”

India laughed and said, “Deal. Tomorrow. I can stop by, if you want.”

“Yeah, do that.” Maisie smiled at her. “Night, India.”

“Good night,” India said.

Maisie got out of the car and walked briskly to the door of her building. It wasn’t that she didn’t want India to come upstairs. She wasn’t a prude. She could kiss a woman on a first date or do something more if they both wanted those things, but like India had said, it had been a strange date. It had been a surprisingly good one, though, once they’d sat down to eat their food. India had hated the beer but loved the catfish and the chicken. Maisie considered that to be a decent compromise.

She didn’t invite India up because her apartment was a mess. She hadn’t known what to wear and had tossed things around her small studio, and it hadn’t exactly been clean before that. They’d talked a lot on their date, but mostly about Maisie, which was a little odd to her, but she chalked her unanswered questions about India’s family up to the fact that Maisie had made such a big deal about the whole rich person thing. She guessed that if they continued, she would have to find ways to let India know that it was fine with her that she was wealthy. She’d just overreacted today.

As Maisie changed for bed, she wondered if this could really be a thing, her with India Sheridan. India was all class and ate her catfish with a fork and knife, even though everyone else picked it up with their fingers, and when Maisie had done that, she had gotten grease on her sweater. They were certainly an odd pair, but she couldn’t help it; she liked India. She liked that India had told her what had been going on at the bar and called Maisie out on what an asshole she’d been for no reason. She hoped that India would stop by the shop so that they could arrange another date or, at least, talk about the potential for one again.

◆◆◆

“How was it?” Lainey asked the moment she walked in.

“Hi, Lainey. How are you?” Maisie laughed.

“I’m good. How are you? You left me at a bar with people I don’t know and didn’t reply to my texts.”

“I replied to your texts,” she argued.

“You said you were home safe. I asked how the night went with India. I was expecting details.”

Maisie closed her laptop and asked, “Did you put up the posters for me?”

“Yes, I did. I woke up early, went to practice, put up the posters, and drove here. Oh, and I had sex with Paige, too. Did you need a play-by-play of that as well?”

“Before or after practice?” Maisie joked.

“Technically, it was after, but we were in the ball storage closet, so there’s that.”

“You had sex in a closet where you store soccer balls? What if someone had walked in?”

“The girls were gone already, and Paige surprised me. There’s also a lock on the door. What was I supposed to do? Turn her down?”

Maisie laughed and said, “Thank you for the posters.”

“You’re welcome,” Lainey replied and sat down in the chair next to her at the back table. “Now, tell me.”

“It was fine,” she said.

“Fine? You both looked like you might kill each other when you left. I was taking bets on either that or hot sex. I now know you’re alive, but I have not seen India yet. Is she alive, too?”

“Yes, she’s alive and at work,” Maisie said, laughing a little.

“So, was the sex hot, then?”

“There was no sex.” Maisie laughed louder. “We went to get food. Then, she took me home.”

“How’d that go?”

“She ate it and told me she liked it, but that woman does not like beer.”

“It’s not for everyone.”

“I know. It was funny. She tried it, at least. She almost spat it out, which was the funny part.”

“I would have liked to have seen that,” Lainey said.

“She’s nice.” Maisie shrugged a shoulder. “She said she would stop by today.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. We might go out again.”

“That’s cool.”

“Hey, what happened after we left? Did you stay?”

“Yeah, I ordered a burger. I ate mine and took yours home. I gave it to Paige to have for lunch today.”

“At least, someone ate it.”

“Molly got India’s drink, and she shared it with Finley. I took a sip. It was really good.”

“And, like, fifty dollars, probably.”

“I think it was twelve. That was what Logan said. Not bad, though, because it was in a big glass and tasted amazing. I almost ordered one for myself, but I drove.”

“Sorry, I left you there. I didn’t mean to. I just felt really bad after India…”

“Said all that shit and made you feel bad because you were being rude?”

“Yes, thanks for pointing that out, like I didn’t know,” she said sarcastically.

“Excuse me?”

“Customer,” Lainey said. “I’ve got it.” She stood quickly and headed to the front of the shop. “Uh… Maise?”

“Yeah?”

“You have a visitor.”

Maisie smiled, stood, and headed down the center aisle, expecting to see India standing there.

“Oh. It’s you,” she said when she saw Colter.

“Yes, me,” he stated, looking impossibly smug. “Can I talk to you about something?”

“What? A debate before the election?”

“No, something else,” he said. “Alone, please.”

“Back office.”

“Keep the door open,” Lainey said. “I don’t trust him.”

Colter only laughed and followed Maisie into the office. Maisie left the door open, but with Lainey up front and no customers in the shop, they were, for all intents and purposes, alone.

“What do you want, Mr. Stone?”

“It’s not about what I want, actually. It’s about what I know you want.”

“And what do you think that is, exactly?”

“You want landmark status for this building.” He motioned with his hand. “And I can get it for you.”

“Sorry?”

“That’s still what you want, right? You want to protect this place?”

“Yes. But it’s been denied twice, and if I had to guess, you’re the reason for that.”

“It’s true that this plot of land would sell for a pretty penny. You’d probably never have to work again, and I’d get credit for moving a new business in here.”

“Then, why are you offering me landmark status?”

“I met with… an advisor… yesterday, and she suggested that if I get this for you, you’d drop out of the election.”

“What?” Maisie asked. “Why do you care about that? Just the other day, you were in here telling me about how–”

“I’m trying to be a nice guy here,” Colter interrupted. “I get you what you want. You drop out of the race. This place is protected.”

“Where is this coming from? I can’t believe that some advisor just suggested this out of the blue, and you came running over here. You have too much to gain by getting someone to buy this land or having the city buy it and reselling it yourself.”

“Does it really matter? Just be honest. You’re only running for city council because you wanted status for this place. It gets harder for you to do that if you’re on the council. Bias. You’d be compromised.”

“I have a plan for that. I’m not worried,” she said.

It had crossed her mind that if she joined the council, they might have a problem with her trying to get her business and land protected, but she had tried twice before, so she at least had that precedent. Maisie didn’t have a specific plan to help with the bias argument, but she’d deal with that if she actually won this thing.

“Well, if that’s so, good for you,” Colter replied. “But this would solve that before it becomes a problem for you. If you drop out of the race, I’ll get your building that status.”

“You can’t guarantee that. Each councilor would get a vote.”

“I can get them to vote my way.” He casually shrugged a shoulder. “It’s not that hard. You need four. I’m one. One owes me a favor. Another likes a particular brand of very expensive bourbon. I have a case ready at home to give to him. That’s three. Then, there’s Ramirez, who wants her district to get funds for roads. I can vote on her side and get this pushed through for you. I don’t care if she gets the money for roads anyway, so it’s no big loss to me.”

“What I don’t understand is why,” Maisie said.

“Maybe I just want to wrap this whole thing up so that I can focus on something else. Without you, I’m running unopposed.”

Maisie nodded, trying to think about why he’d suddenly want her out of the race. It hit her then, and she smiled.

“The polls,” she said. “New polls come out today. Not until this afternoon, though. You or your people are worried, aren’t you? Or, you got them early.”

“We ran the polls. It’s not the presidency, honey; no one cares about a city council race. There aren’t polls unless one of us runs them, and by the looks of things, your campaign is buttons, posters, and a phone bank. So, yes, we ran the poll, and yes, I have the numbers.”

“I’m up, aren’t I?” she asked.

“You put posters up over my ads. Don’t think I didn’t see the one at the bus stop before I came in here. It won’t work. It’s just temporary.”

“I’m up,” she repeated. “And you’re worried.”

“You’re up, but you’re not up on me,” Colter told her. “Just up a few points. It’s not a big deal.”

“If it’s not a big deal, why are you in here trying to get me to drop out of the election?” she asked.

“To save myself the time, money, and stress of an election. Just drop out. You won’t win. Even if the polls being up by a few points gives you some confidence, it won’t happen. Just like I know all those things I’d need to get your building the status, I know ways with a lot of other people to ensure that I win the election. All are strictly legal. I want to stress that before you file some ethics complaint, or in case you’re recording me right now. That’s just politics. It’s all favors and money, and you haven’t earned any favors yet, and you don’t have any real money.”

“If that’s true, so be it, but I’m not in this just to get the landmark status anymore. Now, I’m in it to beat you because you should not be in any kind of public office. You’re supposed to help people, but you only care about helping yourself.”

Colter laughed and replied, “Maisie, I know you’re not that naïve. This is politics. That’s how it works, and you know it. I’m in this position now, but I’ll be higher up next cycle, until eventually, I’m governor or in the state senate. I’m also young enough, so I can go even higher than that. I’m from old money. I have the connections. If I want to be president someday, I can make that happen. You want this building to be here forever. You want it to be protected and have some plaque on the wall outside, talking about how it’s important to the city’s history. It’s not, but that’s your deal, and I respect it, I guess. If you end this stupid attempt to take something you won’t get, I’ll guarantee that for you. I’ll even sign something right now that you can hold on to until our first meeting after the election, where I’ll get you on the agenda again.”

She shook her head and said, “No deal. I might lose this, but I’m not sacrificing my integrity. The reality is, this is still my land. I’m not selling it. And as long as that’s the case, the shop is still protected.”

“You know the city can take the land, right? All I have to do is suggest we put a new freeway on-ramp right through this property. The city just gives you the property value, and your little store gets bulldozed.”

“You wouldn’t put an on-ramp here.”

“No, but I could put something else. We’ve been looking for another place for a police station.”

“Is that a threat?”

“No, it’s just a fact.” Colter turned around. “And I’ve got to get back to my office. Call me if you change your mind. I’ll leave the door open, so to speak, for a few days. Then, it closes for good, and you can kiss your landmark plaque goodbye.”

He walked down the center aisle, paused to take a look at books, for some reason, and walked out the door. Maisie was fuming. She wanted to kill this guy. He was such a pretentious asshole and didn’t care about anything outside of his own ambition. Why did men like that always seem to get what they wanted while women like Maisie had to work ten times as hard and, somehow, always came up short?

“I couldn’t hear. How did it go?” Lainey asked when she walked back to her.

“Not great. I can’t stand that guy,” she said.

“I doubt anyone can stand that guy. I bet his parents hate him, too,” Lainey said. “But I have something that might put you in a better mood.”

“What?” she asked. “The poll numbers?”

“Huh? No,” Lainey said, looking confused. “Your girl got here a minute ago. She saw you were talking to Colter, so she said she’d just go to the bathroom and wait for you.”

“India’s here?” Maisie asked, smiling and knowing that was giving her away.

“Yeah, you don’t like her at all,” Lainey teased. “And that’s the bathroom door opening, so I’ll head back up front.”


CHAPTER 12

“Hey, India,” Lainey said from behind the counter.

“Oh, hey. Is she here?”

“She’s in the back.” Lainey nodded that way. “Is that for me?”

“It is.” India placed an iced coffee on the counter. “And this is for her.” She smiled and held up the caramel latte. “They didn’t have the peanut butter cookies. Sorry.”

“No worries. This is great. Thanks. How much do I owe you?”

“Oh, we get the regular coffees for free and a discount on the other stuff, so nothing,” she said. “I’ll just go find her.”

India pointed toward the back of the shop and started walking, but then she heard something.

“No deal. I might lose this, but I’m not sacrificing my integrity. The reality is, this is still my land. I’m not selling it. And as long as that’s the case, the shop is still protected,” she heard Maisie say.

“You know the city can take the land, right? All I have to do is suggest we put a new freeway on-ramp right through this property. The city just gives you the property value, and your little store gets bulldozed.”

“Shit,” she whispered to herself when she recognized her brother’s voice. She quickly turned back around, placed Maisie’s coffee on the counter, and said, “Um… I’m going to go to the bathroom. Sounds like she’s talking to someone. I don’t want to interrupt.”

“Yeah, that lame Colter guy is here,” Lainey told her and took a drink of her iced coffee.

“Right. Bathroom. Be right back.”

India veered to the left and headed to the bathroom.

“You wouldn’t put an on-ramp here,” Maisie said.

“No, but I could put something else. We’ve been looking for another place for a police station.” Colter replied.

“Is that a threat?” Maisie asked.

India nearly stopped and turned to go tell her brother to get the hell out.

“No, it’s just a fact. And I’ve got to get back to my office. Call me if you change your mind. I’ll leave the door open, so to speak, for a few days. Then, it closes for good, and you can kiss your landmark plaque goodbye,” Colter said.

He must have left after that because India didn’t hear anything else. She disappeared into the bathroom, not needing to actually use it, and waited for what she hoped was an appropriate amount of time. She tried to estimate how long it would take for someone to get from the back of the store to the front, waited ten extra seconds just in case, and then flushed the toilet and washed her hands so as not to raise any suspicion. After that, she opened the door, popped her head out, and even though she couldn’t see the door, she looked around before taking a step out of the room and making her way back up the center aisle.

“Hey,” Maisie said when she saw her.

“Hi. Sorry, I meant to use the bathroom at the office but grabbed the coffee instead.” She nodded to the counter. “That’s yours.”

“You brought me coffee?” Maisie asked with a smile.

“I did.”

“Don’t get jealous. She brought me coffee, too,” Lainey said.

“Shut up.” Maisie laughed and picked up the cup.

No one said anything for a minute, which India thought odd, but that was probably because she’d just narrowly avoided her asshole of a brother, whom she didn’t want to run into while on her way to ask Maisie out again. When the bell above the door jangled, they all looked up, and India worried that Colter had returned, but it was only an old woman walking in.

“Browser,” Lainey muttered under her breath.

“That’s what we call the people we know won’t buy,” Maisie explained in a whisper. “Can I help you?” she asked the woman.

“No, thank you, dear,” the woman said. “I’ll just have a look around, if you don’t mind.”

“I don’t mind at all,” Maisie replied.

“So, I’m taking off. I’m picking Paige up for afternoon practice,” Lainey said.

“Okay. I’ll see you later,” Maisie replied.

Lainey walked to the back, leaving them alone with the old woman who was slowly making her way down the right aisle of the shop.

“So, thank you for this. I could use it,” Maisie said, holding up the coffee.

“No problem.”

“Where’s yours?”

“Oh, I can’t stay,” India said.

“No?”

“I have a small break between meetings. I thought I’d stop by because I realized that I don’t have your number, and I wasn’t sure you’d still be here when my meetings were over at five. This place is sometimes closed by then.”

While it was true that she didn’t have Maisie’s number, she hadn’t come over just to get it. She’d planned on sticking around for a bit, talking if Maisie wasn’t busy, and then going back for her late meeting. Hearing her half-brother threaten the woman she may or may not be dating really threw her, though, and she didn’t know where to put that right now. On one hand, she needed to tell Maisie that she and Colter were related. On the other, she felt like either she or Colter had to be adopted because he was the only one in their family who was like this.

India and her sister had turned out fine. Their cousins were okay, too. Yes, they were all rich, but none of them ever threatened someone like she’d just heard her brother threaten this sweet, kind woman who only wanted to protect her family’s legacy and help the people of New Orleans.

“You don’t have my number. Wow. How did we miss that?” Maisie asked.

“I don’t think we were worried about it because we knew we’d see each other.”

“Right,” Maisie replied and pulled her phone out of her pocket. “Give me yours, and I’ll text you.”

India did, and Maisie saved the number in her phone. Then, seconds later, India got a text from Maisie’s number.

“Got it,” she said without touching her phone. “So, I kind of overheard a little of the conversation from before.”

“Yeah, Colter Stone was here again,” Maisie said, almost seething.

No, she was seething. Why had India brought this up? She could have just asked Maisie out how she’d planned and left. Why had she brought up her brother when she had been so close to escaping with Maisie’s number?

“He was? What did he want?” she asked.

“To threaten me, I think.”

“He threatened you?”

“He made me an offer: drop out of the election, and he’ll guarantee landmark status for the building.”

“Oh,” she said, wondering where that had come from because when she’d brought that up with him, he had pushed her off completely.

“His team ran new polls, and they were supposed to be released today. I haven’t seen them, and I’m sure I’ll be the last to see them, but he admitted that I’m up a few points.”

“So, he’s worried about you winning now?”

“He said he wasn’t. He told me he just wanted to be done with the whole thing, and he could give up on putting some freeway or business here on my property.”

Maisie crossed her arms over her body.

“That would be bad PR for him, to tear this place down for some other thing. It wouldn’t matter what that other thing is.”

“I know. I’m trying to hold on to that, but the reality is that, yeah, if the city needs a new freeway on-ramp, they can take my property. They’ll buy it first, but only pay the value of the land because that’s what they do sometimes, and I’ll be out the profit, my land, and most importantly, hundreds of years of my family’s work. I’d be the one who lost this place. I can’t be the person who lets my entire family down.”

“So, you’re going to drop out?” India asked.

“What? No. I don’t know.” Maisie sighed. “He told me he’d give me a couple of days to think about it, but I can’t just drop out, right? That guy’s a tool. I need to win this for the city, not just for Chapter & Verse.”

“I don’t know,” India said. “Maybe it makes more sense to protect this place and run again in the future. I… read up on that guy after you and I talked about him, and he seems to have ambition. He mentioned in an article I found online that he wants to be governor one day.”

“He does. But that’s no guarantee that he won’t run for city council in the next cycle. I think he wants to run for mayor next, which would give him even more power. I just wish that there was something I could do about it. He’ll win. Men like him always seem to, don’t they?”

“They do, yes,” India replied.

“Hello,” the old woman, who’s been there this whole time, said.

India turned to see her standing behind her now, so she moved out of the way.

“Can I help you find anything?” Maisie asked.

“Yes, please,” the woman replied.

“I can come back later,” India said.

“No, it’s okay. I’ll just be a second.”

“I have that meeting,” India lied.

“We close at five, but I’m working on campaign stuff. Want to maybe stop by to help? I know it’s not exactly a date, but I could use the extra fingers to dial. I’m out of money and need to make a last push.”

“Oh,” India said. “Yeah, sure. I can do that. I’ll swing by after my last meeting.”

“Great. Thank you,” Maisie replied.

“You know what would be lovely here?” the old woman said.

“What’s that?” Maisie asked.

“A place where you can get some tea or a coffee. I see your cup there, and it makes me crave a mint tea or one of those way-too-sweet coffee drinks.”

“Oh, yeah,” Maisie replied. “No café in here. Sorry. Just books. What can I help you find?”

India took that as her cue. She turned to go but turned back once more to see Maisie smiling at her. India gave her a smile back and then noticed that there was a gap in the stacks to the left on the same wall as the bathroom. She wondered what was there because the rest of the side walls were all covered in shelves, but that gap looked to be just wide enough for her to get an idea.

“Can I talk to you?” she asked her boss, whom she managed to catch in the Southern office lobby seconds later.

“You can talk to me as we are going up. Then, I have a meeting. What’s up?”

India walked with him to the elevator bank and said, “You wanted to expand.”

“The office? Yes. And you’ve given us a solid plan to pursue.”

“What if we did something else, too?”

“Like what?” he asked, pressing the button to go up on the wall.

“The bookstore next door that you wanted to be torn down.”

“You were against that the other day. What–”

“No, I don’t want to tear it down. I want to support it,” she said as the elevator doors opened.

“With what? A donation or something?”

“Not exactly. I was thinking about a door.”

“Sorry. What?” her boss asked and pressed the button for their floor once they got inside the elevator.

“We butt up right next to them. The gap is really small. What? A few feet, maybe?”

“Yes, I know. They had to put the dumpster and stuff for the store behind the building because it wouldn’t fit between.”

“And the café’s back door is right there now.”

“Yes.”

“What if we had a door into the bookshop and offered the customers the use of our café?”

“Which is an employee-only location,” he said.

“But it doesn’t have to be,” India replied. “We could call it something like a test kitchen, put up signs, warning people that these are employees in training or something, add a door there, cover the small gap, and they would have their own way into the lobby here. It would give Maisie a café.”

“Maisie?”

“The owner of Chapter & Verse.”

“You know the owner now?”

“Yes. But what do you think?”

“It’s a big change, one we weren’t planning for. Besides, opening the lobby to customers means having way more people down there waiting in lines, with trainees behind the counter.”

“What if I can get Juliet behind the idea? She’s the training manager now. And we don’t always have training classes there. Yes, sometimes, it’s staffed with trained employees, but we could put the signs up when there are trainees there and take them down when it’s the staff.”

“What does opening this up to customers get us?”

“Money,” she said.

“Well, obviously. But we made the decision to make it employees-only to make it an added benefit. We didn’t care about the money then. Why would we now? The lines would get longer. Employees might not like having to wait.”

The elevator dinged, indicating that they were on their floor.

“We could intensify the discounts,” she suggested. “We know the peak times for customers, right? So, we can give the employees their normal discount for using the café during those times, and we give them every drink for free if they go when the café is dead. Food prices are the same, or we give them another ten percent off or something.”

They walked out of the elevator and turned toward their offices.

“That sounds nice, but that’s difficult. You’re talking time-based pricing. That all has to be–”

“Set up? Yeah. I know just the IT person for the job. She programmed the POS systems down there. I’m sure she can configure them to have automatic price changes based on employee or customer and make that time-based as well.”

“All of this is just because you want the bookshop to have access to our store?”

“That was where I got the idea from,” she said.

“I’d need numbers,” her boss replied.

“I know. I’ll get them.”

“Did you already get the owner to agree?”

“No, I haven’t talked to her about it yet,” India replied. “But I will today.”

He stopped walking and asked, “You haven’t even gotten this okayed by her yet?”

“Not yet. But even if she says no to the door, I’m sure she’d want the café open to customers. She could tell them to go next door for their coffee. Right now, she has nothing to offer people who are used to having coffee and pastries with their books.”

“Then, what’s the benefit to the door?”

“If they leave the shop, they’re less likely to return. If it’s just a door that joins the buildings together, it’ll feel like it’s the same place. They’ll walk back over. In fact, we don’t even need a door. It can just be an opening in both buildings, and we cover the gap between so that it feels like the same place.”

“Before you go crazy with this, run the numbers and get her permission. If that all looks good, I’ll approve the idea. Not that you really need my approval, but you’d have it.”

“Great. Thanks,” she said, feeling excited about a work idea for the first time in a while.

“And don’t forget about the more important plan: the parking garage with the gym and–”

“Yes, I know. I’m working on that, too,” she said.

India walked into her office and sat down at her desk, feeling like maybe this could be something that would help Maisie. She opened their online messaging system and started a group chat with Juliet and Finley.


CHAPTER 13

“So, what can I help you find?” Maisie asked again when the front door closed after India.

“Oh, I don’t think it’s something you can help me find. More like the other way around.”

“Sorry?” she asked, confused.

“When one door closes, another door opens.”

The old woman nodded toward the front door before she glanced at the gap between the shelves on the side wall that had been there since the shop was built. Back then, there had been a door that led to a side yard between the shop and the house. Later, after the house had been demolished, the door had remained because it had made it faster for them to get to the back parking lot and the dumpster, but then, they had added the back office and a door just to the right of that and a small nook that could operate as a break room for the few staff they’d hired. When the shop had first opened and for well over a century and a half, only family had worked there. Later, they had hired a trusted family friend, and now, Maisie ran it with Sarah, a high school student, and Lainey, her best friend and former girlfriend, who worked part-time, but she wasn’t even sure she would need Sarah beyond the campaign if she lost.

They’d gotten rid of the side door by sealing it up once the new back door had been put in place, but Grams hadn’t ever added more shelves because by then, they hadn’t really needed them. They had more than enough books and not enough people to buy them, and the rest, they could special order. Nowadays, special orders were mostly a thing of the past, with only a few of her older customers, like Mr. Barnard, still requesting them instead of ordering things on Amazon or directly from a seller, and Maisie had even thought about keeping fewer books in the store. Outside of the bookmarks and pens, she didn’t carry any other items that tourists would want to buy if they stopped in. There were no magnets, keychains, or even candy or bottled water that they might need after walking around all day. The tours used to all stop here, but over the years, only NOLA Guides and one other company still made stops on certain tours, and those didn’t run every day.

“Another door, dear,” the old woman repeated.

“Sorry?” Maisie asked again.

“I was just saying that sometimes, one door closes, but another door opens.”

“Oh, okay,” Maisie said, wondering if this woman had been in the shop when that door had still existed. She was probably old enough. “Well, thank you.”

“That woman you were talking to; she’s a customer?”

“Um… Yeah, she’s a customer, but a friend, too.”

The old woman smiled and said, “I see.”

“You do?” Maisie asked because she wasn’t certain she saw or understood anything right now.

“I do. And you will, too.”

“I will see? What exactly will I see?”

“She’s important.”

“India?” Maisie asked.

The woman tilted her head to the side and said, “That’s a pretty name.”

Maisie smiled and said, “Yes, it is.”

“For a pretty woman.”

Maisie tilted her head this time and replied, “Yes, she’s very pretty.”

“Good,” the woman said with a smile. “I’d like to buy a book now.”

“Okay,” she replied. “What can I help you find?”

“Do you have any books on finding love?”

“Um… Yes. Fiction or something in the self-help or–”

“Whatever you’d prefer.”

“Okay. Well, if you’re looking for something on finding love, there’s a shelf with a few books on that, but there’s also a romance section.”

“Romance,” the old woman said.

Maisie nodded and walked her to the section, motioning with her hand to the books with shirtless men on the covers, thinking she might be interested in those.

“I think this one,” the woman said as she pulled one of the few lesbian romances Maisie carried in the shop mostly because a few of her friends would buy them occasionally. “For you.”

“For me?” she asked in a high-pitched voice.

“This one with the pink cover.”

“You want to buy it?”

“No, but you should put it on the counter now. I’ll buy something else.”

The woman walked away from Maisie and back to the counter. On her way, she picked up a different book off an endcap and dropped it there for Maisie to charge her for. Maisie didn’t know why, but she grabbed the book with the pink cover and brought it with her.

“Just this?” she asked.

“Yes, please,” the woman replied with a smile.

When Maisie rang her up, she was handed cash, so she gave the woman her change. The old woman nodded toward the book with the pink cover, smiled at Maisie again, and left the shop.

“What the actual fuck?” Maisie said to herself.

“Hey, boss,” Sarah said.

“Hey. You’re not working today,” Maisie replied when Sarah came in from the back.

“Lainey said you might need me to cover for an hour or two while you work on campaign stuff. If not, that’s cool. I can just browse and pick up a few books.”

“Actually, that would be great. I need to try to raise more money.”

“I’ll take the register. Want me to restock this?” Sarah asked, picking up the pink book.

“No,” she replied. “You can just leave that one there.”

“Oh. Is someone coming in to pick it up? There’s no slip inside with a name.”

Sarah opened the book to the first page, where they always placed a piece of paper with the name and phone number of anyone who called in to request that a book be put on hold for them.

“It’s not reserved for anyone, but you can just leave it there,” Maisie told her, not knowing why she was saying this.

“Um… Okay,” Sarah said, obviously confused.

“Thanks for coming in. I really appreciate it.”

“Yeah, no problem,” Sarah replied.

Maisie walked to the table in the back and opened her laptop, needing to make more calls to raise money. She had a commercial made and had paid for the creation of it already, but paying for airtime was a different story. Yes, this election was important, but she didn’t want to use all of her savings on one commercial in an election she might not even come close to winning.

◆◆◆

“Hi.”

Maisie looked up after dropping one of the phones on the table and saw two things: one was India standing in front of her, and the other was the darkness outside the front window.

“What time is it?” she asked.

“Just after six,” India replied. “You’re still open up front. Did you know that? Sarah’s there.”

“It’s after six? Jesus. I feel like I just sat down.”

“You didn’t. You sat down a long time ago,” Sarah said, walking back with her drawer. “I checked on you once, but you were on the phone. I locked up. I hope that’s okay. Only two customers came in while you were busy.”

“Yeah, thanks,” Maisie said and rubbed her eyes.

“Are you okay?” India asked.

“I’ve been on the phone for a while now, I guess.”

“And?”

“I managed to get a few people to commit to donations.”

“That’s good,” India said.

“It won’t make much of a difference, but I saw the polls. I am up a couple of points. I feel like I have a chance.”

“Hey, that’s good news.”

“I’m here. Sorry, I’m late,” Lainey said, jogging in from the back. “Paige is parking.”

“Oh, hey,” Maisie said, surprised, until she remembered that her friends had offered to come in to help with the campaign.

“Hey, India,” Lainey said.

“Hi. Did I come at a bad time?” India asked, looking at Maisie.

“No,” she replied. “Sorry, I just have to work on this, and Paige and Lainey are going to help with calls and my speech.”

“A speech?”

“For the election night. I need an acceptance speech and a concession speech.”

“Isn’t that bad luck?” India asked.

“Probably. And I know it’s just city council, but it’ll be printed somewhere, whatever I say, so I want it to be good.”

“Can I help with anything?”

Maisie looked India up and down. She was dressed to the nines, as always, and didn’t look at all like she’d put in a whole day of work.

“You worked all day. Thank you, though. Can I call you later?”

“You worked all day, too,” India said before she set her purse down on the table and sat in the empty chair next to Maisie. “Let me help. I can at least order you dinner or go pick something up from that place you like, the blue shack.”

Maisie laughed and said, “You know it’s not called The Blue Shack.”

“That’s what it looks like,” India replied. “A little shack. I’m not sure how it survives storm season.”

“They’ve rebuilt it twice,” Lainey supplied. “And I am starving.”

“I assume they don’t deliver?” India asked.

“No, but you don’t have to go there. I’ll order us pizza or something,” Maisie said.

“I’ve got it,” India replied, pulling out her phone. “Is Frederico’s okay?”

“That place is bomb,” Lainey said. “They have the best garlic bread in New Orleans.”

“Is it chill enough for you?” India asked Maisie, teasing her.

“Yes.” Maisie laughed.

“Oh. Can I buy this, or are you officially closed?” India asked.

Maisie wasn’t sure what she was talking about until India lifted a book from behind her purse. It was the romance book with the pink cover that the old woman had told her to put on the front counter.

“It’s book two. I didn’t know that the one I’d grabbed the other day was part of a series. I saw it just sitting on the counter. I can put it back if it was there for someone else, though.”

“You can just take it,” Maisie said quickly.

“What? No, I want to buy it,” India insisted.

“You’ve bought me and my staff more than enough coffee to pay for it.”

“I’ll buy dinner, too, and we’ll call it even,” India suggested.

Maisie smiled and gave her a nod.

“Oh, speaking of coffee,” India said. “I had a question for you.”

“A coffee question?”

“Are we ordering pizza or not?” Lainey asked, sitting on Maisie’s other side.

“Here,” India replied and handed Lainey her phone. “I pulled up the app. Add whatever you and Paige want.”

“Cool,” Lainey said and stood up to walk, probably to find Paige.

“She might add the whole menu,” Maisie said.

“That’s fine. She can take all the leftovers home,” India replied.

Maisie laughed and asked, “You had a coffee question for me for some reason?”

“Oh, not about coffee specifically. More about the shop and Southern.”

“Okay…”

“There’s this gap over there.” India pointed to the gap between the shelves that the old woman had looked at and pointed out earlier. “Does something usually go there?”

“Huh?” Maisie asked, still trying to process.

“That space between the shelves.”

“Oh, no. There used to be a door there, but we never bought any additional shelves to fill the space. I was thinking about it today, oddly enough. Maybe I’ll add some shelves. Not for books, though. I could sell tourist stuff and shove it there. It might bring in more tours or more people, at least.”

“What if you made it a door again, or an open archway or something?”

“And why would I do that?”

“Because the café is on the other side.” India pointed. “And I can get them to put a door over there. The space between the buildings is really small, so we can connect them easily, and you’d get a café.”

Maisie looked at the space between the shelves, looked at India, looked down at the book with the pink cover, and looked back at India again. She had no idea what was happening, but she’d try to figure it out later. Right now, India was staring at her expectantly.

“Maise?” India asked.

Maisie smiled because her nickname sounded good on India’s lips.

“You want to give me a café?”

“Well, not give it to you. I was thinking the access might get you more customers. People who go into bookstores these days expect there to be coffee or pastries, or at least, it can make them more likely to stick around and buy something. We can open up the space. Southern gets more money, but you would, too. You could even use our logo and advertise that you sell Southern Roastery coffee. That’s a big deal.”

“Really?”

“It’s a small construction job, and we’ll need a little time on our end to get some of the technology stuff set up, but, yeah. You’d have to sign a contract about logo and brand use, but that’s it, really. I might even be able to get you a percentage of the profits, if you’re interested; maybe some kind of deal where anyone who says they came from Chapter & Verse gets you ten percent of the sale or something. We would have to figure that part out later, and it wouldn’t be much, but ten percent of a cup of coffee could add up.”

“How can you just do that?”

“I’m the head of the business development department. It’s my job to look for these opportunities.”

“I’d love to just say yes, and I’m open to the idea, but I’d need to make sure that connecting my building to yours wouldn’t get in the way of potential landmark status.”

“Sure,” India replied with a shrug. “And if it does, you don’t have to do the door, but we’re probably opening the café up to customers after all, so we can still discuss how it could help the shop.”

Maisie smiled at her and replied, “India, that’s amazing. Thank you just for thinking of me… the shop, I mean.”

“It was you,” India said with a soft smile. “I was thinking about you, mainly, and making you smile.”

“This definitely makes me smile,” she replied.

“Okay. Paige and I are sharing a pizza and garlic bread, so if you two want garlic bread, get your own.” Lainey said, walking back in. Then, she handed India her phone back and added, “This is Paige, by the way.”

Lainey motioned to her girlfriend, who was now standing next to her.

“Hi, Paige,” India said. “I’m India.”

“Nice to meet you,” Paige replied. “Okay. Put me to work before the food gets here,” she said to Maisie. “Let’s make you some campaign money.”

“Is it that bad?” India asked softly as she scooted closer to Maisie to allow Lainey and Paige to sit at the table, with Lainey bringing over an extra chair for Paige.

“It’s okay,” she said. “No big deal. How many posters can I really make, anyway, right?”

“Right,” India replied. “What do you want for dinner?”

“Um… Garlic bread,” she said. “But the cheesy garlic bread and a pizza. Oh, and dessert. They have really good brownies there.”

India handed Maisie the phone and said, “Whatever you want.”


CHAPTER 14

“Hey, I got the POS downstairs to do what you wanted,” Finley said.

“In the café?”

“Yeah,” Finley replied, walking into India’s office. “You wanted time-based pricing for employees and adding the customer side, right?”

“Yes. You did all that already?”

“The system has the time-based functionality included. I just had to set it up. And the customer pricing was just adding a button that opens another menu with the exact same info as the employee menu, but with our standard pricing. Not that hard.”

“You say that like I’d know how to fix it,” India replied.

“Well, I don’t know how to find new locations and sign leases.” Finley then thought for a moment and added, “Well, I do, but for apartments and stuff, not for businesses.”

“It’s not that hard,” India said with a sideways smile.

“So, anything else for down there?”

“I don’t think so,” she said. “I didn’t expect you to be done so quickly.”

“Like I said, it was pretty easy. Jules is still working on the new training schedule and printing signs and stuff for you, but I suspect she’ll be done by the end of the week. When are we opening it to customers? I might need to do something to enhance the Wi-Fi if we have people hanging out down there. We didn’t worry about that when we first built the place because most employees wouldn’t be there for too long.”

“I don’t know, actually,” she said. “The whole idea was built around Maisie being able to use the café for Chapter & Verse, and I have her tentative yes, but she’s checking on the possibility of it messing up her historical landmark claim.”

“So, it’s not a done deal?”

“Not yet, no. But even if she can’t do that, I’d still like to open up downstairs to customers, so your work won’t be wasted.”

Finley sat down in the guest chair and said, “You like her, huh?”

“Maisie?”

“Yes, Maisie.” Finley chuckled.

“I do, yeah. I’m going to use my lunch break to help with her campaign.”

“Yeah? What about that brother of yours?”

“What about him? He’s an ass. He threatened her, Fin.”

“He did what?”

“I went by yesterday because I didn’t have her phone number, and I wanted to talk about another date. Colter was there. I dodged him, so neither of them saw me, but I heard him basically tell her that he could make her life difficult.”

“God, how are you related to him?”

“I have no idea. I’m not perfect; you know that more than anyone. But I’ve never been like him. I don’t understand why it’s so important to him to have this damn city council seat and win the mayor one next. He’s always been like this. When he was little and his grade school decided to start up a student council, he campaigned for it. He got his parents to make him the buttons and posters and give out popsicles at school. He won the vice presidency.” She laughed a little. “He ran for president, but the other kid won, so they gave Colter vice president. I think he’s been holding a grudge ever since and won’t let anyone stand in his way now, but threatening Maisie wasn’t okay.”

“Did you tell him to leave her alone?”

“No, I hid in the bathroom,” she replied. “Until he was gone.”

“Really? India…”

“I know… But I don’t want her to know I’m related to that. She might think it’s in my blood to be an asshole.”

“You have your asshole moments, so she might not be wrong.”

“True, but not like that,” India replied. “I’ve threatened a bad waiter with no tip a few times and the woman who stole my parking space at the opera once – I paid for that spot and my suite – but that’s it. I’ve never threatened to ruin someone’s career, election, or possibly life. That’s what the bookshop is to Maisie: it’s her life. It’s her family’s legacy. Colter just wants to win. He’s worried that she might actually have a chance and doesn’t want to risk it. What’s worse, though, is that I suggested that he offer to get her the landmark status in exchange for dropping out.”

“You did what?” Finley asked, leaning forward in the chair.

“I thought it would help Maisie get what she wanted, and Colter would get what he wanted, and that would be that.”

“She also wouldn’t be running against your horrible half-brother, India. I think you should acknowledge that it wasn’t just about Maisie getting what she wanted.”

“Okay. Sure, that would have been a nice side benefit. Maisie would have dropped out because she had gotten the status she’d wanted for the shop, Colter would’ve gone on to probably ruin the city by taking bribes and making deals, and I could go out with Maisie, and one day, it would come up that I have a brother named Colter. And, oh, what a coincidence that it’s that Colter. By then, we would have been on a bunch of dates, and it would’ve been something funny or just coincidental, or it wouldn’t have worked out at all, and maybe we would’ve salvaged a friendship, and it would have still been coincidental.”

“You’ve got it all planned out, huh?”

“I thought I did. Now, I realize I was just being selfish. Maisie wants to win. It’s not just about the shop anymore. I worked with her and her friends last night, and I can see it. I could hear it in her voice, too, when she talked to potential voters.” India smiled. “She really cares, Finley.”

“That’s a good thing for a public servant, isn’t it?”

“Yes, it’s a great thing. But Colter is a sitting councilor with many connections. I just… I don’t want her to be disappointed, and I think she might be.”

“You can’t control the outcome of the election, India. I know how much that probably bugs you because you have this need to control things.”

“I do not,” she argued.

“Maisie asked you out, and you just had to change the date’s location. The ski trip you wanted us to take one winter was scheduled down to the minute, and when I sprained my ankle and suggested we just go and enjoy the resort and you could ski without me, if you wanted, while I hung back, you had an almost meltdown because you’d booked everything for both of us.”

“It wasn’t a meltdown.”

“You canceled the trip, India.” Finley gave her a small frown. “We still could’ve had fun. I wasn’t even on crutches. The doctor just told me to take it easy. We could’ve gone, sat by the fire, made love, relaxed, and you canceled it instead. You even bought me skis, India. They’re still in my closet. I’ve never used them because you canceled the trip.”

“I didn’t think you would have had a good time when you couldn’t actually ski on a ski trip, Fin.”

“It wasn’t about skiing,” Finley replied. “It was never about skiing for me. It was about being with my girlfriend. It was about taking time off work, away from the city, going to a nice resort with her, and just being together. The skiing was something for us to do while we were there, yeah, but I wasn’t going to ski, India. I was going to be with you.”

“I messed us up, Finley. So many times. I’m sorry.”

“It’s not just on you. We did this whole back-and-forth thing for a while. We both played a part in that. I let you do those things. I pushed in the beginning, but eventually, I gave in. I started letting you get away with it.”

“And that made you unhappy,” she said, nodding.

“Yeah, it did. But it still took me a long time to finally end things between us.”

“And are you happy now?”

Finley smiled and said, “I am, yes. Molly and I are very new, but I know I love her. It hit me so fast. One day, I’m with you, and Molly’s hardly able to say a full sentence around me, and the next, I look at her, and it’s just so obvious that I like her. I think it’s one of the reasons I even became friends with Juliet. Weird, huh? I didn’t know that before, but I used to go over to their cubes all the time and use Jules as an excuse when, really, I wanted to talk to Molls. I loved watching her look all flustered. I didn’t know it was specifically about me back then, but it was just… so cute, and I wanted to find out if there could be something there with us.”

“And then, you moved your desk out there when you got promoted,” India said with a smile.

Finley laughed and replied, “Yeah, I wanted to be near her, even though I had no idea what it was all about at first. And I’m happy now, yes, but I want you to be happy, too.”

“So do I,” India said on a sigh.

“Good. We might not have worked out, but I like Maisie for you,” Finley said before she stood and added, “Honestly, given how she practically yanked you from that booth the other night and took you to that dive place, I’d imagine she won’t give up like I did. I don’t see her letting you get away with stuff like I used to, which is a good thing.”

“It wasn’t all bad, though, right? The whole thing wasn’t bad, Fin.”

“No,” Finley told her, shaking her head. “It was really good in the beginning.” Finley smiled. “And a few times in the middle, too.” She winked. “I loved you, India. I still do. It’s just different now.”

“Yeah, me too,” she said.

When Finley left her office, India thought about that ski trip. It hadn’t been just any ski trip, but she hadn’t told Finley that, of course. They’d been together for a year, and India had intended to propose. She’d planned everything so perfectly. Finley had agreed to go skiing for the first time in her life, which was a big deal. Once that had been taken care of, India had booked the resort. She’d gotten them couple’s massages in the spa and had the resort prepare champagne, strawberries, and a cheese plate for them upon arrival. Their room would’ve had a fireplace, and she’d planned to make love in front of it after a long day on the slopes. She had wanted to show off her ski skills to Finley and teach her how to do it herself so that they could go again year after year. India had known then that Finley wasn’t much for skiing because it had taken her a few weeks to get Finley to agree to the trip, but she hadn’t yet understood that she had been taking too much from Finley and hadn’t given anything back. She had gone for the romance of a proposal and not for the person she was proposing to. Finley wouldn’t have wanted a skip trip proposal. Not only that, but Finley probably would’ve wanted to be the one to do the proposing.

When she’d sprained her ankle, India hadn’t wanted an imperfect trip. She hadn’t wanted to propose to Finley with her ankle wrapped in an ACE bandage. She’d canceled the trip instead and planned to propose another time, holding on to the ring she’d bought. They had broken up the first time not long after that, and India hadn’t ever told Finley about the ring she’d kept in her safe. That was years ago now. She supposed it was time to get rid of that ring. She’d never want to give it to another woman, anyway, because it would’ve had bad luck hanging all over it, so she decided to find a buyer for it that night. It was an expensive ring, and now that she thought about it, she laughed at herself because it was a big ring, and Finley hadn’t ever been a big-ring woman. How had she gotten it so wrong? India had wanted her future wife to have a ring that she could brag about, but that wasn’t Finley. Finley didn’t even wear jewelry. India would call her jeweler later and arrange it.

She pulled up Maisie’s campaign site on her computer and looked at the picture of Maisie in the upper left, smiling widely in front of Chapter & Verse. India smiled too because Maisie’s smile was contagious. She read through her platform and bio and clicked on the donate link. She wasn’t sure how much Maisie would need to beat Colter, and Maisie might get upset with her being the donor, so she chose the anonymous option that was available and typed in a large amount. If that wasn’t enough, she’d donate more. India entered her credit card information and hit submit. Then, she checked the time and smiled.

“Hey. I’m here. Put me to work. I have an hour, and I brought paninis from the café,” she said as she walked into the bookstore and saw Maisie and Lainey behind the counter.

“It’s lunchtime already?” Maisie asked.

“It is,” India replied and placed the brown bag on the counter, along with the travel container for the four teas she had brought. “I went with tea because that seemed lunch-appropriate. We’ve got iced peach, iced regular, iced passionfruit, and iced raspberry.”

“I’ll take the passionfruit,” Lainey said and pulled the cup from the holder.

“Thank you,” Maisie replied and took the regular.

“No problem,” India said and smiled at her. “So, I was wondering about something.”

“What?”

“What are you doing later? I know the campaign is keeping you busy, but do you think you can spare an evening to go out with me?”

“Like, on a date?” Maisie asked before she sipped the iced tea.

“Yes.”

“She can do that,” Lainey replied instead before she took the brown bag from the counter and added, “I’m putting this in the back.”

“I could maybe do that,” Maisie said. “I could possibly be interested in buying you a drink.”

“Possibly?” India lifted an eyebrow.

“Well, I wanted to thank you for all your help with the campaign anyway.”

“So, it’s a thank-you drink, and not a drink between two people who are on a date?”

“Can it be both?” Maisie asked.

“Yes, it can be both,” India said with a small laugh. “But I’d like to go home and get ready this time instead of wearing my work clothes.”

“So, seven, maybe? I can pick you up.”

India liked the idea of her picking Maisie up better, but she nodded, deciding that she could flex in this small way tonight.

“Seven is good. Where are we going?”

“How about the piano bar in the Quarter?”

“Really?” India asked, surprised.

“Yes. It’s slightly upscale, but still approachable. I figured that would be a good compromise.”

India nodded again and said, “I agree. Maybe after the drink, we could grab dinner.”

“That sounds like a distinct possibility,” Maisie said.

“I like possibilities,” India replied.

“Well, I’m possibly really hungry, so can we just eat and work?” Lainey yelled from the back.

India and Maisie both laughed before India picked up the raspberry iced tea and carried it back with her, leaving the holder and the peach one at the counter in case Sarah was coming in later. They made their way to the back of the shop, where Lainey had laid out the sandwiches and the cookies India had brought for each of them.

“I got peanut butter,” India said.

Maisie leaned into her, gave India a kiss on the cheek, and replied, “Thank you.”


CHAPTER 15

Following the instructions India had provided, Maisie pulled up to the building and turned into the parking garage. There, she was met by a man in a red-and-black uniform, who opened her car door for her.

“Hello. Miss Lincoln?”

“How did you–”

“Miss Sheridan alerted me to your arrival. May I park your car for you in one of our guest spots? Miss Sheridan just called down, and she would like you to come up, if that’s all right.”

“Oh. You park my car for me?”

“I can, yes,” the man replied with a kind smile.

“Sorry. I’m from this city; born and raised. I’ve never heard of an apartment offering valet parking.”

The man laughed and said, “These are condos, Ma’am. The valet service, along with the other perks, come with the purchase and condo fees.”

“Oh, right,” she said. “So, you’re not going to steal my car?”

“No, Ma’am.” He laughed again as she shook his head. “My name is Justin. I assure you, this is normal, but if you’re worried, you can look up and see there are security cameras all over this place. My boss is sitting behind a desk in there, probably watching this whole exchange.”

Maisie nodded but was still hesitant.

“If you just point me in the right direction, I can park it myself.”

“Yes, Ma’am,” Justin replied and motioned with an open hand. “If you follow me, I can show you the spot.”

“Thanks,” she said before Justin closed her door.

Maisie felt a little out of place here and still wasn’t sure that this guy was telling her the truth. Paige had once had her car stolen and stripped for parts when she’d trusted a valet at a bar in the city. That bar hadn’t offered valet service, and Paige had paid the price for her trust. Maisie wasn’t about to lose her car to some guy who had bought a uniform online and pretended to be a condo valet, which she didn’t know was a thing. Justin showed her to the parking spot, and she got out of the car and followed him to the glass door that led to the lobby, which was decorated in golds and reds, almost like an old, fancy hotel that she’d seen in movies. Her apartment didn’t even have a lobby. It had a staircase with a row of mailboxes to the left, and that was about it.

“Right this way,” Justin said, opening the door for her.

Maisie followed him to the bank of three elevators, and he pressed the call button. The elevator arrived instantly because, of course, it did, and Justin pressed the floor button on the inside for her as well before wishing her a good night and letting the door close between them. Maisie got off when the doors opened to the carpets that were still red, but there was no more gold, outside of the sconces that had lightbulbs that emulated the city’s famed gaslit lanterns. She found India’s number on a door and knocked. When nothing happened after a minute, she knocked again. The door opened a few seconds after that, and India stood there, both hands at her ear, putting on a gold hoop earring.

“Hi. Sorry, I’m running a little behind,” India told her. “I got home later than I thought I would. Did you really park your own car down there? Justin just rang up here saying that you did.”

“He called you?”

“Yes, to tell me that you were here. They’ll park your car, Maisie. Come on in. I just need a minute. Can I get you something to drink?”

“Before we go out for a drink?” she asked, walking in.

“Oh, right,” India said as she finished with her earring and closed the door behind her. “I meant maybe water or tea or something. I have coffee. I can make you a cappuccino, if you want, or a caramel latte.”

Maisie finally took a look around then. The condo had a foyer, so she couldn’t see much. There was a coatrack next to the door, along with a skinny table with what looked to be fresh flowers in a vase on top of it and a small dish where Maisie saw India’s keys and a couple of other knickknacks. The walls were a deep burgundy, and there was crown molding.

“I can give you a quick tour with that coffee if you want,” India offered.

“Um… Okay,” Maisie said.

“So, the bathroom is here.” India pointed to a closed door, which she then opened. “It’s not the main guest bathroom, so it’s a half-bath.”

“How many bathrooms do you have?”

“Three,” India said. “And three bedrooms,” she added. “I also have a small den that I use as an at-home office. I just added it on this past year, actually, along with a jacuzzi tub in the master bath.”

“You have a jacuzzi tub?”

“I do.” India smiled. “I’ll show you. Come on.” India reached for and took Maisie’s hand. “You really had to park your own car?” she asked with a smile.

“I didn’t know that guy.”

“That’s Justin. He’s worked here for years.”

“You know Justin. I didn’t.”

“Did he not greet you by name?” India asked. “I told him you’d be here.”

Maisie followed India into the main part of the condo, which was larger than Maisie’s entire apartment and probably the apartment next to it, too.

“You said this place was nice, but not super fancy.”

“It’s not super fancy.”

“That looks like pretty fancy art on the walls, India.”

India laughed softly and said, “Yes, it is. It’s a Georgia O’Keeffe.”

“A print, right?”

“Uh… No. It’s the original.”

“What?” Maisie asked.

“I bought it at an auction a few years ago. I was going to loan it to a museum, but I fell in love with it.”

“You just have an original Georgia O’Keeffe painting in your house?”

“My family is big in the arts. It’s pretty common. The rest are prints, though.” India motioned around the room to the other paintings on the wall. “Can I get you that latte?”

“We’re going out for drinks,” Maisie replied.

“I know, but I still need to get dressed.”

“I think I would’ve noticed if you weren’t dressed, India. Trust me, I definitely would’ve said something had you answered the door naked.”

India laughed and replied, “I’m still in my work clothes, Maise. I got home late. I just put on earrings, but I still need to change.”

“You look great,” Maisie told her.

India smiled and replied, “I look like I worked in these clothes all day. There are wrinkles, Maisie. I don’t want to go out with wrinkles.”

“Will you dress casually? Do you even have casual wear?”

“I have jeans. Does that count?”

“I don’t know. Are they eight-hundred-dollar jeans?”

“I think they were two hundred dollars, but I don’t remember.”

“You spent two hundred dollars on jeans? Why? Do they burn calories for you when you wear them?”

“I think they make my ass look great,” India said with a shrug. “Want to see?”

Maisie nodded slowly and replied, “Yes, I’d like to see that.”

“Give me twenty minutes? Okay. Maybe thirty.”

India leaned over and kissed Maisie on the cheek.

“Thirty minutes?!”

“Want that latte now?” India asked with a smile.

“Yes, damn it,” Maisie said through laughter.

“Okay. Well, let me show you the kitchen.”

India took her hand again and walked them down a hall and into the kitchen, which was a wide-open space that was possibly, just on its own, bigger than Maisie’s apartment.

“The espresso machine is pretty easy,” India said. “Milk is in the fridge. Just grind the beans with the grinder here.” She pointed to a small grinder. “I didn’t want the machine that does it for you because this grinder is way better. Anyway… Grind, put it in the machine, and press this.” India pointed to a button. “Then, this and that one.” She pointed to two more buttons. “Here’s the steamer cup for the milk. Just add how much you want in there and use the steamer wand. It’ll shut off on its own when it’s done. Syrups are here.” India pulled open a cabinet, and there were at least ten different coffee syrups on the shelf. “Caramel is up front because I like it, too, but use whatever you want. I’ll be right back, okay?”

India kissed Maisie’s cheek again and hurried off, leaving her in the kitchen to try to figure out what had just happened. It seemed simple enough, but this machine looked like it cost more than Maisie’s car. She tried to remember the order of everything and started by grinding the beans she saw in the glass container on the counter. Once done with that, she put the now-ground beans into the machine and pressed the buttons, but she’d not put a cup under the nozzle first because India hadn’t mentioned that part.

“Oh, shit,” she said as espresso began running down into the drain.

She quickly opened cabinet after cabinet until she found a coffee cup and put it under the nozzle, managing to catch at least half of the espresso. Then, she got the milk out of the fridge, added some to the stainless-steel container, put it under the steamer wand, and pressed the button. It turned out, the wand hadn’t been fully in the milk, though, so the pressurized air aimed down at the milk shot a bunch of it into the air and all over her face and shirt.

“Shit!” Maisie said, pushing the wand into the milk to let it steam.

“What’s wrong?” India asked, running into the kitchen, wearing a pair of jeans and a bra, but she at least had a shirt in her hands, covering her chest.

“I–”

“You didn’t check that the wand was all the way in, did you?” India laughed a little.

“Why is your coffee machine so complicated?”

“I work for a coffee company. I like good coffee,” India said and reached for a rag on the counter. “Here, babe.” She wiped Maisie’s face. “You look cute with milk all over your face.”

“That’s a weird thing to say on a first date,” Maisie replied. “And my shirt is going to smell like milk all night.”

India finished with Maisie’s face and dropped the rag to the counter. She was still holding a shirt to her chest, but she reached for Maisie’s with her free hand.

“Off,” she said.

“At least buy me dinner first,” Maisie joked.

“Take the shirt off,” India said, laughing.

Maisie had to remove one of the nicest shirts she owned, which wasn’t saying much, and India held out the shirt she was holding.

“Wear this. I’ll grab something else.”

Maisie swallowed as she looked down at her date’s full breasts that were held only in a black lace bra.

“Yes, I just put this on. It’s my date bra. What do you think?”

“You have a date bra?” she asked, putting India’s shirt on quickly to cover her very non-date bra.

“I have a few. Maybe you’ll see all of them one day,” India teased.

“I own, like, three bras, just so you know.”

India laughed and asked, “Do you want me to get you a sweater or something?”

“No, I have one in the car.”

“Okay. Well, should I finish making your coffee?”

“I’ve got it now, but thanks.”

India nodded and said, “I’ll be right back.”

“Please. I feel like your coffee maker hates me. I don’t want to be alone with it.”

“It’s an espresso machine. It’s mad at you because you keep calling it a coffee maker. Grab your cup and walk down the hall. You can see the jacuzzi tub.”

Maisie nodded, and India walked back that way to continue getting ready. Maisie proceeded to add syrup to the coffee she wasn’t sure she’d actually drink and tried to clean up the mess as best she could. Either India was a neat freak, or she had a housekeeper, because the place was spotless, as if it got cleaned daily. Once done, Maisie walked down the hall and saw the den, one guest room, the main guest bathroom, then another guest room, and finally, India’s bedroom. She knocked, not wanting to just walk in.

“I am fully clothed. Come on in.”

Maisie did and took in India’s bedroom. She had a four-poster bed with a white comforter and equally white pillows, and there was more artwork on the walls along a very nice-looking dresser.

“The tub is in the bathroom,” India said.

Maisie walked in farther before turning to the open door. She shouldn’t have been surprised anymore to see a very expensive-looking bathroom with the aforementioned jacuzzi tub, but it was all just so nice. Oddly, though, it was all still welcoming.

“What do you think?” India asked.

“It’s big enough to fit two people,” she said.

“Four, but it’s tight. Two is just right.”

Maisie laughed.

“Sorry, that’s the rhyme the sales guy sold me on.”

“And you bought it?”

“Well, I liked the idea of having a beautiful woman to share the tub with me, so, yeah.”

“Did Finley ever share that tub with you?”

India stopped putting on her lipstick and turned to her.

“No. Fin prefers showers. I prefer baths.”

“Sorry, that was just petty jealousy showing through due to insecurities,” Maisie said and shrugged a shoulder.

“You’re jealous of Finley?”

“Not specifically her. I guess it’s just that you two were together for a while, and she’s probably been here a bunch, so, you know, you two did things here.”

India moved closer to her and replied, “Yes, that’s true. Not in that tub, but Fin and I were together for a long time.” She took Maisie’s hand again. “We’re not anymore, though. And you were with Lainey, but you’re not now.”

“For, like, six months, years ago. And I also don’t have a jacuzzi tub.”

“Maybe you can use this one,” India said, nodding toward the tub. “With or without me in it. I’m happy to loan it to you for the night, and you can use all my good bath stuff. I’ve got lavender, eucalyptus, some citrus, and some cherry stuff, too.”

“You have a variety of coffee syrups and bath stuff?”

“Where is your coffee?”

“In the kitchen. I didn’t want to risk spilling it in your fancy tub,” she joked.

“Should I skip redoing my hair so that we can go grab that drink?”

“Yes, you should. Your hair looks perfect anyway.”

Maisie ran a hand up to India’s ear and pushed a rogue strand behind it.

“I think if it were perfect, you wouldn’t have had to do that just now.”

“You like that I did that just now,” Maisie replied with a wink.

“I did, yes. But I like having my hair behave. Can I have five minutes to handle these flyaways?”

“No. Let’s go,” she said and tugged on India’s hand.

“You’re killing me, Lincoln.”

“Your espresso machine tried to kill me just minutes ago. Consider this payback. And you’re trying a different beer tonight, by the way. I’m convinced there’s one out there for you.”

“What? No. Wine or a martini.”

“I said try,” she replied as they made their way through the hall. “You can order something else, too.”

“This is a lot of you bossing me around on a date.”

Maisie stopped when they got to the living room and asked her, “Hey, want to go to a soccer game with me tomorrow?”

“Random,” India said.

“Sorry. But do you?”

“Do I what, again?”

“Soccer game. Lainey and Paige’s team. They’re in the state tournament. It’s a big deal. It’s a home game. I’m going to cheer from the stands and try to pretend like the election isn’t fast approaching. Thank God, I got a big donation today, but it’s still crazy. Anyway, come with me. We’ll cheer together.”

“To a sporting event?” India squinted. “A high school sporting event?”

“They’re really good.”

“I’m sure they are, but I don’t do sports, Maisie. They’re boring to me and confusing, and if it’s high school, there are bleachers, and those are cold and uncomfortable. I’d be uncomfortable, and I don’t want to ruin the night for you and your friends.”

Maisie forced a smile and said, “Yeah, okay. It was just an idea. Like you said, random. Let’s just get that drink.”

“A martini?”

“I’m getting an IPA. You’re going to at least taste it.”

“Fine,” India said.

As they made their way downstairs, Maisie tried not to think about the fact that India had turned her down for the game, and when Justin met them and opened the door to the garage, India just stood there for a second before she realized that he wasn’t bringing the car to them. She caught up to Maisie then, and they walked to her car, which was no Jaguar. India didn’t comment on it, though, and later, she tried that IPA, shaking her head immediately after. While Maisie knew it was only a beer and no big deal, the whole night had still reminded her just how different the two of them were, so when she dropped India off for the night, she kissed her on the cheek instead of the lips and told her goodnight.


CHAPTER 16

“You said no?” Juliet asked.

“I said it wasn’t really my thing. Besides, she’s got a lot going on. It’s her friends’ big day, I think,” India replied.

“It’s a high school soccer game,” Juliet replied.

“Her friends are the coaches. Maisie is going to show her support.”

“Shouldn’t you go to support Maisie?”

“Support her watching a game?” India asked.

It was the end of the workday, and she’d gone down in the elevator with Juliet. She’d mentioned as they were working on the café earlier that she had been invited to the game with Maisie, but now, she was regretting it. She should have expected Juliet to give her a hard time about not being there if she was free and invited.

“India… She invited you somewhere. That means she wants to spend time with you. It’s not about watching some game. And isn’t she running for city council, too? That election is right around the corner. If she’s asking you to hang out, it means she’s taking time away from that, right?”

“I suppose. But she’s going to a soccer game, so she’s putting that before the election, too.”

Juliet chuckled and said, “I think she’s putting her friends before the election, which makes sense to me.”

They left the elevator, and when Juliet pushed open the door that led outside, India watched her smile instantly.

“Hey, babe,” Juliet said to Gwen, who stood there with Juliet’s dog, Carly, on her leash.

“Hey. We were just out walking nearby, and I thought maybe you could drive us home.” Gwen moved to Juliet and kissed her before she added, “Hey, India.”

“Hi, Gwen,” she replied. “You just happened to be over here?”

“Honestly, yes. I have two clients who live over here, so I brought Carly with me. I also just dropped off Echo and Wells at Molly’s,” Gwen explained and turned back to Juliet. “So, any chance you’d give us a ride back to your place?”

Not only had Finley and Molly gotten together, but they had also managed to adopt their pets at the same time, treating them like the dogs belonged to them as a couple, as opposed to Wells being Molly’s new puppy and Echo being Finley’s new dog. It would have been adorable if it hadn’t also made India a little jealous. She hadn’t even been aware that Finley wanted a dog.

“I don’t mind that at all,” Juliet replied, bending down to pet Carly, who was jumping at her legs, excited to see her. “India, I’ll see you later?”

“Yeah. Have a good night,” India said and watched the two women walk off hand in hand.

That made her think of Maisie and the fact that they’d held hands as well a few times the previous night. Yes, there had been the whole espresso machine milk explosion issue, but she’d been having such a good time with Maisie right up until Maisie’s face had fallen the moment India had declined the invitation to the soccer game. Maisie hadn’t been dramatic about it or anything, and by the time they’d gotten to the bar, it had appeared she’d forgotten all about it. They’d resumed having a good time, and India had even gotten Maisie to try a few drinks. She had ordered three different martinis from the bartender and had Maisie sip all of them, which she had done. Maisie had liked the cucumber one the best, followed by the chocolate one, and when India had revealed to her the price of each, Maisie’s eyes had gone wide. India had ordered top-shelf alcohol and had laughed when Maisie had told her that she now understood why people paid more for certain drinks, because they had been delicious.

When they’d gotten back to India’s, Maisie had let Justin park her car this time, and they had walked up holding hands. At the door, Maisie had kissed her on the cheek, which had been a little disappointing, but India had tried her best not to read anything into it.

She checked the time on her watch and noticed that she had thirty minutes. If she was actually going to do this, she had to hurry. Driving home took less time than she had expected, and her first step there had been finding Maisie’s clean shirt that India’s housekeeper had washed, dried, and folded neatly for her. India put it in a bag and set it on the counter so that she wouldn’t forget it. Then, trying not to think about Maisie’s breasts in that cute bra from the night before, she rushed into her bedroom and changed into a new blouse. Her pants were fine, and her heels were only two inches, so they were appropriate enough for evening wear. She redid a little of her makeup, checked her hair in the mirror, used a little hairspray to tame a flyaway, and headed downstairs to have Justin bring her car around before she hit the road.

◆◆◆

She couldn’t find a parking spot in the lot by the school, but there were several cars parked in the grass right next to it. The game had already started, and India had missed at least the first fifteen minutes of it, so she decided to have the Jag detailed if the mud and grass got into the tires. Stepping out of the car was a chore because she’d worn heels to a soccer game. What had she been thinking? As her heel disappeared into the soft grass, it took all her leg strength from running and exercise to get herself onto the concrete. She tried not to let herself get into a bad mood and kept walking toward the cheers from the people in the stands. India bought a ticket at the booth and looked around at the packed bleachers.

“Excuse me?” she asked the woman in the booth. “Is there a special section for friends of the coaches or team? I’m meeting someone here.”

The woman looked at India like something was wrong with her and replied, “No.”

“Oh, okay. Well, thank you,” she said and reached for her phone in her purse to text Maisie.

Then, she realized how ridiculous that idea was. It was loud here. Maisie probably wouldn’t even hear the notification. India walked down the center path that separated two sets of bleachers, got to the end of it, and started looking around, choosing to focus on the lower levels first.

“Down in front,” some guy said and glared at her.

“Oh, sorry,” she replied.

“India?”

India turned and smiled when she saw Maisie standing there, holding a white bag of popcorn and a bottle of water.

“Hi,” she said. “I was looking for you.”

“You said you didn’t want to come.”

“I know. I changed my mind. Is that okay?”

Maisie looked her up and down and laughed.

“You’re wearing a business suit and heels.”

“I changed my mind at the last minute,” she said, lying through her teeth because yes, she had gone home, and yes, she could have changed, but she had no idea what spectators wore to a high school soccer game, and she thought that if she had to do this, she should at least be comfortable in her own skin.

Maisie laughed again and said, “I just went to the concession stand. There was an injury, so I had a few minutes, and I was starving. Want to sit?”

“Yes,” she replied. “But I’m starving, too. Any chance you’ll share that popcorn?”

“Let’s just get back in line and get you your own because I really am starving,” Maisie replied.

“You won’t miss the game?”

“It’s zero-zero, and I’ve heard Paige yell that the other team is parking the bus, so I think I’ve got some time.”

“Sorry? There’s a bus?” India asked as they started walking toward a building that looked similar to the blue shack, except it was painted green and yellow.

“Parking the bus,” Maisie said, chuckling. “It’s when a team basically focuses on defense and doesn’t make any attempt to score. They line up most of the players and just try to repel the offense as much as they can, like parking a bus in front of the goal. Lainey and Paige have some goal-scoring machines on their team.”

“But how does one team win if neither scores?”

“They’ll go to penalty shots if it stays this way,” Maisie explained as they joined the line. “What made you decide to come here?”

“I don’t know. I felt bad about last night. I thought we were having a good time, and then you asked about this, and I saw it disappointed you that I wasn’t willing to come.”

“That was more about me than you,” Maisie said before she took a handful of popcorn and ate it.

“How so?”

“Well, your house is amazing, but while my family used to have money, I didn’t grow up with it, so I have this tiny studio apartment and a coffee maker. I don’t have a valet or concierge service at my building. Then, I invited you here, and you said no because it wasn’t your thing. I worried that might be true about a lot of my things.”

“Like we have nothing in common, so what is even the point?” India asked.

“Yes,” Maisie said. “Basically.”

“Do you still feel that way?”

“Not exactly. We had fun at the bar once I got out of my own head a little.”

“I thought so,” India said before they moved up in line and were now next.

“I’m trying not to read too much into things, but if I’m being honest, having that asshole Colter walking into my bookshop every few days, tossing out mentions of money, power, control, connections, and everything else, has me on edge a bit.”

India bit her lower lip, not knowing what to say.

“Can I help you?” a man asked from behind the counter.

“Oh,” she uttered, realizing that she hadn’t looked at a menu. “I’m sorry. What are the options?”

Maisie laughed and said, “Can you get her popcorn and a bottle of water?”

“Popcorn?” India asked her.

“You don’t want the hot dogs here; trust me. And the nachos are just stale chips and fake cheese.”

“No, thank you,” India said.

“Candy?” Maisie asked.

“Oh, candy.” India looked behind the man and saw a rack of candy bars and chips. “That one, please.”

She pointed to the one in the blue-and-white wrapper that she had come to love after eating way too many of them from the leftover Halloween candy bowls at work.

“Sure,” he replied.

“The popcorn is safe?” she asked Maisie.

Maisie pulled out her wallet and said, “It’s popular, so they have to make it fresh. It doesn’t get stale that way, and yeah, I’ve never had an issue with it.”

Maisie then pulled out some cash and handed it to the guy.

“No, I’m getting this,” India said.

“Credit card?”

“Yeah.”

“They don’t take credit cards here,” Maisie told her.

“Oh. Really?”

The man handed India her food, and they turned to go.

“Thank you,” India added.

“No problem,” Maisie said and paused for a moment. “Thank you for coming, India.”

“No problem,” she replied with a soft smile.

They sat down in the third row of crowded bleachers, and India kept her bag in her lap, not wanting to set it on the dirty metal below or next to her, and also not feeling like she could set it down without it getting stolen. That made eating the popcorn very difficult, though. She balanced everything as she put the water bottle in the bag and allowed herself a few handfuls.

“So, what’s going on out there?”

“Soccer,” Maisie replied with a laugh. “You don’t know the rules, do you?”

“I know they score goals, and the team with the most wins. Is that good?”

“Yes, that’s good,” Maisie said. “Hey, after this, Paige, Lainey, and I are going to grab a drink and some real food. You should join us.”

“Oh, sure,” India said, excited by the invitation. “I also have your shirt in my car. It’s been washed, so it no longer smells like milk.”

“Thanks,” Maisie replied and ate a handful of popcorn.

“So, no one is winning right now?”

Maisie pointed and said, “We’re the team in white and green. The enemy is in blue and red.”

“The enemy?”

“This is the state tournament. If you lose, you’re done for the year. Besides, Lainey and Paige get a small incentive bonus if the team wins the state, so we want them to make a little extra cash, too.”

“Yes, extra cash. Got it.”

“Lainey has been picking up a lot of extra shifts at the shop lately. I think she might be saving up for a ring.”

India turned to her and asked, “Yeah?”

“They’ve been together for years, and I know they’re in love.” Maisie smiled. “It’s a guess, but I think it’s a good one. When Lainey first started working at the shop, it was only during the off-season. She’s been working this whole season, though, and she has another part-time job, too. I think she wants to make sure she’s planning for the future.”

“What do you want for your future?” India asked.

“Mine?” Maisie laughed a little. “Well, I don’t want to be the family member who ruined the legacy by losing the shop.”

“That’s the shop, though. I meant you, Maise.”

Maisie turned her face to her and said, “Well, I’d like to get married one day and maybe have kids. I’m not entirely sold on that part yet, though. They’re a lot of work, and I’m not getting any younger.”

India laughed and replied, “Tell me about it. I’m almost forty.”

“What about you? What do you want?” Maisie asked.

“Same,” she said. “And maybe travel.”

“Travel? Where?”

“I like warm, sandy beaches,” she said. “But I also like the trips where I explore museums and cities.”

“I haven’t really been anywhere,” Maisie shared. “Well, a few places, I guess, but my life has always revolved around New Orleans.”

“Who knows? Maybe we’ll go somewhere one day.”

“Yeah, maybe,” Maisie said with a smile.


CHAPTER 17

“Night before the election. Want us to come over and hang out?” Lainey asked as she shelved a book.

“No, I’ll be okay. The commercial is running three times: twice tonight and once tomorrow. Was that smart? With that donation I got, I was able to put all the money toward that, and I chose twice today, but maybe I should’ve run it three times tomorrow.”

“I think it’s good. Twice today means you’ll get to the people who vote early tomorrow morning, and once more tomorrow means you could reach the ones who haven’t yet.”

“Yeah, that’s what I thought. But I’m second-guessing everything today, including this shirt. Is this shirt okay?”

Maisie was behind the counter, so Lainey turned to her, looked at her shirt, and gave her a quizzical expression.

“It’s just a white shirt, Maise.”

“I know. But is it okay?”

“For what? You’re working in a bookstore. I think it’s fine,” Lainey told her. “Hey, where did that donation come from, again?” she asked before she returned her attention to the bookshelf.

“It was anonymous, but I can make a guess.”

“Yeah, me too,” Lainey replied.

“Mr. Barnard,” Maisie said.

“India,” Lainey said at the same time and turned around to look at Maisie in surprise. “What? Mr. Barnard? That’s your guess?”

“He’s been in a lot more than usual recently and actually asked me about the campaign right before the donation came in. He’s an old guy with some money, and he had a big crush on Grams. I thought… You think it was India?”

“Uh… Yes. It was obviously India. Mr. Barnard? Come on.”

“She wouldn’t have just donated to my campaign. She’s been helping, but she wouldn’t just drop that kind of money on someone she hardly knows.”

“Someone she’s dating,” Lainey said, stopping with the shelving and walking over to the counter. “And it’s not that kind of money to her. She’s rich. That might have been pennies to her.”

“She didn’t say anything,” Maisie replied.

“She might have thought you wouldn’t take it coming from her. You are still dating, right?”

“I think so. We have a date planned for after the election, but I’ve been so focused on that recently that she and I haven’t really talked. We’ve texted a few times, but I haven’t seen her since the night of the soccer game.”

“When she wore the heels?” Lainey laughed. “It was nice of her to come, though. Hey, do you think she can come to the next one, too? She might be good luck.”

“I don’t know. I can ask.”

“Make sure you tell her to wear jeans and a sweater or something. Oh, and tennis shoes. I bet she had to throw out those expensive shoes.”

“It was fun, though, right? At the restaurant after.”

“Yeah, I had fun. Paige likes her, too.”

“Can you see us…” Maisie started and sighed. “I don’t know; together? Are we too different?”

“Hey, I think I stressed you out before when I shouldn’t have,” Lainey said. “India’s great. Yes, she’s rich and dresses like it, but she’s not as pretentious as I thought she’d be, and I don’t think she’s anything like that other rich person you’ve been dealing with recently. If you like her, just go for it. Don’t let that stupid shit get in your way.”

“She gets these looks on her face whenever she doesn’t really want to do something, and I can see it every time. Like, when I invited her to the game, her face showed me just how much she did not want to watch high school soccer.”

“Not many people actually want to watch high school soccer. I have to because it’s my job, and the parents go because their kids play. We’re lucky my team is good, and it’s better than some other teams that just kick the ball around, but I can’t blame her for not wanting to go on a date in the bleachers.”

“It wasn’t meant to be a date. It was just a chance for us to have some time together. I wanted to see her again, and I had plans already.”

“Did you tell her that?”

“No, because I saw her face, Lainey. It was like she was doing mental math or something.”

“Mental math?”

“Yes, like weighing all her options, thinking about those bleachers, what she would wear, how uncomfortable she’d be, and deciding that she didn’t want to do it. God, I wonder if that was what Finley saw all the time.”

“You know who you could ask about that?”

“Who?”

“Finley,” Lainey suggested with a laugh. “She works next door.”

“I can’t just ask her that.”

“Yes, you can. If you feel like you need to know, ask. But I’d also suggest telling India how it felt and that you wanted to spend time with her.”

“She knows that. We’re dating.”

“You’re infuriating,” Lainey said, laughing. “I’m going back to work.”

“You and Paige just do that, huh?”

“Do what?”

“Work. You just work.”

Lainey shrugged a shoulder and said, “Yeah, we do.”

“I don’t know that India and I do,” Maisie shared.

“And I don’t know that you’ve really given it much of a chance yet,” Lainey replied and walked back over to the shelf.

◆◆◆

“Hi,” India said with a smile.

“Hey,” she replied. “Come on in.”

They hadn’t planned on seeing each other tonight. India was going to be working late, and Maisie was too nervous to spend time with anyone, given the looming election. After talking to Lainey earlier that day, though, Maisie had texted India and asked if she could come over to hang out. India had replied right away, and now she was standing in her doorway, holding a bottle of wine in one hand and a bouquet of flowers in the other.

“Are those for me?” Maisie asked.

“They are, yes,” India said. “We’re pre-celebrating tonight. I also ordered us some food. It should be here in about ten minutes.” She held out the flowers for Maisie and walked into the apartment. “I got two options.”

“Options?” she asked, breathing in the red, white, and yellow roses.

“For food,” India replied and closed the door behind her. “Where should I hang my coat? It’s raining out there.”

“Oh,” Maisie said, just noticing that India was wearing a black knee-length coat that had raindrops all over it and that, on the arm holding the wine, an umbrella was hooked over it. “I don’t have a coat thing. Maybe just the chair?”

“Sure,” India said.

Maisie walked over to the kitchen and set the flowers down on the counter while she found something to put them in. India removed her coat, hung it over the back of the chair at Maisie’s kitchen table, and then brought the wine bottle over to where Maisie was standing.

“Corkscrew?”

“Sorry?”

“Maise, corkscrew for the wine. It should breathe.”

“Oh. Drawer,” she said, pointing to the drawer nearby. “And what did you mean, we’re pre-celebrating?”

“Your victory.”

“We can’t celebrate. I haven’t won anything.”

India grabbed the corkscrew and replied, “Regardless of whether or not you win the election tomorrow, you’ve already won something, Maise. You have fought for something you believe in, and I think that’s a victory. Most people, myself included, just sit back and let people like Colter Stone win. You didn’t.”

“But he’s still going to win.”

Maisie watched India open that bottle of wine like she’d done it a million times before, and damn it, if that didn’t turn her on.

“You should trim the stems,” India said.

“Huh?” Maisie cleared her throat.

“On the roses.”

“Oh, yeah. Right.”

India smiled at her, and that smile told Maisie that India knew where her mind had gone.

“Wineglasses?”

“Um… I have some.”

“And where might I find them?”

“Oh, cabinet behind you. They’re the kind without the stems.”

“The roses?”

“No, the wineglasses,” Maisie said, laughing.

“I know, Maisie. I was teasing.”

India smiled at her before she turned and reached for two glasses in the cabinet by the refrigerator. She didn’t pour them wine, though. She placed the glasses next to the bottle and looked over at Maisie, who still hadn’t moved.

“Scissors?”

“Oh.”

Maisie pulled her old scissors out of a drawer that she’d had for over a decade and wondered if they even worked still. Then, she watched as India pulled out the dozen roses individually and neatly trimmed the stems while Maisie filled a vase with water. It was the only vase she had in the place, and she had no idea where she had gotten it. India arranged the flowers for her and stood back, checking out her handiwork.

“Okay. Well, the wine should breathe longer, but you don’t have a decanter, I’m guessing.”

Maisie shook her head.

“Then, we’ll just drink it when the food gets here and hope for the best.”

“I won’t know the difference, anyway,” Maisie pointed out.

“Do you want me to teach you some stuff?” India offered. “I love a good wine.”

“How good is this wine?” Maisie asked, peering down at the label.

“Are you asking me how good it tastes or how expensive it is, Maisie?”

“I just don’t want you to waste the good stuff on me.”

“Impossible,” India said. “And it’s a good wine. I took it from my own wine rack.”

“You have a wine rack?”

“I do. It’s in the hall closet. Well, it was a hall closet. I converted it to a wine room and moved the hall closet when I bought the place. It’s temperature-controlled, and I’m a big fan of red, but I have some good whites in there, too. They’re chilling in the refrigerated compartment.”

“I think I’ve maybe bought one bottle of wine ever in my life, and it was from the grocery store,” Maisie shared.

“What kind was it?”

“No idea. I just grabbed it because the label looked cool. It had a duck on it.”

“They put a duck on a wine label?” India asked, looking offended.

“Yeah,” she said, laughing a little.

“Wine should not have a duck on the label.”

“So, I shouldn’t pick up a bottle for our next date?”

“You can. You’ll just be drinking it alone,” India said, and her face didn’t do the mental math this time.

“And if I wanted you to try it, would you?”

“In this scenario, am I already drunk?”

Maisie laughed and asked, “What food did you order?”

“I got pizza since I knew what you liked, but I added a pasta just in case you weren’t in the mood for pizza again. Is that okay?”

“Pizza with this good wine?”

“I know… I’m breaking all my rules for you, Maisie Lincoln.”

Maisie knew it was a joke, but there was something inside her that squeezed a little bit when she heard those words coming out of India’s mouth.

“Can I ask you something?”

“Sure,” India said.

“Were you my anonymous campaign donor?”

India looked down at the wineglasses and said, “Yes.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I wasn’t sure you’d take the money if I did,” India replied, looking up at her. “And I wanted to help close the distance a little between you and Colter. I know it’s not enough to do a lot with at this point. I wish I had met you months ago. Maybe it would’ve helped more then. But–”

“It helped now,” she interrupted. “I was able to air my commercial.”

“You were?” India asked, brightening a bit.

“Yeah.” Maisie smiled. “I don’t know if it’s going to do much, but it’ll be on TV, so maybe that’ll get me a few more votes.”

“That’s great, Maise. So, you’re not mad?”

“No,” she said. “I’m grateful.”

India seemed to sigh in relief and replied, “I’m glad. I worried you might be upset about it and wouldn’t want… this.” She motioned between them.

“I do. And I should apologize for the other night.”

India looked confused.

“The night I was at your place and invited you to the soccer game.”

“Okay. Why are you–”

“I think it was sort of a test,” she admitted. “I wanted to see what you’d say.”

India nodded and replied, “And I said no.”

“Your face does this thing where you look like you’re weighing all your options, and then, you say no to the things you don’t want to do.”

“It does?”

Maisie nodded this time and replied, “It does. I think that’s what hurts the most. It’s not just that you don’t want to do something. It’s that I can see you thinking about all the other things you could be doing or eating, in the case of the first date thing, and then you choose something else. It kind of feels like you’re choosing not me.”

“What? Maisie, no. I–”

“I know that’s probably unfair, but I wanted to explain where I was coming from.”

“I’m sorry. I… I didn’t know I did that.”

“Finley never told you?”

“No, but–” India stopped. “No.”

“I wanted to spend time with you. That was really why I invited you. I asked to see how you would react, yes, but I just wanted to see you again. I had already promised Lainey and Paige that I’d be there, though, and I didn’t know how else to have both, so I suggested you join me there.”

“You did?” India asked with a slight smile.

“I did. I just wanted you to know that.”

“Well, I think that deserves the good wine,” India said and looked down at the empty glasses again just as the doorbell rang. “And pizza.”

“I’ll get it. Do you want to pour the wine and sit?”

Maisie motioned to the table.

“Sure.”

“Sorry, my junk mail is there. You can just push it aside. I tried to clean up a little, but my place isn’t–”

“You. Your place is you,” India said, looking around. “I like it.”

“But I don’t even have a hall closet for you to convert into a wine room,” she joked.

India laughed and poured the wine.


CHAPTER 18

“Can I ask you something?”

“Uh… Sure,” Finley said, reaching for the two cups of coffee on the bar.

“Is one of those for me?”

“No, one is for Molly,” Finley replied. “Was I supposed to get you coffee?”

“No, I’m just giving you a hard time and trying to delay asking my actual question.”

“Why?” Finley asked.

“Because I feel like I keep bugging you about our relationship, and you’re already in a new one, so that’s not fair.”

“You’re not bugging me, India. What’s up?”

“Did I make a face when I didn’t want to do something you asked about?”

“What?”

“When you asked me to watch football with you or go to some bar I didn’t want to go to, did I make a face like I was, I don’t know, weighing all my options?”

Finley took a step back to let someone else grab their coffee and said, “I don’t know that I ever noticed that, no. Why?”

“Maisie mentioned it.”

“That you make a face?”

“That it felt like I was weighing my options and deciding not to spend time with her.”

“Oh. Weird. No, I don’t think I noticed that. But I got used to you turning me down after a while, so maybe it was there, and I didn’t see.”

“I’m sorry, Fin. I–”

“No, you don’t have to apologize. I didn’t mean to make you feel bad. I just don’t remember you making a face or anything.”

“Maisie noticed it. What does that mean?”

“Probably that she likes you,” Finley said, smiling at her.

“You didn’t like me?” India laughed.

“I loved you once,” Finley replied. “But I didn’t see it. I think it’s interesting, you know? Sometimes, you can love someone, but it’s not right with you two, and then you meet someone else, and they pick up on things the other person didn’t. Maybe that’s Maisie for you.”

“We’ve been on two dates, if you can call them that. We haven’t even kissed yet.”

“Really? Why not?”

“One thing or another. Last night, I think she was too nervous about the election, so I kissed her on the cheek and gave her a hug, but that hug felt so nice, Fin.”

“Yeah? I don’t even remember the last time we hugged when we were together.”

“Me neither,” India replied. “And I like her, but it’s too soon to be talking about her being the only person who can see that I make a face when I don’t want to do something.”

“Maybe. But if she’s already onto you, that could also mean something.”

“There’s nothing to be onto. It’s not that I don’t want to spend time with her. I do. I just don’t do well in places when I’m uncomfortable.”

“Have you seen me at the ballet?” Finley laughed. “I mean, I wasn’t comfortable half the places you dragged me to, but I still went. I think what people look for is someone who’s willing to meet them in the middle.”

“I went to the soccer game and the bar after.”

“That’s a start,” Finley said. “What has she done that’s something for you?”

“Technically, she drank the wine I brought last night, even though I know she would’ve preferred a beer. She’s not really a wine person.”

“That’s good, right?”

“Yes, it’s good. It’s new, but it’s good.”

“Then, maybe try to pay attention to your face and be honest with her about it. You never really did that with me. It was always just no, you didn’t want to go or do something with me. After a while, that really starts to hurt.”

India nodded and said, “Yeah, I get that now.”

“I have to get this up to Molls. You going to be okay?”

“I’m good. I’m actually off today. I’m just grabbing coffee and heading over to the bookstore to help with the election stuff.”

“You’re helping her with the election?”

“I’m helping Lainey run the shop while Maisie goes and votes for herself.”

“You’re working in the bookstore?” Finley said, laughing. “What has this girl done to you?”

“I’m still wearing Jimmy Choo’s, so I haven’t changed completely.”

“Tell her I’d vote for her, but I don’t live in her district.”

“I will,” she said with a smile.

Finley then walked out of the café, and India joined the line. She ordered enough coffee for an army, getting a dozen cookies, too, and headed out the door, wishing there was a side door already, making things easier. She’d bring that up again after the election, once Maisie was a little less stressed out.

“Hey,” Lainey greeted her when India walked in. “Need help?”

“Yes, but you can’t just take your coffee and run,” she replied.

Lainey laughed and took the box of cookies.

“And you can’t just grab a cookie and run, Lainey.”

“I’m putting them on the table. We’re all in the back.”

India followed her and found Maisie sitting down and staring at her laptop.

“Hi,” India said.

“Oh, hi,” Maisie replied. “No one is reporting in yet.”

“Because it’s still too early, babe,” India replied and set the coffee carrier on the table before she sat down next to her. “I brought you coffee.” She leaned over and kissed Maisie on the cheek. “How’s she doing?” she asked Paige.

“She hasn’t stopped staring at the computer for the past hour,” Paige replied. “When I tried to take it away from her, she growled at me.”

India laughed silently and placed her hand on the back of Maisie’s neck, massaging the tight muscles there. Maisie closed her eyes and leaned into the touch.

“I promise, I’m not usually like this. You just met me at a really weird time,” Maisie said.

“That’s okay. I’m here to help. What can I do?”

“I need to run out and vote,” Maisie said. “And Lainey and Paige need to run to the school.”

“I thought I was going to watch the shop with Lainey.”

“I’ll just close it for thirty minutes. Not a big deal.”

“We have a faculty meeting about some prank the seniors pulled last night, but we should be back in an hour or so,” Lainey explained.

“I can watch the place by myself if you need me to,” India offered, wondering where that was coming from.

“You know how to use the register?” Lainey asked.

“No, but it’s pretty easy, right? Just scan the book, the screen tells you how much, and they pay.”

“But do you know how to check if a book is in stock?” Lainey asked.

“Come on, Laine. As if someone would come in asking about that during the one time I’m not here,” Maisie replied. “Actually, that does sound like something someone would do. I’ll just stay here and wait until you come back,” she added to Lainey. “Then, I’ll go vote.”

“Are you sure?” Lainey asked.

“Yeah, it’s fine. I’m just anxious to be done with all of this, but I can wait another hour.”

“You can train me for the next ten minutes and go. I’m sure I can handle it for twenty minutes on my own,” India offered.

Maisie smiled at her and then rested her head on India’s shoulder, which reminded India of the previous night when Maisie had done the same. That night, India had wrapped her arm around Maisie’s shoulders in response, and they had sat there on Maisie’s sofa, holding on to one another while they talked. India hadn’t wanted to leave, but she’d known Maisie needed a good night’s sleep before election day, so they had shared a hug and a cheek kiss, and she’d gone home.

“We’ll be right back, okay?” Lainey said, taking Paige’s hand.

“Yeah. Thanks,” Maisie replied.

“Take care of her while we’re gone?” Lainey said to her.

India nodded, and Lainey and Paige exited through the back.

“You doing okay?” she asked before she kissed the top of Maisie’s head.

“My stomach is not. I haven’t eaten today, but I don’t know that I can keep anything down. I’m so worried that if I lose this, that asshole is going to come for my shop just because he can; because I didn’t take his little deal.”

India placed her hand on Maisie’s thigh, gave it a small squeeze, and said, “It’s going to be okay, no matter what happens with the election. If he comes after this place, we’ll fight him.”

“How?” Maisie asked. “He has all the money.”

“Not all. I have some, too.”

“I can’t ask you to fight this with me,” Maisie said, lifting her head. “You already donated to my campaign, which was more than you needed to do.”

“I wanted to,” she replied, taking in Maisie’s concerned expression. “I want you to win, Maise, but if you don’t, and he comes after Chapter & Verse, I’ll help however I can. I do have a lot of money, but we don’t even have to go that route. There are other options.”

“Like what?”

“Connections. He may have some, but I do, too. I can call those connections. We’d figure it out, okay?”

“I don’t know why, but I kind of believe you.”

“I think that’s a good thing, right?” she checked.

“Yeah, it’s a good thing.”

“So, I know today is going to be crazy, and you might not know until late, depending on how things go, but I’d like to take you out tonight. If not tonight, maybe tomorrow night.”

“Yes, that sounds nice.”

“And I’d like to take you somewhere with really good food and a wine list. Is that okay? It won’t be super fancy, but I–”

“It’s fine, India,” Maisie told her with a smile. “Wherever you want.”

“Really? I was expecting a lecture about how important places like that little blue shack are to the city and how they have the best food around.”

“Well, that’s true,” Maisie said with a shrug. “But you’ve been doing a lot of things for me since we met. It’s time I go somewhere you want.”

India smiled at her and said, “Okay. Well, let’s see how the rest of the day goes, and if it’s not tonight, then tomorrow.”

“Sounds good.”

“If we don’t go out tonight, though, maybe I can just be with you? I was thinking I’d be here when you got the news, or that I could drive you home and be there if you don’t find out early enough.”

“What if it’s so close, they need all night to count the votes?” Maisie asked. “Will you be with me in the morning?”

“Do you want me there in the morning?” India asked.

“I bet you’re really pretty when you wake up,” Maisie said.

India laughed and replied, “This face takes me about an hour to put on each day, so you’d be wrong.”

“The makeup looks good on you, but I’d love to see you without it.” Maisie cupped her cheek. “You’re beautiful, India. And I’d love to see you in the morning, but I think, if you slept over, it would just be sleep. Is that okay?”

“Of course, it’s okay. That’s what I was hoping for,” India said.

Maisie’s eyes flitted to her laptop then, where she had half the screen showing the election results that weren’t in yet. The other half showed a news site with a video playing, and India’s eyes went wide when she saw it because it was a campaign commercial for Colter that she hadn’t seen. Admittedly, India didn’t watch a lot of TV, and she hadn’t paid any attention to her brother’s campaign, forgetting he was even running until she met Maisie. There was no sound, but several pictures of Colter with his parents, his two dogs, and then one of him with their mother, his father, and India appeared before fading into his campaign logo and slogan.

“India?” Maisie asked her. “Why were you just in Colter Stone’s campaign ad? That was you, right? I’m not just imagining that I saw you in his ad? I’ve never seen that one. It must be new. How–” Maisie stopped and shook her head. “I must be seeing things.”

India sat back in her chair, sighed, and said, “You’re not seeing things.”

Maisie turned back to her and said, “Well, I know you’re not dating him, since you told me you’re gay, so…”

“God, gross. And no, I’d never date anyone like him.”

“It was a picture with his parents.”

“Yes,” India said with a nod.

Maisie didn’t say anything for a minute, and India knew she was waiting for her to offer an explanation, but she didn’t know how to explain it without messing things up between them. When it appeared that she would have no choice, because Maisie wasn’t speaking first, India cleared her throat, looked Maisie in the eye, and bit her lower lip.

“He’s my brother.”

“Who’s your brother?” Maisie asked, obviously knowing the answer but not being able to process it yet.

“Colter. He’s my half-brother. My mom is his mom.”

“You’re his… He’s your…”

“Yes,” she said.

“You’re related to him?”

“Yes,” she repeated.

“And you didn’t tell me?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Because you clearly hated him when we first met, and I worried you’d hold him against me. I’m not like him, Maisie. I tried to convince him to–”

“Make that deal?” Maisie shot up from her chair. “That was your idea, wasn’t it? You were the advisor he mentioned.”

“I am not that fool’s advisor. I just met him for lunch and asked him to consider giving this place historical status. I suggested you might quit if he did that, but I didn’t tell him to threaten you or–”

“You thought I’d quit if I got what I wanted?” Maisie asked softly.

“I was trying to make it a win-win, Maisie. You wanted this place to be protected.”

“I want to win the race, too, India.”

“I know that now. When we first met, though, I thought it was more about the bookstore. We’d had one conversation, you and me.” India stood. “I’m sorry. I know I should have told you about him, and I was going to, after the election. I didn’t exactly expect to meet you and for us to start dating.”

“But we are dating, and I didn’t know your brother was my opponent.”

“I know. And I’m sorry. For what it’s worth, I can’t stand him. I can’t even say that I love him because he’s my blood. I don’t know that I do. I promise you that I’m not like him.”

“I don’t think you’re like him.”

“You don’t like rich people, Maisie.”

“I don’t like rich assholes,” Maisie corrected. “I like you, though.”

“Do you still?”

Maisie sat back down and said, “Yes, but…”

“But you don’t want this anymore?” India asked when Maisie didn’t finish her sentence.

“You should’ve told me. I would’ve understood. Why couldn’t you just tell me, India?”

“I thought you wouldn’t want to see me anymore, and I didn’t want that. You’re the first woman, aside from my ex, whom I’ve cared about in any way other than friendship in a very long time. I couldn’t even give Finley what I’ve wanted to give you, Maisie. It seems silly, I’m sure, but I showed up to that soccer game feeling like an absolute idiot in my heels, eating really bad popcorn, watching a game I don’t understand, and sitting on cold bleachers that made my back hurt. It’s easy for some people, but easy for me is an amazing glass of wine and my jacuzzi or a night at the opera or the ballet or in an art museum, taking in the work. For some reason, I met you, and I wanted to actually try to give you things I’d never even offered the woman I’d been with for years, and I worried that when I’d finally gotten to the point where I wanted that, you would push me away because my brother is Colter fucking Stone.” India moved around the table. “But today is your day; it’s not about me or what I want. It’s not even about us, or whatever we could be; it’s about you and this election. So, I’m going to get out of your way and let you handle this. You should not have to deal with me or my mistakes right now.” She motioned to the table Maisie was sitting behind. “I will be rooting for you, okay? I’ll be watching the results come in, and I’ll be rooting for you.”

Then, India turned and left the store.


CHAPTER 19

Maisie stared at her computer because she had nowhere else to put her eyes. She was sad, disappointed, worried, and stressed. India had just left the shop, and Maisie had wanted to go after her to tell her that she understood. She had to own her part in this. She’d been so focused on India being inflexible and so wealthy, having a valet at her condo, that she had contributed to the barriers between them, making India jump through metaphorical hoops to prove that she could actually give in a relationship.

“God, what is wrong with me?” she said to herself because there was no one else there.

The coffees and cookies India had brought were still on the table, Lainey and Paige were still at their meeting, and the woman she liked had just left because she hadn’t felt comfortable telling Maisie that she had a brother who was running against her in the election.

When the door opened and the bells jangled, she stood and went to the front, where she saw two customers walk in, unaware of what had just happened or the fact that Maisie was running a campaign in the back of the shop.

“Do you have a bathroom that we can use?” the woman asked.

“Yeah, sure,” Maisie said. “Back and to the left.”

“Great. Thank you.”

“Any water?” the guy who was with her asked.

“No, we don’t sell water. Sorry,” Maisie replied.

“Yeah, okay,” he said and followed the woman back to the bathroom.

“Want to go get some from the place next door?” the woman asked him. “The Southern Roastery?”

“Yes. Let’s get some coffee, too,” he replied.

“It’s not a café,” Maisie offered. “That’s just their headquarters. And the coffee shop inside it is employees-only, but there’s another one down the block.”

“Oh, okay. Thanks,” the guy said.

The woman went into the one-stall bathroom first, leaving the guy to look at the books on the shelves next to it.

“So, how did you hear about us?” Maisie asked, trying to take her mind off the fact that India had just left.

“Hear about–” The guy turned to her. “Oh, we were just walking by and saw this place.”

“Oh,” she said. “Right.”

“Do you sell any manga here?” he asked.

“Uh… No,” she said.

“Too bad. I would have bought some.”

“Sorry,” she replied.

The woman came out of the bathroom then, and her companion went inside, closing the door behind him.

“Thanks,” the woman said to Maisie.

“No problem,” she replied and sat down at her table.

Minutes later, the two visitors left without purchasing anything. Maisie really needed to post a sign that the bathroom was for customers only, but she’d always resisted doing so because when someone needed to go, they needed to go, and for the longest time, they’d been the only business in the area with a bathroom.

“Hey, we’re back,” Lainey said, walking in behind her. “You can go vote if you haven’t already.”

“That was quick,” Maisie noted.

“We’re just coaches, so we only had to find out that one of our players played a role in the stupid prank and is now suspended for a match. Well, that was my decision, but they caused damage to the school, so she’s lucky she’s not off the team. She’s one of our best midfielders, though, so I need to rework our lineup for the next match. Why are teenagers so dumb?”

Maisie laughed and replied, “I don’t know, but I’m not sold on the fact that adults are much smarter.”

“Why? What happened?” Lainey asked, sitting down next to her.

“Where’s Paige?”

“Parking. The lot is full, so she’s finding another spot. Where’s India?”

“She left.”

“Why?”

“Because her brother is Colter Stone.”

“What?” Lainey asked as she reached for the box of cookies.

“Her half-brother, technically.”

“Colter Stone? The asshole you’re running against?”

“Yes. India is his half-sister, and she didn’t tell me.”

“Shit. Really?”

“Yes. And I think it might be my fault.”

“It’s your fault she’s related to that jerk?”

“No, but it’s at least partly my fault that she felt like she couldn’t tell me about it.”

“And why is that your fault, exactly? She’s a big girl. She knew you were running against the guy and could have mentioned that she was related to him at any time.”

“That’s true,” she said. “But I’ve been giving her a hard time since we met.”

“About her brother?”

“No, the stupid stuff.” Maisie sighed. “We’re so different, and she told me about how she and her ex broke up because India… wasn’t great at compromise, is the best way of putting it, I guess. Like, if Finley wanted to do something and India didn’t, they just didn’t do it. I think it got to me, and I’ve been acting like an ass myself by testing her. I told her that, and she forgave me, I think, but I haven’t exactly given her any reason to tell me that she’s the half-sister of the guy I hate.”

“Why are you even dating her, then?” Lainey asked.

“What?”

“Maise, if you keep testing the woman, that means you believe that at some point, she’ll fail, right? So, it’s like you’re preparing for that failure so that you can hold it against her or something; like you want the thing to end before it begins if she doesn’t fit into whatever cookie-cutter image you have for the woman you want to be with.”

“That’s not true,” Maisie said.

“Then, what is true?”

“I like her,” she answered. “She came over last night, and we talked for hours, Lainey. Yes, we’re pretty different, but that’s because the males in my family gambled away our money decades ago. I’m doing all right, but I’m basically a few months away from closing up shop here all the time, and that’s not getting any better with more and more people reading on their phones or not at all. I don’t know. I just… I like her. She’s sweet and really smart. She’s beautiful and makes me laugh, and not just when she wears heels to a high school soccer game.”

Maisie laughed at the memory.

“Have you ever thought about doing something more than just running for city council?”

“Huh?”

“You always talk about how this place is historical, and you want that status to protect it, but people use the bathroom here now more than they buy books.”

“I know. I’m working on adding water, snacks, and other things, too. That should help a little.”

“But what about working with the tour companies?”

“I’ve tried. I’ve made calls.”

“Like a year or two ago.”

“They told me they’d consider putting us back on their tours, but they didn’t. What am I supposed to do?”

“I don’t know. Call them again. Things change all the time, Maisie. And let’s be honest here: it’s a long shot. This race is a long shot for you. Colter will probably win.”

“And he might come after the shop,” she added.

“Maybe. Maybe not. But you’ll go back to just having the shop and trying to keep it running. If you like India, that’s great. Stop testing the woman and give her a real chance,” Lainey said before she took a bite of the cookie she pulled out of the box. “I still don’t like that she didn’t tell you something important like that, though.”

“Me neither. But I sat here, trying to blame her for it, and I kept getting held up on the fact that I made her worry that she couldn’t tell me because I’ve never liked someone like her before.”

“It’s true. I’ve met your exes.”

“You are one of my exes.”

“And I’ve never worn heels to a soccer match.”

“Yes, exactly.” Maisie laughed. “I look at her, and I feel like I simultaneously want to kiss her and run the other direction to fix my hair and put on some fancy dress because I don’t understand why someone like her would want someone like me.”

“Finley isn’t exactly fancy,” Lainey argued.

“I know. I’m defying logic right now. Still, I can’t help but feel it.”

“Is it worth it to you?”

“Is what worth it to me?”

“India. Can you put some of that stuff behind you, push it away, and just give the woman the benefit of the doubt? She wants you, Maisie. She took the day off work to come here and help you with this election that she knows you’re likely to lose. She brought the whole world coffee and cookies. Seriously, how many coffees did she bring?”

“Enough,” Maisie replied, laughing.

“There are also, like, a dozen cookies in here.”

“Yes, she must know you well already,” Maisie joked.

“Look, you’re making this way too hard, when it doesn’t need to be. So, get through today, and then think about what you want to do. I recommend that you at least talk to her. Like I said, I like her for you. I saw you practically fall into her when she started massaging your neck. You’re not usually a vulnerable person, and that’s especially true when you’re around other people. Hell, we dated for six months, and I don’t think you ever let me massage your neck like that.”

“Did you ever offer?” she teased.

“Yes, I did,” Lainey replied, laughing. “And I think the fact that you showed that side of yourself to her already, even with both Paige and me here, means something, Maise.” She shoved Maisie playfully in the shoulder. “Now, go vote for yourself. Let’s try to win this damn thing and make you the next city councilor in the city of New Orleans.”

Maisie smiled at her best friend, stood, and just as Paige walked in, she walked out. The voting station was only a short walk from the shop, so instead of driving, Maisie decided to enjoy the fresh air and have some time with her thoughts. She couldn’t push India out of them, though, which was surprising because she’d been so focused on kicking Colter Stone’s ass for months now that she had hardly been able to think of anything else. Yet, the look on India’s face when she’d tried to explain and then left the shop was something she couldn’t keep out of her mind.

Maisie should’ve told her that it was okay – she understood, and she had played her part – but she hadn’t said anything. She had let India leave, and now, she stood in line to vote for herself in some election that she had no chance of winning. Even if the polls had her up a few points, that didn’t mean she was up on Colter, and he’d been running ads just like the one she’d seen with India in the family photo all last night and today. Everyone would have his face on their mind when they went to vote, and Maisie would have to wrap her brain around this all being over soon and her life returning to what it had been before, which wasn’t bad, but wasn’t exactly fulfilling.

Maisie had her friends in Lainey and Paige, and she had the shop, but that was it. She didn’t have money saved up in the bank to travel, buy a house, or even rent a nicer apartment. She didn’t have a girlfriend or a wife to go home to at night. She also didn’t have her family anymore, and for the past several months, she’d been able to ignore the relative loneliness she felt since Grams had died. While she waited in line, she decided to do something about at least one part of her life. She pulled out her phone, looked up the number, and dialed.

“NOLA Guides. This is Jill.”

“Hi, Jill. This is Maisie Lincoln. I think we spoke maybe about a year ago about your tours.”

“Okay. How can I help you?”

“I own Chapter & Verse,” she said to try to help Jill’s memory.

“Oh, yeah. Maisie Lincoln,” Jill replied. “I remember now.”

“You mentioned that you might be able to include the bookshop on a few more tours a week, and I was wondering where you might have landed on that.”

“Honestly, I didn’t make the tour decisions then. That would’ve been the previous owner.”

“Previous?”

“Yes. And the current owner, Melinda, just kept most of the tours the same for the first few months.”

“And now?”

“Now, I don’t know. She might want to shake things up. If you want to come here today, she’ll be in soon. I can tell her you want to talk about it.”

“I can’t today,” Maisie said. “I want to, but I’m running for city council, and it’s election day.”

“Oh, cool. Good luck,” Jill said. “Can you give me one second?”

“Sure.”

“Thanks,” Jill said into the phone. “Willa, one minute, babe. Then, lunch, okay?” Jill sounded far away now. “Sorry, my girlfriend just showed up to take me to lunch. I can tell Mel that you called, and she can call you back, if you want.”

“That would be great. And I can stop by tomorrow or something, if she needs to meet in person.”

“Okay. I’ll leave her a message. I like your store, by the way. I’ve been in a few times on the tours. I think there’s always someone else in there, though, when I stop by.”

“Probably Lainey or Sarah.”

“Maybe. I don’t know.”

“Do you think Melinda would be more likely to say yes if I add something for the tourists?”

“Like what?”

“I don’t know; give you all ten-percent-off coupons for them, or a free bookmark or something? Or maybe add some water and snacks to the shop to encourage people to buy?”

“Water and snacks for sure,” Jill replied. “But our tours are usually on tight schedules, so we can’t keep them there browsing for long.”

“What if you ended the tour here?” Maisie suggested as she moved up in line to check in. “Maybe a tour ends here, and there’s a café next door that’s about to open. It could be that they finish at Chapter & Verse and can get themselves a coffee or water there. I might even be able to get coupons for Southern Roastery for them.”

“Southern? I know people who work there,” Jill said.

“You do?”

“Yes. A few, actually. I hadn’t thought about using my connections there for coupons, but that could work. I’ll have Melinda call you. I think she’ll like the idea of finishing the tour there and doing some kind of coupon deal for a percentage off books and maybe coffee. If you don’t hear back from her today or tomorrow, though, just call us back. She’s planning a wedding right now, so she’s a little scatterbrained.”

“Okay. Thank you,” she said.

“Yeah, no problem,” Jill replied.

Maisie said goodbye and felt a little bit better about doing one thing good today.


CHAPTER 20

“Hi,” she said into her phone.

“Hey. What are you up to tonight?” Ava asked.

India glanced down at her full wineglass and the fire she had turned on the moment she had gotten home.

“Wine and contemplation,” she replied.

“Contemplation? That doesn’t sound good,” Ava said. “Is everything okay?”

“Um… Not really, but I’ll be all right.”

India took a small sip and savored the rich flavor of her favorite red.

“I was going to see if you wanted to come out with me and Stephania tonight.”

“Your new supermodel girlfriend?”

“We’re not together,” Ava replied through her nervous laughter. “We’re dating officially, though.”

“I thought she left town.”

“She did. She went back to LA to pack a bag after her photoshoot here. She got back yesterday and is staying with me for the week before she has to go to Miami for work.”

“And…” India smiled.

“And I really, really like her. How crazy is that? Asher met her through some app but was too in love with Linden, so nothing happened with Stephania and a dumb thought about giving her my number – or vice versa, I don’t remember exactly – got me here.”

“I’m happy for you,” India replied, staring into her gas fireplace. “She’s nice? It’s not just a sex thing anymore?”

“She’s amazing. She makes custom hats. Did I tell you that? Like, it’s her business. She owns it and has employees and everything. She’s obviously sexy and beautiful, but she’s also really smart and funny. She holds my hand when we walk down the street. She asked me first because if she gets spotted and someone takes a picture, they’ll want to know who I am next,” Ava said.

“Oh, shit. I hadn’t thought about that. You’re dating a famous person.”

“I am,” Ava replied, sounding proud of that fact. “But I don’t care about that. I just like her. I have her for six more nights before she has to go to Miami, and I thought I’d see if anyone wanted to hang out and maybe spend some time with her tonight.”

“I would, but I’m not going to be good company.”

“Why not? What happened?”

“It’s a long story,” India replied. “I screwed something up with a woman I’m seeing.”

“You’re seeing someone?”

“I was. I’m not sure if I still am.”

“Do you want to talk about it?”

“Maybe another time. You’re showing Stephania off to people tonight. I’m sure you need to get ready for that.”

Ava laughed and said, “I’m working on it. She’s in the shower.”

“I feel like you’re missing an opportunity there, Ava.”

“You know what? You’re right,” Ava said. “I think I’ll join her.”

“Have fun,” India replied, and they hung up.

India reached over into the small bowl of mini candy bars she had bought for herself and broken down earlier that day. After leaving Maisie’s place, she’d had nowhere else to go. She’d taken the day off work to support her and hadn’t brought her work computer with her to the bookshop, so it hadn’t made sense to go into work instead. She’d driven to the local grocery store without any particular need and walked up and down the aisles, pushing a cart that she had filled with random things. Only when she’d gotten home had she noticed her items. India had bought three bags of different mini candy bars, one bag of Twizzlers, a bag of chips she’d never had before, a small frying pan made for an egg that she would probably never use, a bag of plastic straws, a pack of cotton-candy-flavored gum, one roll of paper towels, two magazines, some bananas, and a loaf of rye bread. She didn’t even eat rye bread.

After putting everything away, India had sat on her sofa with her computer and pulled up the official election tracking site that Maisie had mentioned the other day. She’d been watching it ever since and had her TV on above the fireplace with the results for the mayoral election because it displayed the results for the other offices as well. India wanted Maisie to win, and she really hoped it would happen because it was what Maisie wanted and it would’ve shown her brother that he couldn’t get by on money and connections, but she knew that wasn’t how the world worked.

So, when the results started to trickle in, and it had become impossible for Maisie to win given the votes that had already been counted, it wasn’t surprising, but it still hurt because she knew it would be hurting Maisie right now. India wanted to call her. She wanted to at least text her and tell her that she was sorry and that she’d be there if Maisie wanted to talk, but she didn’t. She had been right to say that today was about Maisie; she shouldn’t make it about herself. She knew that if they talked, she would ask if there was still a chance for them, which wouldn’t be fair to Maisie, who probably hadn’t had a moment all day to think about India or what had happened. When her phone rang, though, India smiled, hopeful, thinking maybe Maisie was calling her instead.

“Hi,” she said, her tone now soaked in disappointment because she saw Colter’s name on the screen.

“Congratulate your brother. I just won the election.”

“I saw,” she said, reserving those congratulations.

“Why don’t you sound happy for me?”

“Why did you use that picture of me, Mom, and your dad in your campaign ad?”

“What?” he asked. “Oh, they said I was light on family stuff, so my campaign guy thought it would be a good idea to toss that in at the last minute.”

“You could have asked me, Colter.”

“It was one picture, India. You’re my sister. What’s the big deal?”

“Because I didn’t approve it.”

“Are you going to sue your own brother?”

“No, but it would’ve been nice to know that you were using my image in your campaign.”

“Hey, I called you so that you could congratulate me, not for you to get all pissed off about something stupid.”

“Well, I’m not going to congratulate you because I don’t think you should’ve won.”

“What the fuck crawled up your ass, India? I’m your family.”

“You’re a spoiled kid who grew into a spoiled adult, and now, you’re making other people, whom you don’t care about, suffer because you wanted a new toy. It’s also just a small toy to you that you’ll use to get the bigger toy and then the even bigger one, which only means even more people will suffer for your ambition.”

“Jesus, tell me how you really feel,” he said.

“Colter, you don’t actually care about this job. Maisie would have. Maisie cares about the community.”

“She cares about her little bookstore.”

“And New Orleans,” she replied. “You have a condo in her district, which you don’t even live in, just so you can take this spot that she actually would’ve done a great job at.”

“Why are you all about this Maisie chick?” He paused. “Oh, you’re fucking her, aren’t you? First, no-class Finley, and now, poor little bookstore owner, Maisie. You certainly have a type, don’t you, India?”

“I’m not fucking her. Also, watch what you say about them. The world could definitely use more people like Finley Storm and Maisie Lincoln.”

“If you’re not fucking her, why are you all about her right now when your actual brother won an election?”

“Because I would have voted for her if I could. I believe her when she says she wants to help. I don’t believe you.”

“I’m not trying to destroy the world, India. You act like just because I see the world a certain way, I’m the problem.”

“You’re part of it,” she replied. “Unless you’re actually willing to do the work.”

“I am trying to bring companies here to get more jobs out there for people. It’s not all about me, you know?”

“I think your motivation is all about you, and I’m not convinced that your solution is the best one. Maybe it is. I’m no politician. I just wish you would think about the people you hurt, too, Colter. Maisie is one of them.”

“Maisie lost this thing fair and square.”

“I don’t mean that you hurt her because she lost. I mean that you threatened her business.”

“Well, fuck, India. If that’s what this is about, I’ll protect her damn bookstore. I was just trying to get her to drop out because she was rising in the polls. No one actually wants her land. It’s between your office and a clothing store. There’s no room to put something large enough there, and if you or the store wanted to buy it, you would have already. It’s not like a freeway makes sense there, either.”

“What do you mean, you’ll protect it?”

“I’ll figure it out,” he replied.

“Get her the landmark status?”

“It’s not like I can just grant that. There has to be a session and we vote, but I’ll figure it out. At least, I won’t go after it or anything. Is that good enough for you? Can I get a congratulations from my big sister now?”

“Not yet,” she said, leaning forward on the sofa. “You need an advisor.”

“An advisor? I have–”

“You have a bunch of people just like you surrounding you all the time. You need the opposite of you.”

“Well, I know that’s not you, because even though you’re not my number one fan, we’re still pretty similar, India.”

“Find someone like Maisie, Colter; someone who would challenge you, ask you questions, and make you think about the impact of your decisions and votes. That’s what you need.”

“God, are you just trying to make me a better person or something right now?”

“I suppose I’m trying to make you realize that your actions have consequences.”

“You think I don’t know that?”

“I don’t know that you care, if I’m being honest,” India said.

“Look, I’ve got to go now. There’s a party. I was going to invite you, but I think I’ll just tell Mom you were busy.”

“Mom’s there?”

“Yes. Her son won an election tonight,” Colter replied. “My dad’s here, too.”

“Enjoy your night, then, Colter.”

“Yeah, whatever,” he said and hung up on her.

India tossed the phone onto the sofa, took a long drink of her wine, not savoring it this time, and then ate another three candy bars before she finally got up, turned off the fire, went into her bathroom, and started the water, checking to make sure it was hot enough. She added her favorite bubble bath and slid inside once it was ready for her. She sipped her wine while listening to her favorite opera soundtrack and thought about how Maisie must be feeling right now, wishing she could be there with her to wrap her in her arms and tell her that everything would be okay.

India had always been a bit of a fixer. She supposed it was one of the things that made her good at her job, but it could also be annoying to people in her life. Her bath finished, she dressed in her robe, putting nothing on under it, and went to her safe, which she opened to find the engagement ring that would never be Finley’s. She still hadn’t done anything with it and needed to stop putting it off, so despite the late hour, she found her phone on the sofa and called her jeweler.

“You want me to sell it?” he asked her once India had explained.

“Yes, please,” she confirmed. “I can have it for you tomorrow.”

“It was a custom piece. Are you sure?”

“The person I got it for is with someone else now, so yes, I’m sure. It’s lovely, though, and if I ever need another engagement ring, I’ll have you make it for me.”

“Very well. Yes, drop it off tomorrow. I’ll write up the paperwork and have it ready for you to sign.”

“Thank you,” she said and hung up.

Normally, her life at work was filled with phone calls, but her evening life was typically devoid of them. Text messages were much more common, but she didn’t even get that many of those these days. Tonight, she’d already been on the phone with three people, so she figured why not one more.

“Hey. What’s up?” Finley asked.

“I messed up,” she said. “Are you busy?”

“No. Well, Molls and I are walking the dogs, but other than that, no.”

“Who is it?” India heard Molly say on the other end of the phone.

“India,” Finley said to Molly. “Hey, we saw the results before we came out. Maisie lost, huh?”

“Yeah, she did.”

“Sucks. Sorry.”

“Yeah, me too,” India said as she placed the ring box on the dresser and climbed into bed over the comforter, still only in her robe.

“So, what did you mean, you messed up?”

“She found out about Colter.”

“Oh. Well, you knew that was going to happen,” Finley said.

“I was going to tell her after.”

“She’s pissed?”

India thought about that for a second and said, “I don’t know if pissed is the right word. I think she’s upset. I didn’t stick around long.”

“What? Why not?”

“Because I didn’t want to make it worse. Today was a big day for her, and I thought it would be less stressful for her if I left.”

“So, you don’t even know if she’s mad at you? God, call her, India.”

“Not tonight. I’m sure she’s with her friends or just needs to be alone.”

“You’re her friend. Even if you’re not dating anymore because of this, you’re her friend, right?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “Anyway, I’m sorry I bothered you. I don’t even know why I called.”

“Do you want me to come over? We can talk in person.”

“I’m sure Molly would love that.” India laughed.

“Molls knows I love her,” Finley said. “And that you and I are trying to be friends.”

“Thank you, but I’ll be okay,” she replied. “I’m pretty tired, anyway. I’ll just try to get some sleep.”

“Okay. Well, let me know if you need anything.”

“I will. Thanks, Fin.”


CHAPTER 21

“How are you feeling?” Lainey asked.

“Like I spent a lot of money on stupid buttons for no reason,” Maisie said and tossed the aforementioned buttons into the trash by the table. “I can’t believe I actually thought I could do this. I know it was silly to think I could overcome the likely millions of dollars Colter Stone had to spend, but when I saw the polls go up a bit, I let myself believe it could happen. Plus, my commercial ran, and I thought that would help, but I just wasted India’s money, too. I should have just spent my savings on it instead.”

“No, you shouldn’t have. You took campaign donations like everyone else. India donated. It was her money to spend, and she spent it on you.”

“I lost, Lainey. He got seventy-three percent of the vote.”

“Losing doesn’t mean you weren’t the right one for the job. It just means that fucking Stone guy has a broader reach. Hey, if you’d met India earlier in the process, I bet she could’ve helped you with those connections, even if you didn’t let her give you more money.”

“Yeah, well, I didn’t,” she replied, sitting down next to her friend. “And now, it’s just over. What am I supposed to do?”

“Go back to running this place,” Lainey told her as she looked around the shop.

“With its three customers a day and at least one of them needing the bathroom on average?”

“I thought you said you were going to talk to the woman about the tours.”

“I did. I am. She’s supposed to call me back today.”

“NOLA Guides is the best tour company in this city. If they start putting you on more tours, other companies will follow. You’ll get more customers, Maise. Chapter & Verse is not going anywhere.”

“What if Colter makes good on his threat?”

“I doubt he’ll bother with you now that he’s won, but if he tries something, we’ll handle it. Hell, I bet India would do something to stop him.”

“Would she? She left yesterday.”

“Have you talked to her yet?”

“No, yesterday was intense, and I just needed to focus on the election and my concession. I went home, drank two beers, and let my tipsy ass fall asleep before I did something stupid like drunk-dial her.”

“What would you have even said?” Lainey laughed.

“That I think she’s really pretty and I’m sorry.”

“Why would that have been a bad idea, exactly?”

“Because I would’ve gone on to tell her that I want to make out with her face or something, and it would’ve gotten worse from there.”

Lainey laughed harder and replied, “Yeah, okay. Good call.”

“Lainey, if we don’t start getting more customers here, I’ll have to let Sarah go.”

“I know. The online business could be a big help, though. You’ve only had the site where they requested special orders, but now, you’re going to be processing everything online. It’s almost up and running, right?”

“It is, but I can’t compete with Amazon. Even being a seller there doesn’t net me much.”

“It’s going to be okay. You’ve got ideas, and this place is historic.”

“Not if the city council doesn’t give it that designation.”

“That doesn’t change what this place means to this city,” Lainey argued.

“The meaning alone won’t keep us open forever. Yes, technically, I own everything here, but I can’t afford to work here and keep it up indefinitely if people don’t buy things. I’d have to get another job just to pay property taxes, and I don’t want another job, Lainey. I love this place. I love running it and helping people find their new favorite book. I love telling them the story of the shop and my family.”

“I know, sweetie,” Lainey replied softly. “I know.”

“Lainey?”

“Oh, that’s Dana,” Lainey said. “I told her to stop by so that we could have a sister lunch. She’s got a new catering gig, so she borrowed us some food.”

“Borrowed?” Maisie asked with a lifted eyebrow.

“She’s working on some new movie that’s shooting in the city, so it’ll probably be good.” Lainey stood. “In the back, Dana. Did you bring it?”

“Yes. I got a little of everything,” Dana replied as she walked down the center aisle. “Oh. Hey, Maisie.”

“Hi, Dana. How have you been?”

“Just wasting my life away as a film set caterer and not even owning my own company.”

“Do you want to own your own company?” Maisie asked her.

“No, I don’t want to cater at all,” Dana replied. “But it’s a paycheck, and it keeps me movie adjacent, at least.” She set a giant brown bag on the table and asked, “Are you joining us for lunch? There’s plenty.”

Dana was Lainey’s younger sister by two years. Maisie had first met her when she and Lainey had gotten together, and she would have had no idea they were sisters had Lainey not introduced Dana as such. Where Lainey was blonde and blue-eyed, like Dana and Lainey’s mother, Dana had brown, curly hair and green eyes, like their father. Even their facial features were different. Dana had her father’s nose. Lainey had her mother’s. The three of them had spent a lot of time together when Lainey and Maisie had dated, but she hadn’t seen Dana much since then. Dana worked for a local catering company that serviced various productions in and around New Orleans, as well as in other cities in the South sometimes. Her schedule varied a lot, so it wasn’t always easy for her and Lainey to get time together, let alone all three of them.

“I’m okay, but thank you,” Maisie said, wanting to give the sisters time to hang out.

“Is Paige coming?” Dana asked.

“No, she’s working.”

“When are you going to finally put a ring on it, Lainey? It’s been years.”

“I’m sorry; I don’t see you walking around with a ring on your finger, and you were with that boyfriend of yours for over a year.”

“That was two years ago. I’ve dated three women since then. Keep up, Laine.”

Maisie stood up to leave them to their sibling bickering, which she’d heard a lot of back in the day.

“The longest was for, like, a month.”

“It was four months, asshole,” Dana argued as she began pulling items out of the bag. “Get napkins. I didn’t bring any.”

“Bossy,” Lainey replied as Maisie arrived at the front of the shop.

It was one in the afternoon, and they’d already had their three customers of the day, but she figured they might get lucky and have a few more in the afternoon since the store next door was running a massive sale to front-run Black Friday, which could net her some walk-in traffic. So far, though, nothing had materialized. Maisie knew she could close early, but that would mean definitively losing out on any potential customers, so she stood behind the counter and restocked the bookmarks. When her phone rang, she was surprised to see it was Colter Stone’s office number, which she knew and had saved when she’d been trying to reach him to schedule a debate for the election.

“Hello?”

“Miss Lincoln?”

“This is her,” she replied.

“It’s Colter Stone.”

“I know. What can I do for you?”

“Oh,” he said as if he hadn’t expected her to recognize his number or voice. “Listen, I wanted to talk to you about the bookstore.”

“I’m not selling the property to the city, Mr. Stone. I don’t care what you offer.”

“What? No,” he said. “I’m not calling to try to make you another offer. I wanted to get you on the agenda for the next meeting.”

“The agenda?”

“Yes, for the historical landmark status.”

“What? Why?”

“Because I think you were right. The truth is that lot is not going to get me much. Yes, it’s in a great location, but it’s squished between two businesses that haven’t been there all that long, and they might make an offer to you to buy it, but the city doesn’t have much to gain. I lied about that. Anyway, it’s a PR thing for me, but it would give you what you want.”

“The election is over, though. Why do you care? Just PR?”

“Mostly, yeah,” he said. “It would also get you off my back, plus my sister.”

“Your sister?”

“Yes. It would get India off my back, too. She’s annoying. So, what do you say? Can you present to the council again at the next meeting? I can’t guarantee anything, obviously, but I can work my magic, and if you’ve got a good case, they should approve it this time.”

Maisie tried to focus and push the thought of India out of her mind because Colter Stone was offering her the one thing she’d cared about the most for the past couple of years.

“You know this won’t get you anything, right? I won’t agree to not run against you in the future or something.”

He laughed and said, “I won’t be in this position long anyway. I’m running for mayor next cycle. In fact, I’m thinking about bringing some new blood onto my staff. Part-time, if needed, but someone to advise me on votes, among other things. I have a lot of yes-men who work for me. I’d like to bring someone on board who might not agree with me on everything.”

“Are you asking me to join your staff?”

“As a part-time advisor,” he said quickly. “You wouldn’t get an office or anything, but I’m sure we could rustle up a desk for you if you need one. We could do it on a trial basis to start, and if it works, we keep going.”

“You’re serious?” she asked.

“I am. I know it sounds crazy, and you can’t stand me, but I think that’s why you should consider it. You’d be paid to tell me no.”

Maisie laughed because she couldn’t not laugh at that and replied, “Well, when you put it like that…”

“I can’t promise that I’ll do what you say, though. I will take your opinions into account. Best I can do.”

“I want to help this city. It started with my shop, yes, but it’s more than that for me now. I don’t care about the politics.”

“I know, but it is politics, Maisie.” He sighed. “As much as you might not like it, that’s how you can help get things done, and if you want to run in the next election, being on my staff will help you.” He then cleared his throat and added, “Look, I know I’m an asshole. I don’t pretend to be otherwise. I was born with a silver spoon in my mouth; you and I both know that. But I do love my big sister, even when she’s being a jerk to me and not congratulating me on my election win or coming to the victory party our mother wanted her to attend.” He chuckled. “She seems to think you have something, and I think I could use someone like you on my team. If you’re interested, think about it and let me know. I don’t need an answer right away.”

Maisie smiled at the thought that India hadn’t congratulated her brother on winning the election. She would have laughed, but this was technically a professional call, and that would be unprofessional. On top of that, Colter would probably want to know what she was laughing about, and Maisie wasn’t sure what he knew of her relationship with India.

“I’ll think about it,” she said.

“Okay. Well, that’s all I called about, so I’m going to get back to work.”

“Work? Really?”

“Yeah. Yeah.” He chuckled a little, and for a moment, he no longer sounded like that smarmy guy she’d met in her shop.

“Okay. Well, bye, I guess,” she replied.

“Yes. Okay. Fine. Bye.”

He hung up, and Maisie laughed as she stared down at her phone. She hadn’t even thought about the next election yet. She had planned to keep running Chapter & Verse and thought she would worry about the rest later, but as much as she didn’t care much for politics, and she didn’t, she had a taste now for what it might mean to be able to make a difference in her community, and she wanted to see what that led to. She wasn’t sure about being on Colter Stone’s staff, and she’d probably hate it, but he had been right to suggest that she would be getting paid to disagree with him, which had a nice ring to it.

Her thoughts went to India after that, because she had to have played some part in this. Colter wouldn’t have even thought to make Maisie part of his staff all on his own. He wasn’t that smart or creative. The beautiful woman who had looked so worried that she had screwed things up yesterday was, though. Maisie pictured India walking down the street past the shop, just as she had the first time Maisie had seen her, talking to her brother on the phone, looking very much in charge, sexy, and beautiful, and she knew that she missed her. It had been hours, not days, but she really missed her.

The shop phone rang at the counter, interrupting her thoughts, so Maisie picked it up, expecting it to be someone wanting a special order or possibly a telemarketer trying to get her to change her phone service. She was also prepared to hear an automated voice ask about an extended car warranty or tell her that she’d won some sweepstakes she hadn’t entered.

“Chapter & Verse. This is Maisie.”

“Hi, Maisie. This is Melinda Andrews. Jill told me you called NOLA Guides yesterday, wanting to work on a possible partnership between us and the bookstore.”

“Oh, yes. Thank you for calling me back.”

“No problem. I’m usually here, but my fiancée and I are in the final stages of wedding prep, so things have been a bit crazy.”

“Congratulations,” Maisie said.

“Thanks. And it’s nuts. I have a wedding planner, but I still feel like it’s so much work, and we’re doing the thing in our backyard. Why is this so hard? We really wanted it to be simple.” Melinda laughed.

“I wouldn’t know. Never planned a wedding.”

“Well, if you do one day, prepare yourself, because everyone has an opinion. We have moved our date at least three times because of those opinions. Now, it’s in January, and my best friend is getting married right after us, in February, so that’s where part of this craziness is coming from. She and her own fiancée had to move their date way up because her fiancée’s father isn’t doing great, and they want him there, so it’s been a little like running around from one wedding vendor to another for me and one for her. Anyway, sorry about my ramble.” Melinda laughed again. “Jill told me you had some ideas. Want to maybe meet me in person and talk through all of them?”

“Yes, that would be great,” she replied. “When are you free?”

“I’m at the office for the rest of the day today, if you want to stop by. If not, we can set something up.”

“Today? Yeah, sure. I can be there in maybe an hour. I just have to cover the lunch shift right now, but I can head over after.”

“No problem. I’ll be here until at least five,” Melinda told her.

“Great. I’ll see you soon, then,” Maisie said, and they disconnected.

“I am not playing on your lesbian softball team,” Dana said from the back.

“Why not? You’re mildly athletic,” Lainey replied.

“I’m not a lesbian, for one.”

“We don’t discriminate against bisexuals, Dana. Technically, we’d take a straight woman if she could play.”

“You’re called the Dinah Shores,” Dana noted.

“I know. It’s funny,” Lainey replied.

Maisie laughed at her friends and pictured India trying to play softball, which only made her laugh harder. It also had her thinking that she should pay India a visit.


CHAPTER 22

“You look awful,” Finley noted.

“Thanks, Fin,” India replied and ate a candy bar from the bowl she’d placed on her desk when she had gotten to work that morning.

“She’s right. Sorry,” Juliet added as Finley and she both walked into India’s office.

“You too, Jules?”

“Well, you don’t look like yourself,” Juliet noted. “And I’ve gotten the whole training schedule worked out for downstairs, along with the signs you wanted. They’re at the printers. I’m going to swing by and pick them up later. I got eight. I hope that’s enough.”

“What about the name one that says, ‘Southern Roastery Test Café?’”

“Oh, I went with Southern Testery instead,” Juliet replied.

“What?”

“I’m kidding,” Juliet said and laughed. “You should see your face.”

“It is pretty funny,” Finley pointed out. “Testery? That sounds like testicles or something.”

“Yes, which is why I didn’t actually go with that. I also thought about Tescafé, like a play on Nescafé, but that didn’t seem right, either. We can always change it later,” Juliet said.

“So, we’re all good to open to customers?” India asked.

“Whenever you’re ready. Are we waiting until the door thing between the buildings is done?” Juliet asked.

India shook her head and replied, “No. Maisie isn’t even sure she wants to do that, so let’s move forward without it. We can always add that in later.”

“Have you talked to her yet?” Finley asked, sitting down in a chair.

“No, not yet. I’ve been here.”

“She’s right next door,” Finley argued.

“I know that, Finley.” India ran her tongue along her teeth. “Didn’t you just point out how awful I look? Do you really think I should just walk over there to talk to her now?”

“Why not?” Finley said, shrugging a shoulder. “If she likes you, the fact that you look like you downed a bottle of wine and got no sleep shouldn’t be a problem.”

“Do not use your insider knowledge of me right now.”

“Did you really drink a whole bottle?”

“Yes, it’s my favorite. I don’t like leaving it out even if I cork it properly.”

“With that vacuum thing?” Finley asked, shaking her head. “I never did get the hang of that.”

“There’s nothing to get the hang of. You put the thing in and use the pump to pull out the air. It’s not that hard.”

“Well, the thing kept popping out whenever I tried.”

“Do you two need me here for this conversation?” Juliet asked. “I have a lunch date with my gorgeous girlfriend.”

“No, you’re good,” India said. “Thank you for all your help on this.”

“No problem,” Juliet replied as she checked her phone. “She’s here. I’ll be back in about an hour.”

“Have fun,” Finley said in a teasing tone.

Juliet rolled her eyes and said, “Bye.”

“What was that about?” India asked.

“Oh, Gwen has the grooming van now, and I happen to know that they’ve had sex in that thing before. Jules told me she’s picking her up in it, so…”

“Sex in a dog grooming van? That’s disgusting,” India said.

“It gets cleaned, India,” Finley replied.

“But it’s a van, and there are animals in it all the time.”

Finley laughed and said, “Go. Talk to her. Apologize or tell her you want to start over or something. Then, go home and get some damn sleep, India. You look like you did after we broke up the first time.” Finley stood. “When we really broke up and thought it was the end, before we started breaking up almost as a national pastime.”

“I remember,” she said, wondering if she really did look that bad.

“I’ll see you later,” Finley replied and left the office.

India opted to grab another candy bar and ate it before she closed her laptop, deciding that she needed a change of scenery. She carried her laptop downstairs with her and set it at one of the few tables they had for employees, making a mental note to buy several more before they opened to customers. Then, she went to the counter, ordered a regular coffee, dressed it at the condiment station, and returned to her table, surprised to see Maisie standing there, looking at her.

“Oh. Hi,” India said.

“Hi. I was going to text you that I was down here, but I saw you get your coffee.”

Maisie motioned to the counter.

“Yeah. I just got down here, actually. I didn’t have any meetings, so I thought I’d work from here. More planning to do on this place, and it’s easier to do while actually here,” she rambled.

“I’m interrupting,” Maisie said, nodding.

“No,” she replied quickly. “Do you want a coffee? I can get it for you.”

“No, I’m okay. Thanks, though.”

India didn’t know whether she should keep standing or sit down, so she just motioned to the table to see what Maisie would do. When Maisie sat in the chair on the other side of the table, India sat as well and closed her computer, setting her coffee down next to it.

“I’m sorry about the election,” she began. “I wanted to call you, but–”

“It’s okay. I understand,” Maisie interrupted her. “And thanks. I’m sorry, too, of course, but I think we both knew that this would happen. My campaign consisted of posters, buttons, phone calls for dollar donations, and well, a commercial that you paid for.”

“I didn’t–”

“You know what I mean,” Maisie said.

India nodded and said, “I’m still sorry. I wish you had kicked his ass. I mean that, too. He deserves it.”

Maisie laughed softly and said, “Speaking of Colter. Did you happen to talk to him last night?”

“He called me after he knew he’d won.” She shrugged a shoulder. “I think he intended to brag.”

“And you didn’t congratulate him?”

“No. Wait. How did you know that?”

“He called me a little while ago,” Maisie revealed.

“Colter called you? Why? What did he do? I’ll kill him.”

Maisie laughed and replied, “It was a good thing, I think. Well, it was his attempt at a good thing, at least.”

“A good thing?”

“He offered to get me on the next meeting agenda to talk about the historical landmark status for the shop.”

“He did?” India asked, confused.

“I assume you told him to.”

“No, I didn’t. I mean, I suggested he do that during the campaign, but you knew that. I didn’t tell him to do that last night. I sort of considered him a lost cause.”

“He didn’t promise me anything, but it’s something, at least.”

India smiled at her and replied, “I’m really glad, Maise. And if you don’t mind me being there, I’d love to show my support. The Stone name is good in this town, but the Sheridan name is even better. You can feel free to throw it around all you want.”

Maisie smiled back at her, and India tried to memorize it because she expected it to fall from Maisie’s face soon, when she inevitably told India that this thing, whatever it had been and however brief, was over between them.

“He also suggested that I join his staff.”

“He did what?”

“He mentioned that you thought it might be good for him to have someone on his team who didn’t just agree with him all the time.”

“I did. But I didn’t say that it should be you. You said no, right?”

“I told him I’d think about it, actually.”

“Maisie, my half-brother is an asshole. He’s a total dick. I think he gets that from the half that’s not related to me. Of course, I have the asshole part in me, too, I suppose. I didn’t tell you he was my brother.”

“He said it would help if I decided to run again.”

“You might run again?”

“I want to make a difference. And I love my shop, but I think I can do more. This could be a good chance for me to get some experience and make a few connections.”

“It could be, yes. But he’s still Colter.”

“He said he’d be paying me to disagree with him, and I could always quit if I don’t like it.”

“That’s true.”

“I wanted to thank you for giving him the idea. I know it might be terrible, but it could also be really good for me.”

“Honestly, I didn’t think he listened to a word I said, so maybe he’s not a lost cause, after all.”

“Maybe not,” Maisie said. “And maybe we aren’t a lost cause, either.”

“We’re not?” India asked.

“I don’t know. Are we?”

“I thought you’d hate me.”

“I don’t hate you,” Maisie replied. “Do I wish you had told me about him being your brother instead of me finding it out because of some ad? Yes, of course, I do. But you left yesterday before we could really talk about it.”

“It was election day. It wasn’t about us. It was–”

“I know. And I understand why you left. I just wish you hadn’t.”

“I should’ve told you, Maisie. I just… I was in the shop that day he threatened you. I ran into the bathroom to hide, like an idiot, but I heard how he talked to you, and I wanted to kill him. I didn’t want you to know we were related. I didn’t want you to think I could ever be like him. Yes, I’m wealthy. I was born with money, and I know how that makes people feel sometimes. I was with Finley for years, and I don’t know that I ever even tried to give her what she needed. That was wrong, and–”

“Hey, it’s okay,” Maisie replied. “I know why you did it. And I don’t think I helped the situation at all.”

“What do you mean?”

“I haven’t made it easy on you to be who you are.”

India looked at her in confusion, hoping Maisie would continue and explain what she’d meant because from India’s perspective, she had been the one to mess this thing up between them.

“I said no to a date I had asked you out to when you suggested someplace else. I know we’ve kind of turned it into something funny now, but I think you didn’t tell me about your brother because you might have been worried that you couldn’t actually be that part of yourself, at least.”

“Yeah,” India said.

“And that’s my fault. You don’t own that, India. I do. And I’m sorry.”

“It’s still my fault. If I had just told you, maybe I would have been there last night when you found out that you’d lost. You have no idea how much I wanted to be there, Maisie. I had the whole thing planned out.”

“You did?”

“I thought if you were up for it, we would go out for ice cream, just to take your mind off of things. There’s this great place outside of the city. I was going to take the long way, so that we could talk, and we’d eat outside.”

“I thought you wanted to do dinner.”

“That would’ve been tonight, probably. A nice restaurant, with good local beer and a wine list for me, after we’d fallen asleep at your place last night.”

“I wish we had done that,” Maisie replied with a soft smile.

“Me too,” India said.

“What would you say to going out with me tonight?”

“I’d say yes.”

“And would you maybe let me plan it? I promise, it’s not a test or anything like that. I just know the best place for ice cream in the city, and it happens to be somewhere I’d like to take you,” Maisie said.

“You don’t want me to make a reservation somewhere?”

“I do, but not tonight. I feel like we could use a little fun; something chill and relaxed.”

“What, exactly, do you think will be chill and relaxed?”

“Just trust me, okay?”

“And this isn’t a test?”

“No, no more tests,” Maisie replied. “I promise.”

India nodded and said, “Okay. Then, I trust you. What time should I pick you up?”

“I’ll pick you up, and I’ll even let Justin park my car this time,” Maisie said.

“Oh, I’d pay good money to see that,” India teased.

“You can always just meet me in the parking garage and watch him do it.”

“I think I’d rather you come upstairs and try to make yourself a latte again. It was so funny the first time,” she replied.

Maisie laughed and asked, “Are you trying to get me out of my shirt again?”

“Is that an option tonight?” she asked back with a lifted eyebrow.

“God, that’s sexy.”

“What is?”

“When you do that,” Maisie replied, pointing at India. “The eyebrow.”

“Oh,” India said, raising it a little higher.

Maisie laughed and replied, “And I’d love to say yes to that, but I think tonight, we should keep things PG. We’ve had a couple of starts and stops, and I want to do that when we both feel like there might not be any more stops.”

“So, when we get married?” India joked.

Maisie laughed and said, “Hell, no. No way I could wait that long.”

“Thank God,” India replied.

“Yeah?” Maisie asked.

“Yes,” she said and leaned forward over the table. “Not tonight, but maybe soon?”

Maisie nodded this time and said, “Maybe soon.”

“I’ll take it,” she replied with a smile. “And since you’re here, do you have a few minutes to talk about the door?”

“What door?”

“The one I suggested we put between the buildings.”

“Oh,” Maisie said. “Actually, can we talk about that a bit later? I have to run. I need to get to NOLA Guides to talk to Melinda about some kind of partnership.”

“Partnership? Melinda’s engaged, and I’m sitting right here, Maisie.” India winked at her.

“For the store,” Maisie said, shaking her head. “And I keep forgetting you know everyone, don’t you?”

“Not everyone. I just met you, after all.”

“How long have you known Melinda?”

“Maybe a few weeks. I’ve met her once. It’s a long story, but Finley is with Molly, who is friends with Juliet, who is dating Gwen. Gwen is sort of like a sister to Elisa, I think, who used to be married to Gwen’s brother but is now dating Myra, who is friends with Melinda and her fiancée, Kyle. And there are more of them, too, but I gave you the condensed version since you’ve got to run.”

“Jesus,” Maisie said.

“It’s the lesbian way.” India shrugged her shoulders.

“Hey, India?”

“Yeah?”

“You look really pretty today,” Maisie said with a smile.

“No, I look awful. Everyone’s said so.”

“Who told you that? I’ll kick all their asses. You look beautiful.”

“I had a whole bottle of wine by myself last night and didn’t sleep much,” she confessed.

“Well, that works for you, then,” Maisie said. “Must be the expensive wine.”

“It was,” India said. “Five hundred a bottle.”

“Good Lord!” Maisie laughed. “I could buy so many books for the shop with that.”

India laughed as well and replied, “That’s not even my most expensive bottle.”

“Don’t tell me. I don’t want to know.” Maisie waved her off. “Hey, you’re out at work, right? I assumed so because of Finley, but wanted to check.”

“Yes, I’m out. Why?”

Maisie stood and moved to India’s side of the table.

“I’ll pick you up at six. Dress casually,” she said before she leaned down and pecked India on the lips. “Like, casual for a normal person, babe; not casual for you.”

India was so taken aback by the term of endearment and the sweet kiss that all she could do was nod in response. Then, she watched Maisie walk out the front door and back toward her shop, waving as she passed India, who was still sitting at the table.


CHAPTER 23

“I thought you said you weren’t testing her anymore,” Lainey noted as she sat on Maisie’s sofa next to Paige.

“I’m not.”

“Really? Look where you’re taking her. I doubt she’s ever even seen–”

“She might not know they exist,” Paige interrupted.

“Right,” Lainey replied.

“Would you two just go home?” Maisie laughed. “I have to go pick her up, and I’m nervous. You are not helping.”

“Why are you nervous? You’ve been out with her before,” Lainey replied as she stood and held out her hand for Paige to take.

“Because tonight feels different. It feels like a new beginning.”

“A new beginning from the one you had yesterday?” Lainey asked.

“I’ll apologize for her,” Paige said, standing up and taking Lainey’s hand. “She’s been under a lot of stress lately and is extra punchy.”

Lainey laughed and said, “I just meant that I don’t get what’s making this feel new.”

“It feels like we’ve put things out on the table today. I know about Colter and how she feels about me. She knows I like her and want this to happen.”

“You didn’t know that before?” Lainey asked.

Maisie walked out of the bathroom where she had been getting ready and said, “I did, but I guess it felt different today. She told me she never gave in to Finley when they were together, but she’s been flexible with me, you know? I think that means something.”

“I hope it means physically flexible, because–”

“And we’re going,” Paige stated, pulling on Lainey’s arm.

“Hey!” Lainey laughed.

Maisie laughed at both of them as they said their goodbyes and left her apartment.

She also did feel as if she and India were getting a fresh start. India had seemed vulnerable today, really worried that she’d messed things up between them, and Maisie had tried to be vulnerable, too, given what Lainey had said to her before about that not being easy for her. She knew Lainey had been right and that it had been a problem in their relationship. Maisie had preferred to be the strong one, the one holding things together all the time. She supposed she had gotten a lot of practice with that after her mom had left. Then, again, after her dad died and her grams had needed a lot of help in the shop as she’d gotten older. And maybe lastly, when her grams had died and Maisie had had to take it all on herself.

It was much easier to push through it and not focus on grief or pain or how hard it could all be sometimes, just to wake up and go to work, with all the pressure of holding her family’s entire legacy together. She didn’t want that to be her legacy: just holding things together until they crumbled. She didn’t want them to crumble. She wanted things to be successful, and she wanted to find someone who made her feel like she could be vulnerable with them, and it would be okay. While Lainey had been great as a girlfriend, Maisie had never felt that with her, but with India, she hadn’t even noticed that she had; it had happened so seamlessly. She’d been well on her way to letting India all the way in or close to it, at least, when the whole Colter revelation had occurred, and she had even let India hold her at her apartment and then again, in the shop, which was unusual for her. Lainey had been right about that, too.

Now, she was on her way to pick India up for a date, and she worried that India, like Lainey, would think this was another test, but when India had mentioned ice cream to her, Maisie had known just the place. It also just happened that she needed to go there anyway, so she hoped it would make for that fun, relaxed night she had promised them both, because at least Maisie really needed it.

“Hi,” India said when she opened the door.

“India, I said casual.” Maisie laughed when she took in India wearing a pair of black slacks and a blouse.

“I haven’t changed yet. I just got home,” India replied with a small laugh. “You wanted to pick me up at six, but I had a meeting go long and only just got here.”

“So, you’re not wearing those heels?”

Maisie looked down at the black heels that India wore.

“No,” India said. “Come on in. I think I have a pair of shoes that don’t have heels somewhere.”

“Wait. Are you serious?” Maisie asked her as she walked inside. “Only one pair? And you have to find them?”

“I’m kidding,” India said and took her hand. “Come on. You can just dress me. That way, you can approve what I’m wearing for wherever you’re taking me.” She started walking but stopped. “You should know, though, that I’ve never let someone dress me before, without them being an actual stylist, so this is a big step for me.”

“I am not a stylist.”

“I know,” India said softly.

They walked down the hall, through the open kitchen and living room, down the next hall, and into India’s bedroom.

“Okay. My closet is massive, but it’s organized. It won’t take long. Evening wear is back on the right. Work stuff is front right. Left is mostly shoes and accessories, but in the drawers, I think there are a few casual things.”

“You have drawers in your closet?”

“Yes, Maisie,” India said, laughing. “Want to check it out while I go to the bathroom?”

“Sure. Okay. You’re fine with me just going through your stuff?”

“Are you going to be touching everything as you do?”

“No.”

“Then, yes. I’m fine.”

India smiled at her and disappeared into the bathroom.

Maisie walked inside the giant closet, which was more like another bedroom in size, and noticed that most of the evening wear, as India had described it, was in hanging bags. India’s work clothes were easily recognizable to her because Maisie had only ever seen her in them. She turned to her left, where shelves and shelves were lined with shoes, and nearly all of them were heels. There were a few flat boots in the mix, but Maisie didn’t spy a single pair of tennis shoes. She pulled out a drawer and saw it filled with fancy pajamas – the kind women wore to sleep in movies, where they wore matching tops and bottoms, and the tops buttoned up. Maisie thought about how cute India would look in the dark blue set, which seemed to come with a short-sleeved shirt and shorts.

She closed that drawer, opened the one beneath it that held T-shirts, and pulled one out, thinking it would be fine. Moving on to the drawer next to it and expecting that to be pants or socks, she found it filled with lingerie instead. Deep reds, dark greens, and navy blues, along with a few white and black options, filled her eyes, and they weren’t just in a pile, either. They sat there in organizers, looking like they’d never been worn.

“Forgot about that drawer. I should have warned you,” India said.

“Huh? What?” Maisie slammed the drawer shut.

India laughed and said, “That’s my special-occasion lingerie drawer.”

“Oh,” she said.

“I have a regular lingerie drawer out in the bedroom.”

“You have two drawers for…”

“I do. And those are all new, by the way. After Finley dumped me for the last time, I went on a little shopping spree. Retail therapy.”

“So, no one has…”

“Seen me in those? No,” India replied. “And this shirt? Really?” She took the shirt from Maisie. “I got it from work.”

“Why not?”

“It’s ugly.”

“India, it’s just a plain white T-shirt.”

“That says, ‘Southern Roastery,’ on it.”

“So? Come on. Help me find some sporty pants, and let’s go.”

“Sporty pants? What about me says that I own sporty pants?”

Maisie laughed and said, “Please. You work out.”

“How do you know I work out?” India asked with that lifted eyebrow again.

“I’m looking at you. I can tell you work out.”

“I run, mostly.”

“There you go. Let’s find some running pants.”

“Running pants? Babe, where are you taking me, exactly?”

“To the batting cages.”

◆◆◆

“You realize my experience with any kind of ball doesn’t extend past mandatory physical education in high school, don’t you? And I got out of that more often than not by claiming that I was on my period and had massive cramps.”

Maisie laughed as she found a helmet and held it out to India.

“How did you keep pulling that off?”

“The teacher was a guy and too confused to question it. What do you expect me to do with this?”

India glared at the bright red helmet.

“Put it on your head, India.”

“I can’t put that on my head. Other heads have been in that.”

“Yes, mine. It’s my helmet,” she said.

“You have your own helmet?”

“I do. I’m in a co-ed adult softball league with Lainey and Paige. We play in a spring league, a summer league, and a fall one, but I haven’t been able to go because of the election. So, I needed to get some batting practice in and thought we could have some fun here together. Plus, their ice cream is amazing.”

“They have ice cream at batting cages?” India asked and took the helmet from her, finally, so Maisie could pull the bat out of her bag.

“They have a concession stand, and Trailer’s Ice Cream is the best in the city. It’s homemade, and I think it’s better than any of the stuff you get at the grocery store because they only sell it locally and make it in small batches.”

“Trailer?”

“They started by selling out of a trailer,” Maisie replied and held out her metal bat. “This is my bat. No one here has used it.”

“I’ve never held a baseball bat before.”

“We’re hitting softballs tonight.”

“That’s the bigger one, right?”

Maisie laughed and asked, “You’ve really never…”

“I had to go to a baseball game for work once. It was a minor league team, I think. That’s what my boss said, anyway. We got a suite. I drank bad red wine out of a plastic cup and stood in the corner talking about the new locations we were working on.”

“Okay. I’m going to show you how to hit. Then, we’re going to eat hot dogs and fries and get that ice cream.”

“Hot dogs?”

“Yes, all-beef hot dogs.”

“Not the parts of the pig that are left over, so they just mash them all into a big machine and spit them out in the form of hot dogs?” India asked, looking concerned.

“Oh, I have no idea. Maybe. But not pig. Cow.”

“Cow pieces?”

Maisie laughed, took the helmet back, and placed it on India’s head.

“Oh, my God.” She laughed.

“What? It’s bad?”

“You look so cute,” Maisie said.

“I do not.”

“Yes, you do.” Maisie brushed a few strands of India’s hair back out of her face. “I kind of never want you to take that off.”

“Well, if we get to the part where we have sex, it will not be with me wearing this thing.” India tapped the helmet with her finger.

“But will you wear something from the special-occasion drawer?”

“I should say no because you brought me here, but… maybe.” India stood up. “Okay. I want ice cream, so let’s get this over with. I am prepared to embarrass myself.”

Maisie stood up as well, and they walked to the cage she had reserved for the next hour. There, she opened the door and moved until she was on the other side of the plate, with India across from her in the batter’s box.

“Okay. So, bend your knees a little,” Maisie told her.

“Like this?” India asked, bending her knees slightly.

“Spread your legs, too.”

India glared at her with that eyebrow lifted.

“Not what I meant.”

“How far, Maisie?” India asked.

Maisie moved around behind her, placed her hands on India’s hips, and tapped the left one until India moved her leg a bit. Then, she just stood there and held on, even though she didn’t need to.

“Elbows up,” she instructed.

When India held the bat up, Maisie helped her put her arms in position.

“Okay. Now, eyes on the ball.”

“How fast is that thing going to be coming?”

“Not fast. I’ll set it for slow-pitch. That’s what I play anyway.”

“Okay. And it’s calibrated to only throw the ball in front of me, not at me?”

“Yes, India,” she replied, laughing as she walked to the box attached to the chain-link fence that separated them from the outside and pressed the button. “Okay. Get ready.”

Maisie then moved to the gate, opened it, and closed it behind herself.

“Wait. You’re out there? Why aren’t you in here with me?”

India was looking at her when the first yellow softball flung out of the machine, so she screamed, despite the fact that the ball hit the fence and was nowhere near hitting her.

Maisie laughed and told her, “Turn around. Stand how I showed you.”

India turned back around and held on to the bat in a way that would not allow her to hit the ball at all. When the next pitch came her way, she gave a concerted effort to hit it but missed it by a mile. Maisie laughed because it really was adorable. Then, she sobered when she realized it.

India swung, missing again, but she was laughing, too, now, and she was doing this for Maisie.

“I cannot hit this thing. Are you sure it’s on slow mode?”

“Any slower, and the ball would just roll to you.”

“Yes. Is that an option? I want that.”

Maisie laughed and said, “Six more pitches, and then I’ll go in and show you.”

“We should’ve done that first,” India said and tried to hit the next pitch.

She got a piece of it, but the ball just rolled slowly off to the right.

“Hey, you hit it!” Maisie said excitedly.

“I think it hit my bat. Not the other way around.”

Maisie watched India try again and again to connect with the balls that came her way, and she looked happy. India was smiling, and she didn’t give up, either. When the tenth pitch released, India swung hard, and while the ball didn’t go far after she had hit it, it would’ve been a solid hit to first base.

“Hey! I did it!” India jumped happily a few times, and the bat, which was still in her hand, smacked her in the helmet. “Ouch!”

“And that’s why you wear the helmet,” Maisie joked.


CHAPTER 24

“You should’ve shown me first. You’re really good,” she said, looking at Maisie’s ass as Maisie swung and connected with another ball.

“I played in college,” Maisie shared and got herself ready for the next pitch.

“You played softball in college?”

Maisie swung, grunting as she connected with another ball, and it was hot. India cleared her throat and squeezed her thighs together. When Maisie turned around to answer her question, she caught where India’s eyes had gone.

“Are you looking at my ass?”

“Yes,” she replied. “And I believe checking out your ass would be the right turn of phrase.”

“And did you just say, ‘Turn of phrase?’” Maisie asked.

“I did. Problem?”

“Nope,” Maisie replied, shaking her head. “I kind of like you checking out my ass and that you say stuff like, ‘Turn of phrase.’”

“Are you done showing off yet?” India laughed.

“I’m not showing off. I’m legitimately practicing. I have a game tomorrow.”

“You have a softball game tomorrow?!”

“Yeah, tomorrow night,” Maisie said. “First game back in a few months. I’m out of practice.”

“You don’t look out of practice.”

“You get back into it pretty quickly, but I’ve only taken ten pitches. Can I go another couple of rounds, or are you starving?”

“Can I keep checking out your ass?”

Maisie considered and said, “I’ll allow it.”

“Then, I’m in,” India replied. “So, softball in college?”

“Yeah, I played shortstop. It was real softball, though. This is slow-pitch with a bunch of lesbians, and they mostly drink and hang out. I play for keeps.”

Maisie pressed the button on the box and went back, getting ready for the first pitch.

“For keeps?”

“To win,” Maisie explained and swung, connecting with the ball and launching it well beyond the machine until it hit the wall and bounced down to be collected later. “I’m not a crazy competitive person most of the time.” She swung and connected again before resetting. “This election has brought it back out in me, but outside of that, it’s just softball. I really like it when we win.”

“Do you have uniforms?” India asked.

“Yeah. Why?”

“I’ve seen baseball uniforms. Are they like that?”

Maisie hit another ball and then turned to her and walked away from the plate as the next pitch hit the fence separating India from Maisie and the other hitting balls.

“Why?”

“No reason.” India shook her head.

“Do you like the pants?”

“They looked tight, so yes, I was thinking about you in them.”

Maisie smiled and said, “I don’t wear the pants, but I do have sliding shorts.”

“What are those?”

“Basically, spandex with a little padding on the sides to protect you when you slide.”

“Spandex?”

“Yes. Really tight.”

“And you just wear those?”

Another pitch hit the fence.

“I wear shorts over them.”

“Oh,” India said, knowing she sounded disappointed.

“But if you want, I could wear just those for you before the game.”

“The game? The one tomorrow night?”

“Yeah. Are you free?”

“Yes,” India said. “So, you’ll wear those just for me and then put the shorts on over them for the game?”

“Sure.” Maisie nodded and turned back around to wait for the pitch. “So, will you come to my game?”

“Yeah, I will,” India said as Maisie hit another ball.

“What do you want to do?”

“At the game?”

“No, in general. We’ve done a bunch of stuff I wanted, and I know you wanted to do a fancy dinner thing. Do you still want to do that?”

India smiled and said, “I’d love to take you someplace nice, yes, but that’s mainly because I… think you deserve a really good meal. I’d say wine, too, but you’d prefer a good beer. I can find that for you, I promise.”

Maisie hit the next pitch and said, “India, I will go with you because you want to go. I’m sure I’ll have a good time.” She hit the next ball. “You’ll be beautiful, sitting across from me in some dimly lit place, and I’ll want to hold your hand on the table.” She hit the next pitch, too. “I’ll eat the food, and it’ll be amazing, but I’m sure I won’t remember it much after.”

“No?” India asked.

“No. But I’ll remember the night I spent with you, the memories we make, the things we laugh about.” Maisie hit the next pitch and turned around to face her. “That’s what’s important to me. I’ll happily sit across that table from you or go to the opera I know you like, even though I won’t understand the words. They sing in Italian, right?”

India chuckled and replied, “Sometimes, yes. Have you ever been?”

“To the opera? No, not even the lobby.”

India laughed as Maisie walked out of the cage.

“I thought you were going to do a few more.”

“I’m good,” Maisie replied.

She sat down on the cold, metal bench next to India and put her bat into a bag that looked like it was especially made for it before she took off her helmet and put it inside as well.

India reached out then and touched Maisie’s blonde hair that was pulled back into a ponytail. Maisie turned over to her and smiled softly.

“So, opera?”

“I like ballet, too,” India said. “Ever been?”

“No,” Maisie replied. “But you’ll laugh because, before my mom left a million years ago, she actually put me into a ballet class. I was three, I think. It didn’t last long.”

“Why not? I bet you made a cute little ballerina,” India said, sliding over on the bench to sit closer to Maisie.

“I hated it. I just wanted to run around the room, and I kept tearing off the tutu thing.” Maisie laughed. “My mom gave up after, like, the third lesson. She tried again when I was six, though, hoping I was older and could be tamed.”

“And you couldn’t?” India asked, rubbing the back of Maisie’s neck how she had in the bookshop yesterday.

“Actually, by then, I was already behind all the girls in the class, and I gave up because I felt like I couldn’t keep up with everything. It’s brutal. I don’t know how they do it. I was six and figured out how hard it was. Did you ever dance? Is that why you liked it?”

“I did a lot of things,” she said as Maisie settled against the back of the bench, where India dropped her arm behind her and kept it there. “I danced from the time I was three and until I was seventeen and tore a tendon.”

“You danced that long?”

“I loved it,” India said wistfully. “And I wasn’t amazing. I never would’ve been a prima, but I could’ve ended up in the core somewhere had I kept pushing. The tendon injury healed, but I’d lost a year. I kept at it for another few months after that, but then, I graduated high school and moved away for college, losing my class and teacher here. It made more sense for me to focus on school then anyway. Now, I run, and that’s nice, too.”

“Running isn’t exactly ballet, India.”

“No, but I like it. I can put my headphones in and just hit the road, getting out of my head for a little bit.”

“Do you need to get out of your head?”

India smiled at her and said, “Not right now.”

“No? You’re not worrying about how you look in that shirt or how the bench might have sweat and dirt on it?”

“I’m not, actually. I’m surprisingly just enjoying myself here with you.”

“Is it because you got to check out my ass?”

“That’s one of the reasons, yes,” she said with a smile. “Can’t wait to see you in those siding shorts.”

“Sliding,” Maisie replied, laughing. “They’re made for sliding.”

“Why do you slide?” India asked and moved a strand of hair behind Maisie’s ear.

“So you’re safe.”

“Safe is good, right?”

“In softball, yes. Only when you’re on offense, though.”

“Safe isn’t good in other respects?”

Maisie tilted her head and said, “Not always.” Then, she smiled widely. “Speaking of unsafe… Let’s buy concession stand food and hope for the best.”

“What?” India asked.

Maisie took India’s hand after picking up her bag, and they walked over to the concession stand, where there wasn’t a line. That couldn’t be a good thing. People usually lined up for good food, not for bad or, in this case, possibly unsafe food.

“What do you want?” the guy behind the counter asked, clearly not worried about getting a tip.

“Can we get two hot dogs, one large fry, two root beers, and that candy bar?” Maisie pointed to the rack behind the guy at the brand of candy bar she knew India liked. “And I’m getting vanilla. What kind of ice cream do you want?”

“Oh. What kind do they–” India began.

“Vanilla, chocolate, strawberry, chocolate chip cookie dough, and mint chocolate chip,” the guy interrupted as if he had said this a thousand times already.

“I’ll have the mint chocolate chip, then,” she said.

“That all?” he asked as he started ringing things up.

“That’s all,” Maisie replied and handed him her credit card.

“Give me a minute,” he stated as he swiped the card and handed it back to Maisie before going to get everything.

“He’s… friendly,” India said sarcastically.

“Not known for their customer service, but their food is good.”

“How often do you come here?”

“Oh, I’ve been coming here for years,” Maisie shared. “You know how running helps you get out of your head? Batting cages do it for me.”

“Did you start during college?”

“No, we had our own cages at school. It was after, but not always. I mean, not consistently. I started coming here again after my grams died. I needed something to do to get my mind off of everything, and I drove past here one day. I decided to stop by and hit a few, but I ended up staying for hours until my hands were sore, and my shoulders were worn out. Then, I broke down and cried until the manager walked over to tell me that they were closed. Not one of my prouder moments,” Maisie laughed a little, but it wasn’t a real laugh.

“I’m sorry you lost her, Maise,” India said.

“Me too. She was a great grandma, but it was also more than that. I hadn’t properly grieved my dad’s death, so I think it was a combination cry. He was a great dad. He did the best he could after my mom left. Then, Grams did the best she could with me after he died.”

“Have you heard from your mom since she left? I know what you said before, but–”

“No. I know my dad tried to track her down for a while, and my grams did, too, after his death, to see if that would get her to come back, but it didn’t.”

“God, I could never leave my kid,” India said. “I don’t know how someone could do that.”

“Me neither,” Maisie said. “I’ve always felt like I would be the mom dropping her kid off at college and wanting to spend the night in their dorm room just to make sure they had everything they needed.”

India laughed and said, “I’ve actually had a dream that I had a daughter, and she was in a dorm room. I was searching for a trash can, and she didn’t have one.”

“What? What happened?”

“Nothing. That was the dream. I don’t remember anything else. How messed up am I?”

“Oh, you need therapy. That’s for sure,” Maisie teased.

“Food.”

India turned to see the guy placing a red tray filled with their food on the counter.

“Yes, yes, it is,” she said, shaking her head at him.

Maisie laughed and took the tray, carrying it over to one of the three round tables with bench seats, where she set it down and removed everything from it.

“Mustard? Ketchup?”

“Um… Mustard, I think,” India replied.

“You think?”

“I’ve never had a hot dog.”

Maisie flopped down onto one of the bench seats, and India sat on the one next to it.

“Really? How have you never had a hot dog?”

“They weren’t served in my house growing up, and I have avoided them ever since. I’ve had burgers. Does that count?”

“No, it doesn’t count because a burger isn’t a hot dog,” Maisie said, laughing. “But do you eat mustard on burgers?”

“No, I usually just put a tomato on there and some lettuce and eat it like that.”

“But you want mustard now?”

“I like it in small doses. Not a big fan of ketchup.”

“What do you eat on your fries?” Maisie asked.

“Aioli, usually,” India replied.

“You’re serious?”

“Yes,” she said hesitantly.

Maisie chuckled and said, “Well, they have mayonnaise here. Is that close enough?”

“God, no,” she replied. “But I’ll have mustard and maybe eat the fries on their own.”

“Okay. I’ll get napkins, too. One sec.”

Maisie stood and walked back over to the concession stand.

India watched her for a moment, but she heard a group of boys behind her yelling about something, so she turned to check. By the time she turned back to the concession stand, Maisie was walking back over to the table, holding another tray, which seemed excessive.

“Okay. Here’s what I can do,” Maisie said, placing the tray down in front of her. “He has garlic fries, which I didn’t order, but here’s minced garlic. Not the same, I know, but that’s mayo.” Maisie pointed to two small plastic cups. “He also had sriracha, so I got a cup of that because aioli means garlic oil, but people say garlic aioli all the time, which is redundant. Anyway, I thought you might want to make a spicy aioli, so I got the hot sauce. Then, there’s the mustard and ketchup, too, just in case. You can mix up whatever you want.”

India looked up at Maisie and asked, “You know that garlic aioli is redundant?”

“I live in New Orleans. We love our sauces here. I know aioli. How many times can I say that word? Jesus.”

“Can I just say that you’re really kind of hot right now?” India said, pulling on Maisie’s hips, bringing her in closer.

“I am? Because I knew a random sauce fact?”

“No, because you look hot in your sporty clothes, and because you actually asked the rudest man to ever serve food to give you minced garlic for me.”

“You have odd tastes, India Sheridan,” Maisie replied, wrapping her arms around India’s shoulders.

“I think my tastes might be just right,” India replied.

“I’d lean down and kiss you right now, but there are children present.”

“There are?” India looked around.

“Well, teenage boys. Same thing, and they’re watching us. When I kiss you for the first time, it won’t be with sixteen-year-old boys gawking at us.”

“I can glare at them until they look away,” India suggested.

“Our ice cream is melting,” Maisie said before leaning down and moving her lips to India’s ear. “Later, by your door.”

India nodded, and an hour later, when Maisie dropped her off at home, India was pulled into Maisie’s arms.

“So, it’s later, and we’re at my door,” she noted. “Time to make good on that promise.”

She lifted that eyebrow that she knew would work.

“I plan to,” Maisie said before she brought India’s lips to her own by holding India’s face in her hands, giving her no place to go.

Not that India wanted to go anywhere right now. She was right where she wanted to be, and this kiss was just what she’d needed, what she had wanted for days now. It was slow and perfect, and India didn’t want it to end. Their lips didn’t so much move together as they danced, and when Maisie’s tongue slipped into her mouth, India moaned because this was what she’d been missing. A kiss like this from this woman was what she had been missing. India ran her hands up and down Maisie’s sides, letting them roam until they landed on her hips, a little under Maisie’s shirt, because she had to touch skin. It was hot, and when Maisie let out a soft moan, India knew that Maisie was enjoying this as much as she was. She wanted to invite her inside to take things further, but she remembered what Maisie had said earlier.

“You’re really good at that,” Maisie told her when they pulled apart.

“So are you,” India replied.

Maisie leaned back in for more then, and India wasn’t sure when it happened, but her back was now pressed against her door, and she was trapped between it and Maisie’s body, which felt so good pressed up against her own.

“Okay. I should go, because if we do that again, I won’t want to leave,” Maisie said as she pulled back again, seeming a little out of breath, which was good because India was out of breath, too.

“I don’t want you to leave,” she confessed as she pulled on the hem of Maisie’s pants to get her to come back. “I can make us coffee. We can sit by the fire and talk for a while.”

India moved her hands up and rubbed them over Maisie’s upper chest, not daring to go near Maisie’s breasts despite every part of her wanting to cup them.

“That sounds really nice,” Maisie replied.

“Come in, babe. I promise, just coffee and fire. Maybe some more kissing, but I’ll keep my hands to myself. Well, mostly.” India winked at her.

“Fine. But I’m not touching that milk steamer again.”


CHAPTER 25

“You look cute,” she said, placing her hands on India’s hips, her new favorite place to touch her.

“I do?”

“Yes. I like you in my sweater,” Maisie replied, tugging on the gray sweater that said, ‘Dinah Shores,’ on the front of it with a softball and bat logo under it.

“I can’t believe you have team sweaters,” India replied, looking down.

“It’s part of the prize if you win the end-of-season tournament,” she explained. “We won the spring tournament this year, so they made us sweaters with our team name on them.”

“What else did you get?”

“Well, there are hats with the league name on them, and you get bragging rights.”

“Oh, bragging rights?” India laughed. “How much did you have to pay for those bragging rights?”

“It’s sixty dollars a person per season, and you pay to get into the park.”

“You have to pay to get in, too?”

“Yeah, but it’s five bucks a game, so no big deal.”

“Hold on. I chose the wrong profession.” India looked around. “You each pay sixty dollars, and there are about ten of you?”

“Twelve,” she said.

“That’s seven hundred and twenty dollars a season. And how many teams?”

“In my league, there are ten, and there are seven leagues. We each get a night of the week to play.”

“That’s over fifty thousand dollars a season. How many seasons?”

“We play three, but there are at least six. They offset.”

Maisie watched and smiled at India as she calculated in her head.

“More than three hundred thousand dollars. And then, there’s the guaranteed five per game per person. How many games?”

“Twelve plus the end-of-season tournament, but you pay for the day for that, and it’s three days. Can you really do all that math in your head? That’s pretty sexy.”

“Well, you’re throwing me a little with the pay-per-day thing, but if we assume that all the leagues have the same number of games and team members and add in the fact that people show up to watch these games, too, they’re easily bringing in well over a million a year just on softball. And I saw on the sign that they have soccer, baseball, volleyball, and some other stuff, too, right?”

“They do, yes. And don’t forget the overpriced food at the concession stand. Players do not get discounts.”

“I just figured out what I’m going to do while you play this game I barely understand,” India told her, looking proud. “Do you know if they lease or own the land here?”

Maisie laughed and pulled India in.

“I could ask, or… I could kiss you hello, which I still haven’t done yet.”

“We’re doing that now, aren’t we?” India asked, looking happy in that moment. “Now that we’ve kissed goodnight, we get to kiss hello.”

“I was kind of hoping so, yes,” she said.

India wrapped her arms around Maisie’s neck and connected their lips. Their kiss couldn’t lead anywhere right now. Maisie had a game to play, and she was excited to be back on a field after so long without having the time to enjoy her favorite sport with her friends.

“Okay. Okay. Do I need to get the hose?” Lainey’s voice came from behind her, and Maisie pulled out of the kiss.

“Sorry,” she said quietly to India.

“For what? That was a great kiss,” India replied.

“For her,” Maisie said, pointing behind her.

“Get a room,” Paige added.

“And her, too,” Maisie said.

India laughed and asked, “Should I get you some food? Do you eat before you play, or is it like a swimming thing?”

“Did you eat junk food before you danced?”

“Ballerinas don’t eat much junk food at all. Or, at least, I didn’t. It’s a lot of green juices and other food that doesn’t taste good.”

Maisie kissed her on the forehead quickly and said, “I’ve got to go, but we’re the home team, so those are our bleachers, and the game only lasts an hour.”

“Only an hour, huh?”

“We’re timed so that another league can play after us. We get six innings, but if we’re tied, we get sixty minutes, and whoever is up then, wins.”

“There’s another league that plays after? Did you forget to mention that in your league count from earlier?”

Maisie laughed and replied, “No, babe. They offset, remember?” She squeezed India’s hand and added, “Have fun with your math thing. Try to applaud if I do something good, though.”

“I wouldn’t know if you did,” India said.

“If everyone on this side of the field cheers, you cheer,” she replied as she walked back to the dugout.

“Got it,” India replied.

Maisie headed toward her friends, who were standing outside of the dugout, watching her and making it very obvious, which was annoying but also nice, in a way, because she had something for them to watch. She hadn’t had someone to be excited about like this in a long time, and it felt good.

“So, you two are making out at ballparks now?” Lainey asked.

“We kissed; we didn’t make out. That was last night.”

“You made out with her last night?” Paige asked, looking at Lainey. “Where was I?”

“Thankfully, not at India’s apartment,” Maisie replied.

Then, they walked into the dugout, where Maisie saw Dana sitting on the old wooden bench that hadn’t been replaced since the park had been built in the seventies. Maisie should have told India that this place was essentially falling apart because they hardly spent any money on upkeep. India probably would have wanted to know that for her profit and loss estimate. That thought got her to shake her head as she smiled because she knew that India would’ve loved to factor things like depreciation into her calculations.

“What?” Dana said to her. “I showed up, as demanded. I’m here, and I’m a sub, so I don’t need to warm up.”

“Oh, not you,” Maisie said. “Just thinking about something.”

“Or someone,” Lainey noted.

“Someone? Who?” Dana asked, standing up and walking toward them.

“No one,” Maisie said.

“Maisie has a new girlfriend, and she let her borrow her team sweater,” Lainey replied.

“She’s not my girlfriend. And she was cold. I had it with me.”

“That’s so cute. When was the last time you let me borrow your team sweater?” Paige asked Lainey, looping her arm through Lainey’s.

“You have your own team sweater. You were the reason we won them in the first place. You pitched well in the championship, and you hit two triples that game.”

“You remember that?” Paige asked.

“Of course, I remember. My girl won us the tournament.” Lainey turned to Paige and pulled her into her arms. “I also remember after the game, when I took you home. I seem to remember giving you a few somethings, and they weren’t some stupid sweater.”

“Oh, I definitely remember that,” Paige said, wrapping her arms around Lainey’s shoulders.

“That’s my sister…” Dana stated, mostly to Maisie.

“And my ex-girlfriend,” Maisie added.

“So, not weird at all?” Dana joked.

“Not in the slightest, no.” Maisie shook her head.

“Dinah Shores?” the umpire spoke through the chain-link fence separating the dugout from the field. “You ready? Let’s play ball.”

They were playing the Low Expectations, which was an amazing team name, if Maisie had anything to say about it. The team was comprised of several women in their forties and fifties who hadn’t ever played softball before this season. Lainey had watched their game the previous week, as it had been before the Dinah Shores’ game, and she’d said that they had been pretty bad but seemed to have more fun than anyone on the field.

As the home team, the Dinah Shores took the field first, and Maisie hurried to her position at shortstop. She hadn’t realized how much she’d missed it. Paige was their pitcher. Lainey played first base. Both of them had played soccer at the college level, with Paige even playing two seasons in the NWSL before an injury had sidelined her and her contract hadn’t been renewed. They had both played softball in high school, though, and probably could’ve played in college, too, had they not been so focused on soccer. The other players on their team were good, but sometimes, they were not even needed. Paige was their top hitter, with Maisie close behind her, and Lainey was in third, so with an opponent like Low Expectations, they probably didn’t even need the rest of the players on the field.

The first batter from Low Expectations actually put her cigarette out in the dugout and took a long gulp of beer before she walked up to the plate. Maisie laughed and got into her ready position. Three batters, no hits, and three outs later, they were up to bat. Lainey started them off with a single, Maisie followed with a double, and then Paige hit them both home with another of her patented triples. It went on like that until they earned ten runs by the third inning, and Low Expectations didn’t score at the top of the fourth. It was the mercy rule now. If one team scored ten or more runs on the other team and the other team couldn’t get within ten by their fourth time at bat, the game was over. The Dinah Shores had claimed victory, but no one would have known it by the way the Low Expectations were partying in their dugout.

“I aspire to be like them when I grow up,” Dana said as she watched them.

“Me too,” Maisie spoke through her laughter. “Are you coming to the bar with us?”

“Can’t. I have to be up at five in the morning to get breakfast over to the movie stars,” Dana replied. “Another time, though?”

“Yeah. Meet anyone cool lately?”

“Depends on your definition of meet,” Dana said as she gathered her stuff. “Lennox Owen is the writer on this one. She walked past me at the table the other day. And I served Kenzie Smyth her chicken. Does that count?”

“You met Lennox Owen and Kenzie Smyth?”

“Again, really depends on what you mean by met.” Dana chuckled. “They were three feet away from me. That was the extent of it. Kenzie isn’t in the movie. She’s just visiting her wife.” Dana sighed. “I want a wife to visit.”

“One that looks like Kenzie Smyth?”

“That certainly wouldn’t hurt,” Dana replied. “I’ll take a husband, too, but I’d want him to look like Chris Evans.”

Maisie laughed and said, “I can understand that.”

“Bar?” Paige asked.

“Can we maybe go to a different bar this time? I think India might like it.”

“Is it an expensive bar?” Lainey asked.

“No, it’s the one we went to the first time. I’m thinking it would be better than the rowdy place we usually go.”

“No problem for me,” Paige replied.

“Sure,” Lainey agreed.

Maisie then made her way out to the bleachers, where a whole ten people sat to support them, including India, who was staring down at her phone.

“Did you watch any of it?” she asked as she walked up the bleachers to sit down next to her.

India looked up and said, “What? I watched all of it. I was just looking at the pictures I took.” She angled her phone so that Maisie could see. “You look hot out there.”

Maisie glanced at the photo of herself – bent over, with a glove hanging between her legs – as she readied for a possible hit.

“I look focused.”

“Yeah, focused is hot,” India replied. “I took a bunch. Want me to send them to you?”

“Sure,” she said. “How did your math go?”

“Oh, this place is raking it in. You really should ask for at least concession stand discounts. I bet I can get them for you. Want me to try?”

“As much as I think I would find watching you negotiate sexy, I don’t think it’s really worth your time to get us ten percent off on candy.”

“Ten percent? Please. I could get you at least twenty-five,” India said, winking at her. “So, what’s next?”

“I was thinking we could go to that bar you like. Not the martini one, but the one we went to before we left and got the best fried catfish you’ve ever had.”

Maisie smiled at India.

“Candace’s bar?”

“Is that okay?”

“Yeah, that’s great.”

“You know what I think I might have figured out about you?” Maisie asked, resting her head on India’s shoulder.

“No, but I’m dying to hear it.” India laughed a little.

“You don’t do well with new places.”

“I don’t?”

“You talk about being comfortable a lot, and I think that has to do with knowing or not knowing what to expect. If it’s a new place for you, it’s hard for you to know, but an old one, a place you’ve been to before or an activity you’ve tried, makes it easier. You already know where to park, what they serve, or how long it will take.”

“Is that why you told me that the game would only be an hour earlier? You’ve figured this out about me?”

“One of the reasons, yes,” she said and lifted her head. “I get it. I’m that way sometimes, too.”

“I don’t get that vibe from you at all,” India noted. “You just offered to go to the ballet or opera with me, and you’ve never been.”

“I told you: that’s just about wanting to be with you. I don’t care where it is.”

“Then, why do I?” India asked, appearing to genuinely want Maisie to answer that question for her. “One of the reasons I lost my previous relationship and probably others is because of this.”

“Maybe you just hadn’t met the right person,” Maisie suggested. “Someone to push you out of that comfort zone, little by little.”

“Until I’m sitting at a softball game in sneakers and a borrowed crew neck sweater, taking pictures of the sexy stop short?”

Maisie laughed and replied, “Oh, babe… It’s shortstop. Shortstop.”

“But why?” India asked again.

Maisie shook her head and said, “Let’s go to Candace’s. I’ll explain it all to you there.”


CHAPTER 26

“Oh, come on. You’re really leaving? You’ve spent this whole time planning her move to New Orleans.”

“Hi, Logan,” India said. “And hi, Sophie,” she added to Sophie, who was sitting alone at the bar, talking to Logan, who was standing behind it.

“Hey. Drink?” Logan asked.

“I’m actually going to sit at a booth with my… friends,” India said, loving how good it felt to say that she had friends.

“Cool. I’ll be right over.”

“Hey, India,” Sophie said.

“Hi. How are you?”

“I’m good.”

“She’s leaving,” Logan said.

“Leaving?”

“Bryce and I are moving to Los Angeles. We just got approved for an apartment lease. We’re moving after Christmas, which is crazy, but we’ll be back for the weddings.”

“You’re moving to LA?” India asked.

“Bryce got this great job out there, and she’s been going back and forth from there to here and still technically lives in Tennessee. It’s been a bit of a nightmare, but now, yes, we’re moving. I can work from anywhere, and she loves it there. I went this past week, and I hate to admit it, but I really liked it, too. We found this apartment that’s only fifteen minutes away from the office she’ll be working out of, and it’s in a cute neighborhood. We might end up buying a house there, assuming we’d ever be able to afford one, but I wasn’t ready to commit to that just yet.”

“Wow! That’s great. Congratulations!”

“Thanks. I feel like I have so much to do, but I can’t do any of it yet because I still have to live in my apartment and work, and Bryce is in Tennessee right now, packing up the last of her stuff. It’s getting sent straight to LA. Then, she’s coming here to help me. It’s a lot, but I saw how happy she was when we were there, and my situation here has changed, so I can move now. It just felt right.”

“Hey,” Maisie said, approaching India with Lainey and Paige since they’d driven separately.

“Hi.” India smiled at her. “Uh… Maisie, this is Sophie. And you probably remember Logan from the other night.”

“Yeah. Hi,” Maisie said. “And nice to meet you,” she added to Sophie.

“You too,” Sophie replied. “And I should be going. I have to make list after list of things to do before the move.” She stood up from the bar. “I’ll see you later?”

“I guess,” Logan said. “But you’re moving, so don’t be a stranger before you go. Let me know if you need help.”

“Thanks. I will,” Sophie replied. “Good night, India. I’ll see you later, too?”

“Sure,” India said, but she hardly knew Sophie, so she didn’t know how likely that would be unless there was some going-away party and she happened to snag an invite.

“And nice to meet you, Maisie,” Sophie added with a smile.

“You too,” Maisie said and took India’s hand.

“You want the booth in the corner?” Logan asked.

“That would be great,” India replied.

She walked with Maisie over to the corner booth and sat down, with Maisie sitting next to her and Paige and Lainey across from them.

“So… Sophie?” Maisie asked.

“Uh… Yeah. Sophie.”

“Is she an ex?”

“What?” India asked, laughing. “No. I hardly know her. She’s a friend of a friend, mostly, I think.”

“Oh,” Maisie said.

“And in case you’re thinking about something else, you should know that I just found out that she’s moving to LA at the end of the year with her very serious girlfriend.”

“Oh,” Maisie said in a much happier tone. “Got it.”

“You were jealous,” Paige teased Maisie.

“Not jealous. Just–”

“Marking your territory?” Lainey added.

“Shut up, both of you,” Maisie said as she laughed.

India wrapped her arm around the back of the booth and said, “I’ve met Sophie maybe one other time. She was at that barbecue thing Finley invited me to last month. She’s very nice. They’re making a movie about her and Bryce.”

“A movie?” Maisie asked.

“Yes. I guess they met in some interesting way involving a bar here and blogs or something. I only half paid attention when Jill told me about it at the barbecue. But, anyway, Bryce wrote a script, and there’s a movie.”

“That’s pretty cool,” Lainey said. “What would our movie be about?” she asked Paige.

“How you tripped over a soccer ball the first time you saw me and sprained your ankle. I was kind enough to pick you up and help you put ice on it,” Paige replied.

“That would be a pretty short movie,” Maisie noted.

“Well, we had sex after that and have been together ever since. No big conflict or that silly ‘will-they-won’t-they’ stuff in the movies. It was always just yes, we will. Right, babe? It’s perfectly boring in how not boring it is with this one.” Paige laid her head on Lainey’s shoulder. “I am so happy you two didn’t work out. No offense, Maise.”

“None taken. I’m also glad we didn’t work out.” Maisie placed a hand on India’s thigh. “Lainey and I are way better as friends.”

“Agreed,” Lainey said.

“So, what can I get for you?” Logan asked.

“Some kind of fancy drink,” Maisie said. “What should I have?” she asked India.

“For you or for me?”

“For me. I want to live a little,” Maisie said with a wink.

India smiled at her and then asked Logan, “Is Candace here?”

“When is Candace not here?” Logan asked back.

“Can you have her make me whatever she made me last time if she remembers?”

“She’ll remember,” Logan said.

“Can I have something minty?” Maisie asked. “I don’t care which alcohol.”

“I can ask,” Logan said and turned to Lainey and Paige.

“Oh, just a beer for me,” Lainey spoke. “And a burger. I’m starving.”

“Same,” Paige said.

“Do you want to eat?” India asked Maisie.

“I’ve got leftover pizza at my place. Want to have this drink and go back there with me and eat it?”

“Leftover pizza?” she asked. “Do I have to eat it cold?”

“No, I’ll heat it up for you,” Maisie replied. “In the actual oven, if you want, so that the crust is still crunchy.”

“You’re the best,” India said.

◆◆◆

“So, be honest: when was the last time you ate leftover pizza?” Maisie asked as she slid the pizza into the oven.

“It’s been a while. I’m not really one for leftovers.”

“No?” Maisie asked, closing the oven door and turning around to face her.

“I normally don’t eat a lot of takeout, either.”

“What do you eat, then?”

India laughed and replied, “I cook, Maisie. I also have a housekeeper. She prepares a few meals a week in advance for me and puts them in the refrigerator or freezer.”

“Aren’t those leftovers?” Maisie asked.

“No, they’re not leftovers from anything since I haven’t eaten them. And I meant takeout leftovers, like pizza, when I said that I didn’t eat leftovers.” India moved into Maisie and pulled her in by the hips. “Do you want to maybe watch a movie or something?”

“Yes. But you saw my TV and how small it is, right?”

“Yes, it’s TV-sized, and that’s fine with me,” she replied.

Maisie laughed and asked, “What is TV-sized, exactly?”

“It’s the size of the TV in your living room,” India said and wrapped her arms around Maisie’s waist.

“Can I maybe take a shower first? I didn’t have to play all that hard tonight, but I’m still a little sweaty.”

“I can keep an eye on the pizza,” she offered and kissed Maisie’s nose. “But you don’t have to take a shower on my account. You look great to me.”

“I’m not sure I smell great, though.”

India leaned in and pressed her lips to Maisie’s neck.

“You smell great to me,” she said, breathing her in.

“Ten minutes,” Maisie replied, sounding like she didn’t want to say it at all.

“Ten minutes. Okay,” India said.

Maisie disappeared into her bathroom moments later, leaving India to check the oven every minute or two because she didn’t know Maisie’s oven and didn’t want to burn the pizza. When it looked done enough, she pulled it out and set it on the counter. Not knowing where Maisie kept the plates, India decided not to look through her cabinets and sat down on the sofa in front of the modest television, checking email on her phone until she heard the bathroom door open.

“Sorry,” Maisie said when she came out wearing only a towel. “I forgot to bring clothes in there with me.”

India cleared her throat loudly and looked back down at the phone. Maisie laughed, found the clothes she wanted, and returned to the bathroom to put them on.

“Do you want to stay over? Tonight, I mean. To sleep. I mean, to sleep.”

India smiled and looked up as Maisie walked out of the bathroom again.

“You want me to stay over?”

“Yes. But you should know that my bed is pretty uncomfortable because I need a new mattress, and sometimes, after I drink, I snore.”

Maisie flopped down onto the sofa with still-wet hair.

“You’re really selling it, huh?” India laughed.

“Do you want to or not?” Maisie asked, laughing back.

“Yes, I’d love to,” she replied before Maisie stood up, grabbed the plates for them, put slices of pizza on them, and carried them over to her.

After that, Maisie returned to the kitchen, and to India’s surprise, she pulled down her wineglasses and got out a bottle of red from another cabinet.

“It’s not your stuff, but I got it at a wine shop. I was told it’s good,” Maisie said. “Want to open it for us?”

“You got wine?”

“Yes, but I didn’t spend hundreds of dollars on it. I just wanted to have something here for when you were over. I have this one and two other bottles. We can try any of them if you don’t want this one. It’s a merlot.”

India walked over to her and looked down at the label.

“This is a good brand. I’ve never had their merlot. Are you sure you want this with me? I can’t finish the bottle.”

“I’ll have a glass with you, yes.”

“Won’t that make you snore more?” India teased.

“Sounds like you’ll be finding out in about two hours or so,” Maisie replied.

India laughed a little and poured wine into glasses. She always preferred to decant her wine and let it breathe properly before she took the first sip, but this would have to do.

“Hey, I know the answer to this question already, but no wine decanter, right?”

Maisie laughed as they sat back down on the sofa and said, “No.”

“Can I buy you one?”

“For this wine? I doubt it’s really worth the expense.”

“All wine is worth it, even the cheapest reds.”

“What about the stuff in the boxes?”

“Oh, God,” India said and rolled her eyes while Maisie laughed. “Do you know why you aerate wine?”

“I’ve heard it makes it taste better.” Maisie shrugged.

“When you aerate it, the wine directly interacts with the nitrogen and oxygen molecules, causing the rapid evaporation of the bitter-tasting and bad-smelling elements that accumulate in a bottle while it’s stored. It also helps separate the sediment, which will settle to the bottom of your decanter, so you’re left with a more flavorful wine and aromatic bouquet.”

“You sound like a brochure I’d read if I ever went wine tasting,” Maisie said.

“Wine is worth appreciation, Maisie.”

Maisie turned serious in that moment and said, “Okay. Tell me more.”

“Really? We don’t–”

“Yeah. You care about this stuff. Tell me more.”

Maisie leaned back against the sofa and waited.

“You want me to talk you through the whole thing?”

“Yes.”

“Okay,” India replied. “Do you have a pitcher or something?”

“I think I have one I use for tea sometimes.”

“That’ll work for tonight, at least,” India said, standing up. “Do you have a candle and a lighter? I can show you how to pour, too.”

“There’s a candle involved in wine pouring?”

“Sometimes,” India said. “So, candle?”

Maisie smiled, nodding, and stood up to join her.

“I will find you a candle.”

Minutes later, they stood in the kitchen as India poured some of the wine into the makeshift decanter and explained more about the aeration process. Maisie lit the candle for her, and India poured the rest of the bottle into the pitcher. She pointed out how the candle lit up the dark-green bottle, indicating where the bulk of the sediment had rested, allowing her to stop pouring before it dropped into the pitcher.

“Some people prefer to pour that in as well because you miss a little of the wine when you leave it in the bottle, but I’d rather just leave it in there. Do you know how to taste wine first? The process?”

“Assume I know nothing,” Maisie replied.

“Okay. Well, let’s get our glasses, then,” India said and walked back to the table where they’d left their glasses. She brought them back, handed one to Maisie, and added, “We’ll keep it basic tonight.”

“Yes, beginner-level, please,” Maisie requested.

“First, look.”

“At you? No problem,” Maisie teased her. “You’re very pretty.”

India laughed and said, “At the wine, babe.”

“What am I looking for?”

“Color, opacity, and viscosity.”

“I know what one and a half of those words mean.”

India laughed again and walked Maisie through looking at her wine before smelling it, checking for the bouquet, and finally, taking a small sip and letting the flavors of it roll over her tongue. She listed some things to look for, like fruit, herb, or earthy flavors.

“Do I spit it out?” Maisie asked with the wine still in her mouth.

India laughed at that, and they both had to spit their wine in the sink, or they would’ve ended up spitting it at each other accidentally. India hadn’t ever had this much fun with wine. She had always loved it – the craft of making it, the learning about it, the trying and tasting, and even the buying and the auction process – but she had never truly had fun with wine like this before. She’d never thought she could have this much fun with wine before.

Now, Maisie was taking another sip, and after holding it in her mouth for a few seconds, she told India that she tasted grapes, which made India laugh again before they returned to the sofa and ate their pizza, with Maisie making up flavors she tasted in her wine.

“I think now I taste the Cap’n Crunch’s Crunch Berries. You know the cereal?”

“What? You do not,” India said in exasperation. “And no, I’ve never had that cereal.”

“What?” Maisie said, rising instantly. “You’re serious?”

“You have some here, don’t you?” India asked.

“Yes. And you’re trying it now. It’ll be our dessert.”

“This isn’t a dessert wine, Maisie,” she said after her, but Maisie was already in the kitchen.


CHAPTER 27

“Good morning,” India said softly.

“Morning,” Maisie replied before she reached for India’s arm, which was around her middle, and pulled her in closer. “Did I snore?”

India chuckled and said, “A little. But it was cute.”

“It’s cute now because it’s the first time, but it won’t be cute when it happens over and over again.”

“Do you drink that much all the time?”

“What? No. Usually, my friends and I would only go out for drinks after the games. It’s been because of you that I’ve had that much alcohol recently.”

“So, I’m a bad influence on you?” India asked, kissing her neck.

“Yes, clearly,” she replied sarcastically. “Lainey is opening today, by the way. I have time.”

“Time for what, exactly?” India asked, kissing her neck some more.

“You know,” Maisie said, rolling over in India’s arms.

“If you can’t say it, I don’t think we should do it,” India teased.

“Sex,” Maisie replied.

“Sex? Right now?”

“What’s wrong with right now?” she asked, wrapping her arms around India’s neck. “You’re wearing my clothes. I woke up feeling your arm around me and you pressed up against me, and I really, really liked that.”

“I would love to,” India said. “But I have to go to work.” She kissed Maisie’s lips. “And I don’t want the first time we do that to be with morning breath.”

“I have morning breath?” she asked, quickly covering her mouth.

“Everyone has morning breath,” India said with a smile. “But I love that you’re thinking about that.”

“Well, I said I wanted to wait, but not forever,” Maisie replied. “You really have to go?”

“Yes. I need to get home first. I don’t have any work clothes here, and I don’t think I can wear your team sweater there without having to answer a ton of questions.”

Maisie smiled up at her and asked, “Can you spare five minutes, even though I have morning breath?”

“I think that can be arranged,” India said, lowering her lips to meet Maisie’s.

They stayed like that, kissing slowly and softly for longer than five minutes. Maisie was guessing because she hadn’t been keeping track of the time, but however long it was, it didn’t feel long enough. When she tried to deepen the kiss, letting her hands roam over India’s back under her borrowed T-shirt, India moaned into her mouth, so Maisie dragged her tongue over India’s bottom lip, attempting to indicate that she would be more than happy with them continuing what they were doing.

“Maise, I have to go,” India said, making no attempt to get out of bed or unattach her lips from Maisie’s neck.

“But you don’t,” she replied. “You could call in sick.” She ran her hands down to the shorts she had let India borrow and cupped her ass. “Or, you could tell them you’ll be late because you got a flat tire.”

India chuckled against Maisie’s neck and said, “I have a meeting first thing about a project.”

“And it can’t be moved?”

“Not really. We have vendors coming in,” India replied, shifting until she was no longer on top of Maisie and causing Maisie to feel a cool breeze due to the absence that she didn’t like. “I can stop by for lunch, though, or you could meet me in the café, and we can talk about that project. You’ll be on the agenda soon, right? You can ask them if doing any kind of demo work on the building would interfere with your status.”

“I forgot all about that, with everything else going on,” she said. “But yeah, that sounds good. Want to shower here?”

“No, I’ll shower at home,” India replied and climbed out of bed. “But not because I don’t like your shower. It’s just easier, with my stuff being there.”

“Okay,” she said. “Want me to make you some coffee before you go?”

“No, I need to get running.”

“Fine, but think of me when you’re using your crazy complicated machine at home.”

India laughed, then climbed back onto the bed, straddling Maisie’s hips, and said, “I pretty much think of you all the time, so that won’t be a problem.”

Maisie smiled up at her as she ran her hands over India’s smooth thighs.

◆◆◆

“So, how was it?” Lainey asked.

“How was what?”

“Sex with your hot new girlfriend.”

“Oh, my God,” Maisie said. “We didn’t do that. And she’s not my girlfriend… Yet.”

“Yet?”

“I’d have to ask her that, or she’d have to ask me that, I guess.”

“It’s not grade school, Maisie. You’re with the woman all the time. She’s not seeing anyone else. Neither are you. You’re together.”

“Not all of us are like you and Paige. You met, and it just happened. You were suddenly together.”

“Yeah, and you and India are suddenly together, too.”

“I don’t think I should just assume that, Laine. I should probably talk to her about it first.”

“Do that. She’s clearly crazy about you. And I can tell you’re crazy about her, too. I watched you take India’s hand when you thought she and that Sophie woman might have been exes.”

“I just held her hand. No big deal.”

“Your eyes gave you away, Maisie. I saw those, too. You were about to pounce. I thought you would say something like, ‘Babe, should we get a table or something?’ to India just to prove that she was there with you.”

“She was there with me.”

Lainey laughed and picked up the stack of books she’d just placed on the counter.

“I’m glad you’re happy, Maise. You deserve it.”

“Thanks. Me too,” she replied just as the door opened and the bells jangled.

Mr. Barnard walked through the door and headed right to the counter, as always.

“Hi, Mr. Barnard.”

“Maisie,” he replied gruffly. “I’m here for my special order.”

“Of course,” she said and turned around to find his book, but there wasn’t anything there under his name. “Lainey, did you take a special order for Mr. Barnard?”

“No,” Lainey replied. “Maybe Sarah did.”

“What book was it?” Maisie asked the man, prepared to look it up in the system for him.

Mr. Barnard seemed to think for a long moment, which was odd for him, and Maisie got worried for a minute because her was getting old.

“Oh. I must not have put it in,” he answered.

“Can I help you put one in now?” she asked.

“I think I’ll just have a look around,” he replied.

“Okay. Let me know if I can help you find anything.”

“I think I know my way around here by now, Maisie.”

“Of course,” she said with a smile.

Then, the front door opened again, and Maisie turned to see Colter Stone walk in, dressed in his easily a thousand-dollar suit.

“Colter?” she asked.

“Maisie,” he replied, buttoning his light-blue jacket over the crisp white shirt before he approached her at the counter. “I need to talk to you.”

“I haven’t decided if I’m going to take you up on your advisor offer yet.”

“Advisor?” Lainey said.

“Can we have a minute, Lainey?” Maisie asked.

“Sure. I’ll help Mr. Barnard.”

“I don’t need any help!” the old man half-yelled as he walked down the right aisle.

Lainey shook her head, smiled, and walked away.

“I doubt you’ll want to take me up on my offer now,” Colter said.

“What? Why not?”

“Look, I had a favor that I was holding on to for you. It wasn’t a guarantee, but Lopez and I go back, and he said that if I gave him something, I could have something. I was going to use that favor to get you your historical status approved, but I had to use it on something else.”

“What?” she said.

“Yeah, I had to pull you from the agenda. Technically, you can get yourself back on. I won’t block you or anything. I doubt any of them will. I just can’t get you on this time. I had to use my favor. Well, favors, really. I had to ask Jameson for something, too, and that–”

“You used up your favors, so now, I’m off the agenda?”

“You can still get yourself on the agenda. You’re a citizen. Anyone can. You just have to follow the process.”

“The process can take months.”

“I know. I’ll try to get you back on myself when I can.”

“Wait. What did you use your favors on?”

“Huh?”

“Colter, what did you use your favors on?”

“Rezoning,” he replied. “We needed some commercial space.”

“Commercial space,” she repeated, nodding.

“For a company that wants its offices here. My uncle’s company, technically.”

“Your uncle’s–” She stopped. “India’s uncle?”

“No, just mine. He’s my dad’s brother. India and I have the same mom.”

“And you just gave up my spot for this?”

“Yes, but it’s not just because he’s my uncle. It’s a massive company, and they’re moving their headquarters here. It’s the possibility of six thousand jobs over the next five years. Maybe more.”

“And you couldn’t get that through without using those favors?”

“I could have, but it would’ve taken–”

“Months?” she interjected.

“Years,” he said. “And we would’ve lost it by then.”

She nodded and said, “You mean that you would have lost it by then. You wouldn’t have gotten your uncle what he needed. You wouldn’t have gotten credit for all those jobs. It’s all about you, Colter. It’s not about the city or the jobs or anything else. It’s just about you and what you want to make yourself look good because you want more.”

“Hey, I came here in person to tell you. I could’ve just had someone on my staff send an email.”

“You want credit for that, too?” she asked.

“Well, fuck, Maisie. I’m doing the best I can here.”

“You said favors.”

“What?”

“You said favors. Plural.”

“I had to use another one to get India’s thing.”

“India’s thing?”

“Yes. And she doesn’t know, but the parking garage she wants, she wasn’t going to get the permits for. Long story. I got Jameson to agree to issue them.”

“Parking garage?” Maisie said quietly to herself.

“Yeah. Anyway, I’m sorry. I came here in person to tell you that, and–”

“You can go,” Maisie interrupted. “I have lunch plans anyway. I need to go, too.”

“Fine,” he replied. “I’ll still try to–”

“It’s fine. Don’t bother. I can’t trust you or take you at your word, Colter, so whatever you try, I can’t believe it will actually work.”

Colter shook his head but then, strangely, nodded before he turned and left the shop. Seeing that Lainey was still busy not helping Mr. Barnard, who appeared to need books pulled down from a high shelf, Maisie grabbed her bag from under the counter and walked out the door, knowing Lainey could cover the counter and also knowing that she needed a break.

“Hey. You’re early,” India noted when Maisie sat down at the café table across from her. “I just came down to work before lunch.”

She closed her laptop.

“Your brother stopped by the shop just now.”

“Colter?”

“You have more than one?”

“No. I have a sister, though. What did he do? Why are you upset?”

“He couldn’t get me on the agenda, after all.”

“What? Why not?”

“Your uncle.”

“My uncle?” India asked.

“Not yours. Sorry. His.”

“His uncle?”

“India, his uncle.” Maisie motioned with her hand as if India should understand her just from that. “He needed some favor.”

“Okay.”

“You don’t know what I’m talking about?”

“Why would I? I barely know Colter’s uncle on his dad’s side. I think I’ve met him a handful of times in my life.”

“He owns some big company.”

“Yes, I do know that.”

“Well, Colter used up his political favors to get some property zoned for him.”

“Oh,” India said. “Okay. So, now, he can’t do what you need?”

“I guess he could have, but he had to use the rest of his favors for you, too.”

“Me?”

“A parking garage?”

“What about it?” India asked.

“That’s all he said.”

“We’re expanding the parking garage behind the building. I met with vendors this morning, but we haven’t done anything with the city council yet.”

“He said something about permits.”

“Permits? We’ll need them, but the vendors will be applying for those,” India replied. “Maybe one of them reached out. I don’t know. Either way, I had no idea he even knew about that. You don’t think I asked him to–”

“What? No,” Maisie said. “But why are you changing a parking garage, exactly?”

“The CEO wanted a gym and a day care, and we’re out of space. We also needed more parking for all the new people we’re hiring.”

“And Colter cares about that?”

“He probably thought he was doing something nice for his sister. Maisie, I’d never put your shop in jeopardy. If there was some issue, we’d work through the permit stuff.”

“I know,” Maisie said, still feeling a little defeated.

“I actually stopped my boss from buying the land.”

“What land?”

“Your shop.”

“You stopped–”

“He wanted to buy your land to turn it into more offices with the gym and day care. I told him about the garage idea, and we’re doing that instead.”

“You did that? When?”

“Before you and I met.”

“I didn’t know.”

“Why would you?” India asked with a smile.

“I don’t know what to do, India. It takes months in this city to get on the agenda. Sure, I can go and speak, but even just to ask a damn question, there’s a form and a process. It took me forever both times to get on the agenda before. I know he said he wasn’t going to come after the shop, but I believe him about as far as I can throw him. He told me I had a spot on the agenda, and that didn’t work out. He could find someone like his uncle who wants the property tomorrow. And yes, I can turn down the sale, but he’s right: the city can take someone’s property at any time with some lowball offer, and that’s it.”

“I’ll talk to him and get you back on the agenda, Maisie. I know people, too. I’ll talk to all of them if I have to.”

Maisie tilted her head and said, “No, that’s not what–”

“It’ll be okay. I’ll take care of it. You may not be able to trust him, but you can trust me. You know that, right?”

“Yes, but–”

“I’ll call that idiot right now,” India said. “And I’ll call whoever else I need to.”

“India!”

“What?”

“I don’t need you to fix it.”

“But it’s my fault,” India replied.

“No, it’s not. It’s not about you at all.”

“The parking garage.”

“You didn’t ask him for that. He did it on his own.”

“But it’s getting in your way.”

“Yes, my way. And I’ll solve this on my own.”

“On your own,” India repeated softly. “But I’m here to help.”

“I don’t need you to fix things for me. I can handle this myself,” she said. “I just needed to vent to the woman I’m dating. That’s why I came over here.”

“Okay. Then, I won’t call him, but–”

“I’m not really hungry anymore,” Maisie stated.

“Not hungry? Maisie, what is happening right now?”

“Nothing. I just need to go. I’ll call you later, okay?”

“Okay. But, Maisie, I didn’t–”

“I know.” She stood. “I’ve got stuff, too, India. You’ve got stuff, and I’ve got stuff.”

“What are you talking about?”

Maisie knew what she meant by that statement, but she didn’t know how to properly articulate it.

“Baggage. Issues. I need to walk this off, okay?” she replied, wishing she could just breathe and talk to this woman, who was being patient with her right now when Maisie didn’t deserve it. “It’s not about you.”

“I don’t know what this is, but okay. I’ll… I’ll be here if you need me.”

Maisie looked down at her and knew that India would.


CHAPTER 28

“Sorry, what happened?” Ava asked.

“I actually have no idea,” India replied. “We had a great night and an amazing morning, and we were supposed to have lunch, but she showed up for that and started talking about my idiot brother and what he did this time.”

“What did he do?”

“He promised he’d get her on an agenda for something important. Then, he showed up today and took that back. It’s worse because he used a favor to get something for me, but I didn’t ask him to do that.”

“What the hell did he get for you?”

“We’re expanding the parking garage behind the Southern Roastery office. Well, we’re going to expand the parking garage. I met with vendors this morning. That’s how far we’ve gotten on planning this thing. One of them got a little ahead of himself, though, and called someone on the council. I’m not sure what happened, exactly, but Colter found out and thought he could get my permits put through faster by sacrificing Maisie’s shop.”

“Did she think you did that?” Ava asked and then took a drink.

“No, she knew it wasn’t me. But when I offered to call my brother to get him to take back whatever he had done or help me get in touch with some people who could help her, she wasn’t super happy about that and left. She said she had baggage, too, but I don’t–” India paused. “I mean, what did I do wrong, Ava?”

Ava nodded knowingly and replied, “You’re like me, I think.”

“And how’s that, exactly?”

“You’re a fixer.”

“Oh. Well, yeah, obviously. I work in–”

“Work is one thing, India, but personal stuff is different. You went into fixer mode with her, like I tried with Logan a few times.” Ava nodded toward her ex, who was behind the bar, laughing at something Rory, who was sitting on a stool in front of her, had said. “Not that I want her back or anything, but Rory didn’t try to fix her. I did. Repeatedly. Logan didn’t want to or wasn’t ready to be fixed. And the reality is, I couldn’t have fixed her even if I’d tried. She had to do that herself. ‘Fix’ might be a strong word to use, but you get the idea. I loved her once, and I thought we would spend the rest of our lives together, but she had things she needed to work through, and I couldn’t just snap my fingers and make things better for her. Rory didn’t even try. She just showed up and loved her, and Logan loves her back.”

“When I first found out that Maisie was running against him, I stepped in because I thought it could get her what she wanted. It didn’t, so I stayed out of it, but then, Colter called me when he won, and I swear, all I did was give him a hard time and make suggestions for him; nothing to do with Maisie. Colter involved her, not me. Then, today, he’s showing up and doing the wrong thing again, and somehow, pulling me back into it.”

“But you offered to call him and fix it for her.”

“Yes, because I could,” India replied. “I know growing up with money affords me certain privileges, and one of them is being able to take care of this for her. My father, as well as his father, and so on, are legacies in this city. One call from me or him could get her that status, but I’ve never said that to her. I’ve never tried to take the work she put in away from her when I could’ve made that call just to make it happen. I only offered to help her like that today, and I still didn’t even tell her that I could just make this happen directly.”

“You have that kind of power? Really? Can you get my landlord to stop raising my rent every year?” Ava joked.

“It’s not exactly ethical and probably not a hundred percent legal, but yes, I could. I’m sure my dad could make a call to the mayor or even the governor or a senator and get Maisie’s store the status she wants so badly, but I resisted all those urges. Then, I make one comment today, and suddenly, she’s walking away.”

“She’s not from money. It’s different for her.”

“She is, technically. It was just all gone before she was born,” India noted. “I could call Colter right now and yell at him or tell him to just fix this, but I haven’t because she asked me not to.”

“Does he know that you two are dating?”

India rolled her eyes and replied, “He thought she was a woman I was sleeping with before. I told him she wasn’t.”

“But she is.”

“Not yet. Or, maybe, not ever now. We haven’t slept together.”

“You said you had a great night and an amazing morning.”

“I slept over there for the first time. We just slept, but I loved it,” she replied.

“Hi.”

India looked up and saw Stephania standing next to their booth.

“Hi, Stephania,” she greeted.

Stephania shrugged a shoulder and said, “Just Steph is fine. That’s a stage name thing.” She sat down next to Ava and gave her a quick kiss. “Sorry, I’m late. I had an interview go over.”

“That’s okay,” Ava said.

“So, what did I miss?” Stephania asked. “Did you order?”

“No, we were waiting for you,” Ava replied as Stephania wrapped her arm around the back of the booth, which made India miss Maisie.

“What’s good here? I didn’t eat last time.”

“Pretty much everything. Let me get Logan.”

Ava waved for Logan to walk over.

“So, Ava tells me you’re in business development at a coffee company?”

“Yes. Southern Roastery.”

“Oh, I had coffee from there this morning. It’s really good,” Stephania said and grabbed for a menu with her free hand, not moving the arm around Ava’s shoulders. “You’re not expanding west anytime soon, are you? More locations? In LA, for example?”

India laughed and replied, “Not yet. We’re expanding in the South for now.”

“Miami? I’m going there next.”

“I don’t think we’ll have a store ready for you by then.” India smiled. “But I do get a ton of free coffee, so if you want some, I can give it to Ava, and she can make sure you get it.”

“That would be great. She’s coming with me.”

“She mentioned that.”

“I need to buy a new bikini,” Ava said. “We’ll be on the beach, and my suit is old.”

“Or, you could just be naked,” Stephania suggested. “I really wouldn’t mind.”

“On a public beach?” Ava laughed and turned to her. “You want me to be naked in front of all those people?”

“I’m a model, so I forget some people have a thing with public nudity.”

Ava laughed again and asked, “So, you’d be okay with me being naked in front of everyone?”

“Now that you mention it… Not really, no. But I don’t know that I can say that because I am sometimes half-naked on billboards, so…”

“I’ve seen them. You’re even better in person,” Ava said with a smirk.

“Are you two just going to have sex right here?” Logan asked as she joined them.

“No,” Ava replied.

“Thank God,” India said.

Logan took their order then, and within minutes, they had refills for India and Ava, a drink for Stephania, and Rory had joined their table, taking the seat that India would have loved for Maisie to take instead. India hadn’t planned on going out tonight. She’d wanted to go to Chapter & Verse to see if they could talk, but knowing Maisie might not want that, she had avoided the bookshop and had spent the rest of her day in meetings and in her office, trying to push Maisie out of her mind. When Ava had texted asking her if she wanted to go to Candace’s bar to hang out with her and Stephania, she had almost said no, but Ava had really wanted her to get to know the woman, and Stephania wasn’t in town for long. Thinking it might also help take her mind off Maisie, India had agreed, but she’d been silly to think that these two could distract her because it was clear that Ava and Stephania were already crazy about each other.

Still, they talked for a while longer, and Logan brought their food, joining them as well when her shift ended. India had moved over to allow her some space to sit down next to Rory, but by the time dinner was over, she was done being surrounded by couples. Needing to get out of there, she politely excused herself and went home.

When she sat on her sofa, contemplating opening a bottle of red, her phone rang. India checked the screen and saw that it was her brother. Deciding she’d deal with him later, she clicked to ignore the call, but a text came in immediately after.

Colter Stone: Hey. Can you call me?

Seconds later, another text came in.

Colter Stone: I got you the permits you need. Or, I will get them for you once they file for them. You’re good to build whenever.

India wanted to throw her phone across the room, but that wouldn’t solve her problems. Then, another text came in.

Colter Stone: India? I’m trying here.

And yet, he still didn’t get it. He thought trying meant helping himself, so that was what he was doing. He believed that helping his sister would make things better between the two of them, and she would leave him alone about being a better person. She didn’t have the energy to explain it to him again, though. Instead, she picked up her phone and opened her messages with Maisie. The most recent ones were all the photos India had sent her from the game, and that made her smile. She scrolled up, finding one where Maisie had been standing on the field, laughing because one of the Low Expectations players had pretended to do a striptease on second base. India had laughed at that, too.

India Sheridan: If you need space, just tell me, and I’ll leave you alone, but I wanted to apologize for earlier today. I shouldn’t have just tried to step in and fix something for you. I didn’t mean it to come across that way, but I can understand how it probably felt to you. I’m sorry, Maise.

She hit send before she could talk herself out of it and tossed the phone on the sofa. It wasn’t a wine kind of night, after all, but she could make herself a decaf cappuccino and sip it in the bathtub with her nice mild lemon bubble bath. She wasn’t sure she would ever be able to use the machine now without thinking about Maisie, which made her sad, but she made her coffee and took it back to the sofa to grab her phone, which needed to be charged. That was when she saw Maisie’s reply.

Maisie Lincoln: It’s not your fault. It’s mine. I’m sorry I walked away today. I didn’t want to take my mood out on you.

India sat down on the sofa and started typing.

India Sheridan: But that’s part of it, right? When you’re dating someone, you take your mood out on them. Obviously, I don’t mean it like that. I meant that I should’ve let you vent and talk to me without trying to make it all better.

The three dots popped up, and a few seconds later, she had a reply.

Maisie Lincoln: I should confess something to you. I saw you at the bar tonight.

India typed back instantly.

India Sheridan: Candace’s?

Maisie Lincoln: Yes, with Ava.

India Sheridan: Ava and her girlfriend. Or, at least, the supermodel she’s dating.

Maisie Lincoln: Yes, I saw her, too. I didn’t mean it like I thought you two were on a date or something. Just that I saw you, and I didn’t say anything.

India Sheridan: Why not?

Maisie Lincoln: Lainey wanted to go out to dinner to tell me something, and she suggested Candace’s because she likes their burgers. I didn’t think you’d be there.

India Sheridan: But that doesn’t explain why you didn’t come over, Maise.

Maisie Lincoln: I know. I should have. I should’ve just invited you. Lainey told me to, but I’m not great at this.

India Sheridan: At what?

Then, her phone rang.

“Hi,” she said softly.

“At relationships,” Maisie said. “I’m not great at relationships.”

“Why do you think that?”

“Because I have a hard time asking for help. I have a hard time telling someone that I need something, and I think you like to help people.”

“I do.” India chuckled. “I have been told recently that I am a fixer.”

“I don’t need a fixer, India.”

“I know. I didn’t mean to suggest that you do. It’s just my first impulse to help when I can, and today, I felt like it was my fault.”

“It’s not, though. They are Colter’s actions.”

“I know. But he’s my brother, and it’s my stupid parking garage.”

“Did you really stop them from trying to buy Chapter & Verse before you even met me?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“A few reasons. Most of them are business or PR-related, so it wasn’t as romantic as you might think it is.”

“Most of them?”

“Yes,” she said. “I love New Orleans, too, Maisie. I love it for its history and culture, and I don’t want to see it disappear any more than you do.”

“I just needed to think today.”

“I know. I get it now.”

“But I should’ve invited you to dinner with us.”

“And I could’ve invited you to meet Stephania.”

“Maybe,” Maisie said.

“Maise, are we still…”

“Yes, if you–”

“Yes,” India interjected. “Yeah. I still want–”

“Then, yes.” Maisie laughed. “We’re still… whatever we were.”


CHAPTER 29

“Not hungry? Maisie, what is happening right now?”

“Nothing. I just need to go. I’ll call you later, okay?”

“Okay. But, Maisie, I didn’t–”

“I know,” she said and stood. “I’ve got stuff, too, India. You’ve got stuff, and I’ve got stuff.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Baggage. Issues. I need to walk this off, okay?”

“I don’t know what this is, but okay. I’ll… I’ll be here if you need me.”

Maisie looked down at India and knew that she would. Then, she left her at the café and walked to the shop, where she entered through the front and proceeded straight on into the back office, past Lainey and Mr. Barnard, who was still browsing, apparently.

“Maise?” Lainey said as she hurried by her and into the office.

“Everything’s fine,” she replied, lying but determined to make it true.

Maisie sat down at her desk and tried to figure out why she struggled so much when India was only offering to help her. Other people would have told India to make those calls and take whatever steps there were to be taken to get what they wanted, but she hadn’t been able to be like other people in that moment. And now, India was probably sitting at that table, wondering why she was even dating her ass. Maisie had only brought her trouble since they met, and she knew it. She understood where it came from. She just hated trying to deal with it. She also hated being a cliché, but she was a cliché.

Her mom had left her, and she’d been just old enough to understand what that meant and even apply her own meaning to it. It meant that her mother hadn’t wanted her. Maisie hadn’t been good enough, smart enough, funny enough, pretty enough, or whatever it was that made other mothers stay. She hadn’t been enough then, so she had worked her ass off to become enough. She had made sure to be the most well-behaved little kid in the world to keep her father. She’d tried to be the smartest kid in class, the kid with no disciplinary issues, and the one who never talked back. Her father had left anyway. Of course, it hadn’t been his choice, and as an adult, Maisie understood more and more that her dad never would have left her had he had the choice, but by then, the damage had already been done. She’d put that wall up around herself, blocking others from getting to her, from hurting her again. She didn’t need anyone to hold her. She didn’t need anyone to help her with the shop after Grams had died as well. She didn’t even need her friends to help her with the campaign. She could’ve done it all herself.

As she sat back in her chair, which had once belonged to her grams, she knew that all of that was wrong. She loved being held by India. When Lainey had tried in the past, it had felt awkward to her. Sex, Maisie could do. Even making love, which was what she and Lainey had done once, had been fine. But just being held in the middle of the day or when something bad had happened and Lainey had wanted to comfort her, had been a challenge.

With her campaign, she’d started out on her own. She had even moved that table out from the storage closet on her own, despite how heavy it was and how difficult it had been to get it into place. She had raised money on her own at first. Lainey and Paige had been preoccupied with preparing for the upcoming soccer season and running a summer soccer league for local girls. When they’d come up for air, they had both offered their help, but Maisie had resisted until one day, she’d walked into the shop, and Lainey had posters printed. She’d still said no at first, but Lainey was stubborn and knew her well, so Maisie had given in.

She’d only hired Lainey at the shop because Lainey had needed a second job, and they’d both thought that if they had to work, why not work with their best friend? Then, she had hired Sarah because Sarah had actually walked in one day and applied in person, which was something that hadn’t happened in years. The high school student loved books, though, and Maisie wanted to give her the chance to be around them and make a little money. She hadn’t needed the help, so she considered hiring Sarah as giving something to her, not the other way around.

She’d always been this way, and she had, apparently, still been this way even with India, and she had loved waking up with her that morning. She’d loved how India had held her close, kissed her neck, and taught her about wine the night before. She also loved how India was clearly working on her flexibility issue and had given Maisie more than she’d gotten from her. Maisie would have to work on her own crap because India deserved it, but this thing she’d started with city council – getting her shop the protections she felt it deserved – was important to her, and it was one thing that she wanted to do on her own. She needed to make this happen for her family, for her dad and her grams, for the ones who came before them and for the ones who could come after.

“Hello. May I speak with Mr. Jameson, please?”

“May I ask who’s calling?”

“My name is Maisie Lincoln. I recently ran for city council against Colter Stone. I was hoping to speak to him about getting on the meeting agenda for this week.”

“All agenda requests must–”

“I know there’s a process. But I also know I was on the agenda until Colter offered him something else, and I’d like to talk to him about that, please.”

“Um… Let me just see if he’s available,” the woman replied.

“Great. Thank you,” Maisie said.

She listened to the soft jazz music until she heard the phone click.

“Hello. This is John Jameson.”

“Hello, Mr. Jameson. My name is Maisie Lincoln. I recently ran for–”

“Yes, I know who you are, Miss Lincoln. What is this in reference to?”

“I was supposed to be on the agenda this month, but Mr. Stone used up all his favors, I guess, and now, my shop isn’t on the list of topics to discuss.”

“I understand that, but there is a process to get items included on the agenda.”

“And I’ve followed it twice. I’ve also been denied twice, and I’ve never been given a real reason as to why. Now that I’ve been involved in running for a city councilor position, I’ve spent a lot of time around Mr. Stone, and I understand more how things are done. I believe he gave you something to get himself something, and while that may not be illegal, it’s also frowned upon when you’re supposed to be acting in the best interests of the citizens of New Orleans and your districts.”

“I assure you that we are acting in the best interests of the citizens of this city, Miss Lincoln. Now, if that’s all, I’m afraid, I must be going.”

“I’ve done more now, Mr. Jameson. I’ve got more to show the council to get the historical landmark status.”

“Then, get yourself on an upcoming agenda.”

“I’d like to present at this one. I don’t have anything I can give you, and even if I did, I wouldn’t offer you anything in return for this, because I don’t like the world of political favors, but it’s ten minutes of your time, and it’s something you can brag about being part of – a photo op, an article to get your name in the paper for doing something so small it may seem insignificant to you, but it really matters to people like me.”

Mr. Jameson didn’t say anything for a minute, so Maisie wondered if he was still on the phone.

“I’ll get you the time. Five minutes.”

“Really?” she asked.

“Yes. Colter Stone is an asshole. No one here likes the guy. So, this is a chance to get back at him more than anything.”

“Oh,” she said, trying not to be disappointed.

“He’s blocked this both times now because he doesn’t want anything to stick in this town. He just wants to be able to move businesses and people like pieces on a chessboard whenever he can use those moves to benefit himself and his career. I disagree with that approach. Yes, I take and use those favors because that’s how you get things done around here, but I think we can do with more appreciation for our past and the things that have made New Orleans great for centuries.”

“That’s great. Thank you,” Maisie replied, trying not to seethe because it had been Colter who had blocked her twice, and while she’d suspected it, she hadn’t known that for sure until now.

“I must be going now,” Mr. Jameson told her. “I’ll see you at the meeting.”

“Yes, thank you,” she repeated.

◆◆◆

“Well, we’re celebrating,” Lainey said hours later when Maisie told her the news. “And I need to tell you something anyway.”

“Tell me something?”

“Yes. But I’m starving, so let’s go to Candace’s to grab a burger, and I’ll tell you there. Do you want to invite India?”

“I don’t know. I don’t feel like going out.”

“Why not? You just got back on the agenda after that Colter guy screwed you over again. Call India. She can hear what I have to say. I could use all the advice I can get.”

“Advice for what?” Maisie asked.

“Just close the shop and let’s go,” Lainey said.

“Is Paige coming?”

“No, she’s not. She’s running practice tonight.”

“Why? You’re the head coach.”

“Well, I have two things to tell you about,” Lainey said and laughed a little. “Let’s go.”

When they walked into Candace’s, Maisie followed her best friend over to the table in the corner and sat down quickly. She was happy that she had gotten on the agenda, but she couldn’t escape the feeling that she’d left things in a bad place with India, and she needed to fix that. Inviting her out with Lainey, who was a little on the hyper side right now, wasn’t the best idea, though.

“Okay. So, Paige is running practice tonight because we told the girls I was sick, but the reality is that Paige is going to be the new head coach, so we wanted her to get in the practice.”

“What? That’s your job.”

“Not anymore. I mean, yes, it is until the end of the season, but after that, I’ll be an assistant coach at a Division-III school,” she said.

“College?”

“Yes. I know it’s not exactly the big leagues, but they’re local, and their head coach is going to retire in a year or two, so it’s possible I will get to take over, and maybe I can get a Division-I job after that. I don’t know yet. Paige is already an amazing coach, though, and today was more of a scrimmage and a light workout than anything, so we thought it would be good practice for her and for the team to get used to her being in charge. Also, I’m going to ask Paige to marry me, and I’ll need to quit the bookstore at the beginning of the year when the new job starts.”

Maisie’s eyes went wide because that was a lot of information to take in all at once. She had only expected the part about Lainey asking Paige to marry her, which she had been waiting for, but Lainey having a new job and having to quit the shop was a lot for her to process.

“It’s college, and it’s full-time, so I won’t be able to work at the store on top of that. I wanted to tell you that I was interviewing, but I didn’t want to jinx it. Now that I’ve signed the letter and have a start date, though, it’s official.”

“Wow,” Maisie said and shook her head.

When her eyes landed on a familiar figure, she stopped for a second to take her in. India was sitting at a table across from Ava and someone else whom Maisie only knew because she was a celebrity.

“Hello? Maisie?”

“Huh?” she asked, looking back at her friend.

“I said I’m proposing. With this job, I feel a little bit better about our financial situation, and I can see Paige moving up into college soon, too. I’ve been saving for a ring, and I bought it. I’m going to ask her.”

“That’s amazing. I’m happy for you, Lainey.”

They talked about Lainey’s proposal plan and new job, but Maisie couldn’t help it: she was distracted by India’s presence. She tried to celebrate all the good news with her friend, but later, as she watched India leave the bar, looking not at all happy, Maisie felt awful because she knew at least some of that was her fault.

◆◆◆

India Sheridan: If you need space, just tell me, and I’ll leave you alone, but I wanted to apologize for earlier today. I shouldn’t have just tried to step in and fix something for you. I didn’t mean it to come across that way, but I can understand how it probably felt to you. I’m sorry, Maise.

Maisie sat on her sofa and stared at the message, knowing she needed to reply and be honest with the woman she liked, so she sucked it up and typed.

Maisie Lincoln: It’s not your fault. It’s mine. I’m sorry I walked away today. I didn’t want to take my mood out on you.

Not long after she hit send, she saw the three dots, indicating that India was typing.

India Sheridan: But that’s part of it, right? When you’re dating someone, you take your mood out on them. Obviously, I don’t mean it like that. I meant that I should’ve let you vent and talk to me without trying to make it all better.

Maisie bit her lower lip and decided to be entirely honest, including about the fact that she had let India sit on the other side of the bar with her friends while she had sat there with Lainey and hadn’t even said hello to her.

Maisie Lincoln: I should confess something to you. I saw you at the bar tonight.

India Sheridan: Candace’s?

Maisie Lincoln: Yes, with Ava.

India Sheridan: Ava and her girlfriend. Or, at least, the supermodel she’s dating.

Maisie smiled because she hadn’t been jealous or worried that India had been with Ava as anything more than a friend, but India had clearly picked up on how she had been when she’d met Sophie at the same bar.

Maisie Lincoln: Yes, I saw her, too. I didn’t mean it like I thought you two were on a date or something. Just that I saw you, and I didn’t say anything.

India Sheridan: Why not?

Maisie Lincoln: Lainey wanted to go out to dinner to tell me something, and she suggested Candace’s because she likes their burgers. I didn’t think you’d be there.

India Sheridan: But that doesn’t explain why you didn’t come over, Maise.

Of course, India had caught her mild attempt at deflection. God, this woman might just be annoyingly perfect for her.

Maisie Lincoln: I know. I should have. I should’ve just invited you. Lainey told me to, but I’m not great at this.

India Sheridan: At what?

Maisie knew she’d already messed up once that day by walking away, and now, she was texting India when, really, she needed to put her big-girl pants on and just talk to her. So, she dialed.

“Hi,” India said softly.

“At relationships,” Maisie confessed. “I’m not great at relationships.”

“Why do you think that?”

“Because I have a hard time asking for help. I have a hard time telling someone that I need something, and I think you like to help people.”

“I do.” India chuckled. “I have been told recently that I am a fixer.”

“I don’t need a fixer, India,” she said quietly.

“I know. I didn’t mean to suggest that you do. It’s just my first impulse to help when I can, and today, I felt like it was my fault.”

“It’s not, though. They are Colter’s actions.”

“I know. But he’s my brother, and it’s my stupid parking garage.”

“Did you really stop them from trying to buy Chapter & Verse before you even met me?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“A few reasons. Most of them are business or PR-related, so it wasn’t as romantic as you might think it is.”

“Most of them?”

“Yes,” India told her. “I love New Orleans, too, Maisie. I love it for its history and culture, and I don’t want to see it disappear any more than you do.”

“I just needed to think today.”

“I know. I get it now.”

“But I should’ve invited you to dinner with us,” Maisie added.

“And I could’ve invited you to meet Stephania.”

“Maybe,” Maisie said.

“Maise, are we still…”

“Yes, if you–”

“Yes,” India interjected. “Yeah. I still want–”

“Then, yes.” Maisie laughed. “We’re still… whatever we were.”

“Can we identify that a little more?” India asked with a chuckle. “I… can I come over there, or you come over here. I want to see you.”

“I can come over there.”

“Pack a bag. Let’s just talk and fall asleep. I really want to hold you, Maisie.”

“I’d really, really love that,” Maisie replied, knowing just how true that statement was now.


CHAPTER 30

India opened her door and saw Maisie standing there, holding out a bottle of wine and a six-pack of beer.

“I thought we could compromise.”

India laughed and took the wine and beer from Maisie, who looked about as tired as India felt.

“Come in,” she replied.

Maisie walked in, closed the door behind her, and said, “I’m sorry.”

“I’m sorry,” India said at the same time.

Then, they both laughed for a moment.

“Glad we got that out of the way,” India added. “You know, we could not drink any of this tonight and just have coffee, water, or tea. I have tea.”

“I made sure to buy the most expensive red wine in the liquor store,” Maisie noted.

“It’s a good red,” she replied, glancing down at the label. “And I appreciate the gesture, but it’s late, and you’re sleeping over, so…”

“So, you don’t want me to snore again?” Maisie teased, glaring at her playfully as she dropped her backpack to the floor. “I see.”

India laughed and asked, “Coffee? I have decaf.”

“Sure,” Maisie said with a little laugh, and they headed to the kitchen.

“Do you want to drop that in the bedroom?” India asked, referring to Maisie’s bag.

“Sure.”

India went about making two decaf drinks: a cappuccino for herself and a caramel latte for Maisie. By the time she was done, though, she turned to see that Maisie still wasn’t back from the bedroom, so she carried their coffees down the hall and found her just leaving the master bathroom.

“I just wanted to set my toiletries on the counter. I hope that’s okay.”

“Of course,” India said. “Here’s your coffee.”

“Thanks,” Maisie replied.

India handed it to her, and they stood there awkwardly as if they’d just met and had no idea what to say to each other. India was about to begin rambling about the weather when Maisie sipped her coffee and smiled.

“Caramel,” she said.

“That’s your drink, right?”

“Yeah.”

“Maisie, I really am sorry.”

“You didn’t actually do anything wrong. But so am I,” Maisie told her.

India set her own cup on her bedside table and lay on the bed, leaning back against her pillows. Maisie appeared not to know what to do, so she held her cup in her hands but sat down next to India, facing the bathroom door.

“I think I needed to walk away today just to have some time to process what I was feeling. Sometimes, it’s hard for me to know what’s going on inside my head right away, but I’ll walk through it or be at the bookshop, and somehow, it comes to me. I’ve been alone for a while now. I love Lainey, but when we were together, I never really felt like I could talk to her. I think that’s more about me than it is her. Now that we’re friends, I don’t feel that way very often, but outside of her, I’ve had very few relationships. I had a girlfriend for a few months when we were in college, but she wasn’t from here and didn’t plan on sticking around, and I–”

“You had the bookshop,” India said.

Maisie nodded and added, “And I love it here. I don’t want to ever leave this city. Vacations? Sure. But living somewhere else is not for me. It’s hard to explain to people sometimes, the gravity of having something like Chapter & Verse that represents your family’s work. Everything else is gone: all the other land they owned, the farms, the other businesses, the people. It’s just me and this place still here, and I think I’ve been so focused on protecting that.” Maisie sighed. “I’ve not really let anyone else in. I can’t promise that I’ll always let you in, but I wanted you to know that I’m going to work on that and that it’s not about you. I feel like I can talk to you.”

“You just don’t need me to fix everything for you,” India said, nodding in understanding.

“But it doesn’t mean that I can’t talk to you. It doesn’t mean that we can’t figure things out together. I think I get this stubbornness from Grams.” Maisie laughed. “Sometimes, it feels like there’s this major hill I need to climb just to be able to tell someone something important; something that might hurt me, depending on how they react or respond. It takes me a while to climb that hill, but other people don’t have a hill at all. They have this, like, field or something in front of them, so they can just run right up to someone and tell them all their deepest, darkest secrets.”

“I get it,” India replied. “I don’t know that I have a field or a massive hill, but maybe something in between. For years, though, I think I got rather used to getting my own way and not needing to reveal much. Finley let me.”

“I don’t,” Maisie said with a smile.

“Oh, I know. I also think that I’m used to fixing things because that’s been my role in relationships. And I’m not just talking about romantic relationships. Part of my job is often fixing things, and the few friends I’ve had that I can call true friends have needed me to fix things a time or two. Colter, as you know, has had people fixing things for him for years. I think I’ve been part of the problem there, too. Our mom is no help, and I get this from her. His father is aloof and just likes the money. I think my sister is probably the only normal one among us. She lives a low-key life, doesn’t care about the money, has her family, likes spending time with her kids, and has actual hobbies.” She laughed. “I have no idea what that’s like.”

“Wine is a hobby,” Maisie suggested.

“Yes, but it shouldn’t be my only one. I do like reading, and I’ve now finished both of those books I got from the shop. There’s a third in the series, you know?”

“I’ll make sure to set a copy aside for you tomorrow,” Maisie replied, smiling back as she set her cup on the table next to India’s. “But you said something while on the phone earlier that I was hoping we could come back to.”

“I did?”

“You said you wanted to more specifically define what we’re doing.”

“Oh, yes. I did say that,” India replied.

“So, I thought maybe we could start with some promises before we do that.”

“Promises?”

Maisie turned a little to face her, took India’s hand in both of her own, and said, “I promise that I’ll do a better job communicating what’s going on before I need to take a walk, try to talk to you more, and maybe take fewer of those processing walks.”

“Maise, if you need a walk, you walk. That wasn’t what bothered me. I wasn’t mad at you. I thought it was my fault. I worried I’d lost you because of something my brother had done, and so my mind went immediately to kicking his ass.”

Maisie laughed and replied, “I don’t blame you for your brother’s actions, India. I know you wouldn’t have put some parking garage over my bookshop, and I also think that if, for some reason, you felt like you had to in order to save your job, you would’ve told me.”

“I’d just quit,” India said.

“What?”

“Maisie, I work because I want to, but I don’t have to. I’m lucky. So, I’d find another job. If I ever felt like Southern was about to do something I disagreed with morally or ethically, I’d make sure they heard what I had to say, and if they still wanted to do it, I’d quit, and I’d try to find a way to stop them if it were that bad. That was the case before I met you, but yes, had that happened after, I would have told you first. We would’ve figured it out together.”

Maisie smiled and replied, “I think we’re both capable of growth, then.”

India laughed and said, “I hope so.”

“Think we can try growing together, maybe?”

“I think that can be arranged. Now, any chance you’ll kiss me sometime soon, or do you have more of those promises you want us to make?”

“I feel like we’ve had a few of these bumps in the road since we met.”

“Yes, but that’s all they are, Maisie – they’re just bumps. Easily dealt with, and we move on from them. I mean, I went to the batting cages for you. You went through an entire wine lesson for me.”

Maisie laughed a little and said, “But I think they’re good. It’s good for us to be able to get through these now, right? When it’s new, it doesn’t mean it has to be perfect, and maybe perfect isn’t what we want anyway.”

“I thought I had perfect with Finley, and look how that turned out,” she offered in response, sitting up a little. “It was only perfect to me because she gave me everything I wanted, and I didn’t give her much back. Hell, even the ring I bought her wasn’t actually for her. I got a massive diamond because I wanted her to be able to show off the ring I got for her.”

“What ring? You two were engaged?”

“No,” India said quickly. “And she doesn’t know about it.”

“That you got her a ring?”

“I bought it and arranged this trip to propose after we’d been together about a year. We had to cancel the trip, though, and I never gave her the ring. I never told her I was going to ask her to marry me, either. I kept it in my safe and kept waiting for things to, I don’t know, settle for us, but every time we’d take two steps forward, we would take three back, and it never got there.”

“I didn’t know that,” Maisie said.

“Not much worth knowing, I suppose. I’m telling you now because that was what perfection was to me then, and I don’t want the same now. Growing up, I wish I could say that I had to work for things, but I didn’t. Not just because I grew up with money, but because I also happened to be smart and–”

“Beautiful?” Maisie guessed.

“I was going to say that I had great teachers.”

“Well, you’re still beautiful,” Maisie replied.

“Thank you. But when all that happens, things tend to just fall in your lap, and that meant I never had to study hard. Even with dance: I worked hard because you have to train for hours for ballet, but my body type was right for it, and I had the best facilities and teachers. They told me I was a natural, so while other girls worked for five hours, I only needed to put in three. Eventually, that becomes ingrained in a person, I think, and I’ve carried that into every one of my failed romantic relationships as well. I don’t want to carry that into this one with you, Maisie.” She cupped Maisie’s cheek with her free hand. “I want to work for things, and I want to give you things and figure them out with you. For the first time in my life, I’m actually excited at a partnership with another person, and I think that has to mean something, right?”

“I think so, yeah,” Maisie replied.

“So, can we talk about what this is?”

“Where’s that ring you bought for Finley now, exactly? Still in the safe?”

India laughed and said, “It was until very recently. Now, it’s with a jeweler I know, who’s going to sell it for me.”

“You don’t want to save it for someone else?”

India shook her head and replied, “No. If I buy another engagement ring, it’s going to be perfect for the woman I’m going to give it to.” She moved her hand out from between Maisie’s and entwined their fingers. “Maybe she’ll even help me with the design.”

“Design?” Maisie asked.

“Yes, with the designer.” India looked at her, confused. “I designed Finley’s on my own, but–”

“It was custom-made?”

“Of course,” India said.

Maisie laughed and said, “Oh, babe… If we’re talking about you and me one day, in the very far-off future, you can just take me to a store somewhere, and I’ll point at a few to try on.”

India shifted until she was standing in front of Maisie and said, “I will compromise on most things with you, Maisie.” She moved into Maisie’s lap, straddling her, and Maisie’s hands moved to her hips, holding her in place. “But this isn’t one of them. If we ever get there, you’re getting a ring that no one else on the planet will have.”

“Oh, I am, huh?” Maisie teased.

“Yes. There’s also one more thing I’m unwilling to compromise on.”

“What’s that?”

“You need to kiss me now,” India said.

Maisie smiled up at her and replied, “I can accept that.”


CHAPTER 31

Maisie loved India’s lips. They were so full and soft, and whenever Maisie wanted to deepen the kiss by sucking on one of them, India was always right there, prepared, as if she had known what Maisie had wanted or maybe she had wanted it, too.

“Maise?” India asked after several minutes of this nice, slow pace.

“Yeah?”

“Can we…” India pulled back a little, causing Maisie to swallow when she started unbuttoning one of those cute pajama tops Maisie had seen in her closet drawer. “Are you ready?”

Maisie thought for a second. Yes, she was ready for this. She was ready to touch India and be touched by her. The fact that they had made it through the bumps and were still here told Maisie what she needed to know. She nodded but put her hands over India’s, wanting to undo those buttons herself. She’d had dreams of undoing those buttons, trying to find out what India wore beneath shirts like this, if anything at all. There were only six buttons, and one was already undone, but her hands shook a little as she tried to undo the next one.

“Are you sure?” India checked. “We can wait. It’s been a long day. I–”

“I’ve just…” Maisie finally managed to get one button undone. “I’ve never felt so close to someone before, so I’m pretty new to this.” She undid the next one. “I’m a little nervous.”

“Me too,” India replied, cupping Maisie’s cheek.

“Really?”

“I think we can acknowledge that we’ve both done this before with other people, right?”

Maisie chuckled and undid the next button as India’s words were helping her nerves.

“Yes, I think we can acknowledge it.”

“And that we don’t want to diminish those experiences with those people because some of those people are still pretty important to us.”

“Yes,” she agreed, finishing the last two buttons.

“But this is different,” India said.

“Yes,” Maisie replied and met India’s eyes as she spread her shirt apart. Then, moving her hand between India’s bare breasts, which had been revealed to her, she looked down at them and said softly, “You’re beautiful.”

“Can I see you?”

Maisie sighed and lifted her arms in the air.

India shrugged off her own shirt, letting it fall to the floor, before she reached for Maisie’s T-shirt, lifted it, and pulled it off. Maisie still had her bra on, which she only realized when she saw the look of disappointment on India’s face.

“You can take that off, too, you know?” Maisie laughed a little.

India gave her a little glare that was pretty damn sexy and reached behind Maisie to unclasp the bra, which wasn’t sexy in the slightest. Maisie let it gather in between them, and then India pulled it away and tossed it to the floor. India’s dark pupils grew even darker, and Maisie couldn’t resist touching her anymore. Her hands went to India’s back, and she rubbed up and down before she pressed herself to India and let her warmth overtake her. Her lips moved to India’s collarbone, kissing there but not lingering. She wanted to have her lips on India’s neck and her jaw.

“We should lie down,” India suggested.

“Why? I like you here,” she replied, sucking on India’s pulse point. “I have you right where I want you.”

“Oh, you’re going to fight me to be on top, aren’t you?” India said.

“Technically, you’re on top right now,” Maisie pointed out.

“So, that’s a yes,” India concluded.

Maisie moved her mouth to India’s breast, pulled a nipple into her mouth, and sucked lightly, waiting for India to respond.

“That’s definitely a yes,” India said as she wrapped her arms around Maisie’s neck.

“You still want to lie down?” Maisie asked before she licked the nipple she’d just brought to a point.

“Yes,” India replied. “But I’d–”

“You want to have your head against the pillow right now, don’t you?” Maisie asked seriously, not wanting to tease India.

“Yes,” India said, sighing.

Maisie let go of her, allowing India to get up and stand in front of her. Then, Maisie spread her own legs and pulled India back in against her, holding her there while she kissed India’s stomach and bathed every exposed inch of skin she could reach with kisses and licks. She cupped India’s breasts and opened her eyes when she felt India moving.

“Off,” India said and wriggled out of her matching sleep pants, letting them gracefully fall down to her ankles before she stepped out of them.

“Oh, fuck,” Maisie said, pulling back a little. “You knew this would happen.”

“I hoped for it, yes, but if it didn’t, that would’ve been okay,” India said, running her hands along the sides of Maisie’s neck.

“You’re wearing…”

“My red lace, yes,” India replied. “I would’ve worn the matching bra, too, but that seemed like too much.”

“Can you… turn around, maybe?”

India smiled down at her, but she did as requested and slowly turned. The lingerie she was wearing cupped her ass in the best way possible, so Maisie simultaneously never wanted these panties off and wanted to tear at them until they were on the floor. When India faced her again, Maisie couldn’t help but stare. She could see India through the thin lace. She just sat there, watching India move onto the bed, before she finally stood when she had to, because India was lying down now, her legs slightly parted, making Maisie’s mouth water. Maisie reached the end of the bed as she continued to stare at her, thinking about what to do first, because she wanted to do everything all at once.

Deciding to remove her jeans first, she undid the button and zipper. Her jeans weren’t those nice silk pajamas, though, so they didn’t exactly fall gracefully to the floor. Instead, she had to wriggle out of them and then kick at them a few times before she was finally free of them. India was smiling knowingly at her, but she said nothing.

Maisie was wearing plain, white cotton hip-huggers that weren’t exactly her least hot pair of panties, but India didn’t seem to mind, because when she lowered her eyes to them, she licked her lips. In turn, Maisie’s eyes went back to those parted legs and the lace she could see through. She knelt on the bed and swallowed, deciding to take a chance.

“Will you touch yourself over them for me?”

India looked a little surprised at her request but didn’t say anything. Maisie worried she might have gone a little too far, but India’s response to her earlier question about wanting to have her head against the pillow led Maisie to believe that she might want something like this right now. So, she waited, and soon, India’s hand moved to her center. Maisie’s mouth opened when India began to stroke herself over the fabric.

“Oh, my God,” she said as she watched.

“I’d rather you do this,” India said, but she didn’t stop stroking.

“I will, but… Maybe under now?” she asked more than commanded.

She would need some practice if this was something that worked for both of them, because she suspected India hadn’t let anyone tell her what to do in bed; maybe in her life, too. India smiled at her, though, and Maisie nearly growled as she watched India’s hand disappear into her panties.

“I’m already wet,” India said.

“Oh,” Maisie said. “How wet?”

“You’ll have to find that out for yourself,” India teased.

“Okay,” she replied and shifted until she was standing again.

She lowered her cotton panties to the floor and watched India’s eyes rake over her. Then, India’s hand began to move faster.

“God, you’re gorgeous,” India said. “Please get on top of me.”

Maisie wondered if India had ever said that sentence to anyone before, but she climbed on top of her without asking, feeling a little extra pep in her step, picturing herself as the only woman whom India had let top her like this. She moved India’s hand and looked down at it as she held it gently by the wrist.

“I can see,” she said.

“Do you want to–”

“Yes. But I want my first taste of you to be when I’m down there,” she said, looking down between India’s legs as she settled between them.

She moved both of India’s hands beside her head, holding them in her own with their fingers entwined, and kissed her. Feeling their breasts pressed together turned her on like crazy. India’s nipples were rock-hard, and Maisie knew they needed her mouth. She lowered her lips until she could suck on one and heard India’s gasp.

“Will you tell me what you like?” she asked and sucked again.

“You seem to be figuring it out all on your own,” India said.

Maisie bathed India’s nipples with attention, but neither of them calmed, and those peaks were what she stared at as she went down India’s body. She cupped India’s breasts and kissed her hip bones, moving to the spot under India’s belly button. Once there, Maisie didn’t waste any time. She reached for the hem of those panties, tugged them down while she covered India’s thighs with her lips, and tossed the garment aside before she settled back on top of her, pressing her center to India’s for the first time.

“You really hoped for this tonight?” she asked in a moment of vulnerability that she wasn’t sure she’d ever shown anyone else before.

“I felt like we made some progress on the phone,” India replied, pushing Maisie’s hair out of her face. “You make me want to be better, Maise. I’ve never felt that way before.”

Maisie smiled down at her and said, “I’ve never felt this before, either.”

“Not even with Lainey?”

“Not even with Finley?” she tossed back.

India shook her head seriously.

“Not even with Lainey,” Maisie replied and kissed India’s lips. “Not even close.”

India took her hand then and moved it between them, and before Maisie knew it, she was cupping India and trying to remember how to touch a woman because the heat she felt there had her brain all muddled.

“Touch me,” India requested so softly, Maisie almost didn’t hear her.

Her hand traveled a little lower, and she slid her fingers deeper into that heat, feeling just how wet India was for her. Maisie lowered her forehead until it was pressed to India’s, and she stroked her slowly for a few seconds before she positioned her own sex over India’s thigh and pressed down into her.

“Oh,” India said.

“Yeah, oh,” Maisie replied, kissing her lips as she sped up her strokes.

India moaned into her mouth, and Maisie knew that India wanted, needed more, because she did, too. To provide that, though, she had to reluctantly slow her strokes, earning a little whimper that made her smile against India’s mouth as she lowered her fingers. Slipping one inside, Maisie let her adjust to it, pulled out, and pushed back in with two fingers. India nodded as they continued to kiss, and her legs spread wider. Maisie couldn’t hold on anymore and began rubbing herself against India’s thigh in search of at least some relief, even if it wasn’t exactly what she wanted. When India tried to place her hand there to cup Maisie or touch her, Maisie moved it away and held it by India’s head.

“Later, I promise. I want to make you come, babe.”

“You are,” India said, her breath coming in short bursts now. “God, you are. You feel… so good. Don’t stop.”

“I won’t,” Maisie replied, knowing she never wanted to stop.

If she could live in this moment forever, she would. Despite the ache between her legs that needed to be addressed, she knew she could live without that if it meant staying inside India like this while she rocked into her and felt India’s whole body pressed against her. Maisie curled, flicked, and issued a few thrusts, earning moans, gasps, and grunts as she did. Minutes later, when India’s hips began rocking against her hand, she also added her thumb to India’s clit, and India yelled her pleasure.

“Yes! Yes!”

Maisie opened her eyes and watched India unravel below her, now wishing she could live in this moment forever because India was beautiful when she let go like this. Her eyes were tightly shut. Her mouth was open wide. Her cheeks were bright red, along with her neck and chest, and her nipples were still taut with need that Maisie had every intention of addressing.

“God,” India said very softly, almost in a whisper. “That was…”

India’s eyes were still closed, and Maisie smiled down at her. She could see a few beads of sweat at the top of India’s head and kissed her just beneath them.

“I haven’t come like that in…” India paused and began to move her mouth around a bit as if it required adjustment to say more words. “God, ever. My jaw locked, I think.”

Maisie laughed and said, “I shouldn’t have laughed at that. Sorry. Are you okay?”

“I’m fine. I’m more than fine, actually,” India told her, opening her eyes. “That was amazing.”

“You don’t let women do this usually, do you?” Maisie asked.

“Not usually, no,” India replied and took a deep breath. “Clearly, my mistake, because that was amazing.”

“How did it work?” Maisie asked.

“How did what work?” India asked.

“Sex, with you–”

“If you ask me about sex with my exes while we’re in the middle of it, I’m never letting you top me again,” India said, laughing.

“But you liked it so much,” she teased, kissing her nose.

“I like it so much. It’s not over yet, right?” India asked.

“No, it’s not.”

“And it’s not like I never let another woman on top. It was more about control, okay?”

“Control?”

“Yes. I liked to be in control.”

“And now?”

India ran her hands down to Maisie’s ass, gripped it, and gave it a squeeze.

“I like you being in control. For now,” she added with a wink.

“Then, I should take advantage of this while I can.”

Maisie lowered to India’s right nipple and took it into her mouth.

“Take advantage of me however you want,” India said, holding Maisie’s head to her breast.

“I’m thinking about staying here for a while. They seem to need me.”

She switched to the other breast.

“I know somewhere else that needs you right now,” India replied.

“Oh, yeah? Where’s that?” she teased, running a fingertip down India’s neck. “Here?”

India shook her head.

“Here?” Maisie asked, using her finger to pull gently at India’s bottom lip.

India shook her head again.

“No? I’m out of ideas, then,” she joked.

“Remember when you mentioned wanting to taste me earlier?” India asked.

“Oh, right,” she feigned. “You want that right now?”

When India nodded, Maisie lowered herself between her legs, breathed her in, and took her with her mouth.


CHAPTER 32

That first orgasm had been off-the-charts good. India had meant it. Outside of some she’d given herself after a lot of hard work – sometimes, hours of it – that had been the best orgasm of her life. How was that possible? Yes, Maisie’s fingers were long, but not that long, and they had moved inside her in a familiar way, not doing anything her body hadn’t felt before. Maisie’s thumb pressing down on her clit had been what had pushed India over the edge, but the orgasm had started building minutes before that, deep inside her, and had rushed out of her so hard and fast, she’d worried she’d stained the bed. India still wasn’t sure that she hadn’t. Maisie hadn’t allowed her to move to check, and she was currently between her legs, about to make her come for a second time in mere minutes.

India’s brain was still trying to figure out why the first orgasm had been so good when Maisie stopped what she was doing with her tongue, causing India to open her mouth and eyes in protest. Maisie just smiled up at her with adoration in her eyes, though, and India realized it. Maisie sucked on her clit, and India watched her. She knew now that it hadn’t been because of any specific movement or a pattern of movements. Yes, that might have caused the physical reaction of an orgasm, but it was because it had been Maisie that it had been so good. Making love with her was different because, for the first time, India hadn’t tried to control the situation.

When Maisie made her come for a second time, India knew it wouldn’t be the last time they would do this. She felt like they had gotten past those initial bumps and knew each other better because of it. This wasn’t just sex, and it would never be just sex between the two of them. Even though they hadn’t used the word ‘girlfriend’ yet, she knew that was what they were.

As India came down and finally opened her eyes, she caught Maisie looking up at her, resting her head against her thigh.

“Hi,” Maisie said softly.

“Hi,” she replied with a small giggle, feeling a little ridiculous at saying hello after Maisie had just done that to her.

“So, I was thinking,” Maisie began. “That I’d really like to do that again.”

“I hope so,” India replied.

“Yeah? I can?”

“Anytime you want,” India said, sighing.

“Now.”

“No, not now,” India replied, laughing.

“But you said anytime I wanted,” Maisie argued.

“Maise, I haven’t touched you yet.”

“I know. I can wait.” Maisie ran a finger through India’s wetness, stroking her still-sensitive clit. “You look like you still need me.”

“I think I’m just going to be walking around perpetually turned on now. Two mind-blowing orgasms practically guaranteed that.”

“Mind-blowing, huh?” Maisie asked with a smirk.

“Yes. You know they were.”

“No, I didn’t. I mean, I knew the first one was good.”

“Come up here,” India requested quietly.

Maisie shifted until she was hovering over her.

“I promise that I will always be honest with you in here, okay?” India said.

“Um… Okay.”

“You can and should be honest with me, too.”

“Meaning?” Maisie squinted at her.

“Meaning, I will always make sure you know just how good you make me feel.”

“And?”

“And if it’s not good, I won’t pretend that it is.”

Maisie nodded and said, “So, you’re telling me that you won’t fake it?”

India nodded and smiled at her.

“I won’t, either,” Maisie said. “But why did you need to say that now?”

“Because I have no idea how good I actually am at this,” India said. “I’m thirty-nine years old, and I’ve been with…” She stopped when she realized that she was about to say, ‘A lot of women,’ which wasn’t the best time to reveal. “Women. I’ve been with women.”

Maisie chuckled and said, “Got it.”

“But since, I’m guessing, I was my usual self and liked to control and have things my way, it’s entirely possible that some of them might have embellished or lied to me about how good I was at this.”

“A lot of women told you that you were good at sex, huh?” Maisie teased.

“A few. A few women,” she corrected.

“I won’t do that, okay?”

“You promise? Maisie, it’s important to me. I don’t want you to–”

“Have I given in to you yet?” Maisie asked, laughing a little. “I hardly think I’ll start in the bedroom, India.”

India sighed and said, “Okay.”

“And, babe?”

“Yes?”

“I’m really not worried,” Maisie told her and took India’s hand, lowering it between them and into her wetness. “This is what you do to me, after all.”

“Roll over,” India said. “Now, please.”

Maisie did, and India moved on top of her. It wasn’t the first time she had looked down at Maisie like this, but it was the first time they were both naked, so India took the time to move her eyes over Maisie’s beautiful skin. She wasn’t sure how she’d gotten so lucky, but here she was, thinking, ‘Finley, who?’ when they’d only been broken up a little over a month, because she had met quite possibly the woman of her dreams in Maisie Lincoln, a small bookshop owner who loved New Orleans as much as she did, who pushed her instead of giving in, who let India teach her about wine, and who had volunteered to go to the ballet or the opera with her.

India could even picture that now. Given how Maisie had asked questions during their wine lesson and genuinely seemed interested, she could see her doing the same at the ballet or opera, with India having to shush her and tell her she’d explain during intermission or after the performance. She could see them holding hands and Maisie’s head going to her shoulder. She could also see Maisie possibly falling asleep a little, which made her smile.

When she leaned down and kissed Maisie, she felt like she’d finally met her equal in the best way. Never had India pictured herself with a baseball bat in her hands and a borrowed helmet on her head. Never had she pictured herself eating fried fish at a blue shack or trying different beers because her girlfriend wanted her to. As she kissed Maisie, she hoped that this was it for her because she had waited so long to find someone, and she’d been wrong every other time she had dated a woman. She didn’t want to be wrong this time. She wanted Maisie to be the one. She had no way of knowing if that was the case yet, but in her heart, she wished for it.

When India moved her hand down to Maisie’s sex, she just held it there, wanting to take in the moment and hold on to it forever, and when she finally began to stroke Maisie with her fingers, she watched Maisie’s face, taking that in, too. She stroked faster, then, feeling how hard Maisie’s clit was and knowing that she needed to come now. They could do slow later.

“Yes,” Maisie let out and cupped India’s ass. “Move on me. Please.”

India wasn’t sure what she’d meant at first, but Maisie spread her legs a little farther apart, and India got it then. She moved her own sex over Maisie’s thigh, just how Maisie had done earlier, and began rocking as she stroked. Maisie’s eyes opened, and she watched India’s body move.

“Oh, wow,” Maisie said and put both of her hands on India’s hips. “Can you come like this?”

“Yes,” she replied.

“Will you?”

“Not until you do.”

“I’m almost there. Just don’t stop, and I’ll come,” Maisie told her, her grip on India’s hips growing harder, turning her on.

Maisie was watching her as she helped her move faster at the same time, and India felt the orgasm building within her already. She was so wet, gliding over Maisie’s hard muscle and soft skin while Maisie’s eyes were all over her. Then, Maisie lifted her head to take India’s nipple into her mouth, and that was it. India still attempted to hold it back, but when Maisie gave her ass a little smack, she couldn’t any longer.

“I’m coming,” she let out.

“God, so am I,” Maisie said and reattached her mouth to India’s nipple, sucking it in time with India’s thrusts on her thigh.

Maisie grunted against her breast, and India continued to stroke her until Maisie finally lowered her mouth, needing to catch her breath. India’s movements slowed as she rubbed herself all over Maisie’s thigh, still coming down herself, and when she entered her lover, Maisie’s eyes shot open, and she nodded rapidly.

“Yes! Yes!”

India took that as a good sign and thrust inside her.

“More,” Maisie demanded.

India pulled out, added a finger, and pushed back inside, lowering herself back down on top of Maisie.

“Harder,” Maisie said.

India wanted to come again just from listening to this woman tell her what she wanted, but she moved her lips to Maisie’s ear and sucked on the lobe.

“You’re so sexy when you tell me what you want,” she said as she thrust harder. “Will you do it again for me?”

“Yes! Deeper,” Maisie told her. “Deeper, baby.”

Her arms wrapped around India’s shoulders, and India obliged, grunting against Maisie’s neck.

“You like that?” Maisie asked.

“Yes,” she whispered as she continued to thrust.

“What if I told you that I wanted you to flip me over and take me from behind?” Maisie asked.

“Now?” she checked, looking down at Maisie but not stopping her movements.

“Next,” Maisie said with a smirk.

“That’s what you want, right? Not what you think I–”

“India fuck me now, and then fuck me again,” Maisie said. “Suck on my nipple.”

Maisie grasped her own breast with one hand and the back of India’s head with the other, bringing India’s mouth down.

India felt her pussy grow wetter and needier again as she sucked hard on Maisie’s nipple, rolling her tongue around and searching for deeper inside Maisie with every thrust.

“Faster,” Maisie said.

India smirked against her nipple, bit down gently on it, and thrust faster.

“Fuck! Yes!” Maisie yelled into the room as she came on her fingers, but India didn’t stop until Maisie tapped the back of her neck, asking her to.

Then, instantly, India took that cue and stalled her fingers before she lifted her head to check on Maisie, hoping she hadn’t taken it too far.

“God, that was amazing,” Maisie said. “How long are those fingers of yours?”

India pulled out of her slowly and held them up for her to see.

“You should’ve played the piano,” Maisie joked as she tried to catch her breath.

“I do play the piano. There’s one in my living room.”

Maisie laughed and said, “Of course, you play the piano. I should’ve known that wasn’t just decorative.”

“Pianos are meant to be played,” India argued.

“Yes, they are. Will you play for me later? And I have a feeling that if I watch you do that, I’ll get turned on again, so you should prepare to deliver.”

“I’ll deliver on the piano, if you want,” India replied.

Then, she sucked her own fingers into her mouth, tasting Maisie for the first time, and closed her eyes, reveling in it.

“You’re turning me on again right now,” Maisie said.

“Let me take care of you again right now,” India offered. “Are you sure you want me behind you? I could be between your legs.”

She ran her wet fingers between Maisie’s breasts.

“I have the best idea,” Maisie replied. “What if you take me from behind first, and when you’re done, you just slide between my legs, and I sit on your face?”

India nodded rapidly this time and stated, “Yes. Yes, I want that.”

Maisie laughed and said, “Do you want to move so that I can roll over?”

India was absolutely certain now; no more time needed to think it over or wait for them to be together longer: Maisie Lincoln was her actual dream woman brought to life.

When Maisie rolled over, baring her ass to India, India gave it a playful slap and then kissed it to make it better. Maisie laughed a little and spread her legs, revealing everything to her. India wondered if this was Maisie’s way of being completely vulnerable to her. She wanted to ask if she had done this with other women, or if she’d done it regularly, but now was the time to focus, so she’d ask later. Instead, she reached for Maisie’s hips, brought her back against her own body, loving how good Maisie felt there, and reached around to rub Maisie’s clit a little, causing Maisie to gasp before she began stroking her, not going inside.

“Oh, shit,” Maisie said, bucking forward.

India brought her other hand to Maisie’s entrance and watched her fingers disappear inside her as she continued to stroke Maisie’s clit.

“God, that’s…”

“Slow,” India said, reasserting a little control.

“Y-e-s…” Maisie agreed, lengthening the word as she moved back and forth slowly against India’s fingers.

India curled them in time with her strokes against Maisie’s clit and listened to Maisie’s sounds as her orgasm started to build.

“Tell me,” she said.

“Faster now.”

India thrust then and removed her hand from Maisie’s clit to hold on to her hip.

“You can touch–”

She didn’t have to finish that sentence because Maisie’s hand had moved to her own clit, and she was rubbing it fast.

“I know,” Maisie said.

India smirked and thrust until Maisie was coming loudly.

“India!”

“Yes, baby,” India said softly. “Yes!”

Maisie flopped down onto her face when she was done coming, which forced India’s fingers out of her, and India moved on top of her, kissing Maisie’s back all over, pushing her hair out of the way to kiss her shoulders and neck.

“I’m going to need a minute before that other thing,” Maisie muttered against India’s pillow.

“I have another idea,” she said.

“Hmm?”

“We could take a break,” India replied.

Maisie grunted in response to that suggestion, and India laughed against her skin.

“I said a break, not that we’re done for the night,” she added. “I could start us a nice, hot bubble bath in that jacuzzi tub you like, and we could hold each other.”

“We’re going to be up all night, aren’t we?” Maisie asked.

“Oh, definitely,” she replied, lowering herself until she was kissing Maisie’s right asscheek. “You have a cute ass, by the way.”

“Yeah?” Maisie laughed.

“Yes,” India said. “Also, if we add bubbles and turn on the jets, it’s going to make a mess in there.”

“Oh, no. I guess we shouldn’t do that,” Maisie replied, turning over.

India moved back up her body and said with a wink, “Probably not.”

“You’ve already let so much mess in your life recently. I’m not sure you could handle another one,” Maisie teased as she wrapped her arms around India’s neck.

“Just for that, I’m going to add extra bubbles, and you’re going to make me come in that tub.”

Maisie nodded and replied, “My girlfriend has the best ideas.”

India smiled down at her and said, “And mine is perfect for me.”


CHAPTER 33

One week later

Maisie woke up with India lying beside her and smiled. India was wearing an old T-shirt of Maisie’s because she had stayed over for the third night in a row and had run out of her clothes. Maisie didn’t have a washer or dryer, but there was a laundry room downstairs in her building. India had refused to use it and insisted on wearing Maisie’s clothes to sleep in, and they had agreed to go to India’s place that night. With the city council meeting being today, though, Maisie needed to practice her presentation some more, and she wanted to be in the comfort of her own home to do it. India had been a bit of a distraction because she’d essentially been walking around in a T-shirt and panties whenever she was there, but they’d managed to balance having sex with Maisie’s need to prepare.

“It’s okay. I’m awake. You can say it,” India said, barely opening her eyes.

“It’s timed,” Maisie said.

“I know. You’ve practiced so many times, babe. You’ve got this. Also, good morning.” India leaned over and kissed Maisie good morning. “I’m going to take a shower now. Or, do you need an orgasm for good luck this morning?” India winked at her.

“I could use one to relieve the tension, yes,” she replied. “But I know you need to get to work.”

“Yes, but I will leave early.” India climbed on top of her. “I’ll pick you up at the shop, and we’ll head there together, okay?”

“Yeah. I’m just nervous,” she said. “It feels like my last shot. I know that’s not exactly true because I can get on the agenda again, but there’s something that feels so important about tonight.”

“It matters,” India said. “And you’re going to do great. If I have to kick my brother in the balls after the meeting, that’s really just an added bonus for me.”

Maisie laughed and said, “Thank you for helping me. I know it’s kind of a weird way to start a relationship. I never want to leave this bed, but–”

“I know,” India interjected and kissed her again. “Hop in the shower with me. I’ll relieve some of that tension for you, and we’ll celebrate later at my place. I’ll even have my housekeeper pick up that beer you like so that the fridge is properly stocked.”

“She shops for you, too?” Maisie asked.

“Yes. She cooks for me, Maisie. She buys all the ingredients.”

“I bet if she asked you to pick something out, you’d get it wrong,” she teased.

“Probably,” India said.

“Can I take you to a grocery store tomorrow? I’ll tell you to find something and watch you try to search for it. It’ll be a lot of fun for me.”

“I know how a grocery store works, Maisie. Now, do you want that orgasm or not?”

“I want. But can we be serious for a second?”

India kissed her forehead and said, “Yes.”

“Um… Well, Christmas is coming up. Since Grams died, I usually go to Lainey’s thing, whatever that is, but I was wondering if maybe you’d want to spend it together. We didn’t really do anything for Thanksgiving.”

“I guess we didn’t,” India said. “But I’ve never been a big fan of that holiday. What did you have in mind?”

“Lainey is going to propose to Paige. Initially, she said she wanted to do it after Christmas, but she’s not anymore. She can’t wait. She’ll ask her that day, and they’re going on a little trip, so I’m not going to join them and third-wheel their proposal.”

“Do you like to ski?” India asked.

“I’ve never been skiing. I’m from New Orleans.”

India laughed and said, “So am I.”

“But you’re rich and went to college in New England. I’ve always wanted to give it a try, though.”

She ran her hands through India’s hair.

“Your ass would look really cute in some–”

“Are you trying to ask me to go skiing with you?”

“If you want,” India replied. “I was planning on going alone because I thought you’d be busy.”

“You’re not spending the day with your family?”

“With Colter, the asshole? My mother, his enabler? His father, who applies the pressure for Colter to be perfect? My own father, who’s on a yacht somewhere? No. I’ve done the family thing for years, and I’m not interested in it this time. I would’ve considered my sister’s place, but she’s taking the kids and the husband and going to Cabo.”

“Will there be a sexy ski instructor who can show me the ropes?” Maisie asked, running her hands over India’s back under her shirt.

“I think so,” India said. “But only if she can dress you in a cute ski outfit.”

Maisie laughed and said, “I think that’s a deal, then.”

◆◆◆

Maisie was more than nervous now. There had to be a word above that to describe what she was feeling because her palms were sweaty and her throat was so dry, she had to take a long gulp from the water bottle she had brought with her. As she turned around, she saw India, Lainey, Paige, and even Dana sitting in the front row. Then, the back doors opened, and several more women walked in. Maisie recognized a few of them.

“I brought in some reinforcements. I hope you don’t mind,” India said, approaching her. “You know Logan and Rory. That’s Candace and her fiancé, Keith.” India pointed. “You remember Sophie. She’s here with her girlfriend, Bryce. Melinda is over there.”

Melinda walked in holding hands with a woman who was probably her fiancée, Kyle, Maisie guessed.

“That’s Bridgette and Monica,” India continued. “Jill and Willa. There’s Asher and Linden. Myra and Elisa are with Gwen and Juliet. Finley and Molly are here, too. Oh, and that’s Enid and Caroline, but you know Caroline now. I think that’s everyone. Ava couldn’t be here because she’s with Stephania, but she told me to tell you good luck.”

“You asked them all to come here?” Maisie asked.

“I wanted you to have people in your corner,” India replied with a smile.

“Thank you,” Maisie said.

India kissed her and said, “You’re going to kill it. I’ll see you after.”

Maisie took a deep breath before turning back around. Soon, the meeting was called to order, and all the councilors took their respective seats. Maisie cleared her throat when they told her that she could begin with the first item on the agenda.

“Good evening,” she began and looked down at her notes. “Chapter & Verse is the oldest independently owned bookstore in the country. It was built before Louisiana was even part of the US. This shop has withstood the test of time. It has weathered every storm Mother Nature has thrown at this great city, and it continues to attract visitors to this day. I could list the names of all historical figures and important people who have visited the shop or who have been photographed in and outside of it, but that would take me longer than the time I’ve got with you tonight. This shop was here before the Louisiana Purchase, and there’s a record in the archives describing conversations about part of that significant event happening in the very building. I’ve provided more information on it in the accompanying application. I know I’ve been here before, telling you all of this, but I want to talk to you about what we’re doing to address the present and the future while still paying respect to the past, which, I believe, is something New Orleans has always done well and needs to continue to do well to survive.” She stopped to take her first breath and turned the page on the podium. “Recently, I have partnered with NOLA Guides, New Orleans’ number one tour company. They’re responsible for directing thousands of tourists a year through our city. They will be directing at least six tours a week to Chapter & Verse, where we’ll offer discounts on historical books about New Orleans, among other things. We’ll also be offering book readings, signings, and performances for some of the most well-known authors today, with an emphasis on Louisiana authors, poets, and musicians. On top of this, we’ve also partnered with Southern Roastery, a homegrown coffee company that happens to have its corporate office right next door. We’ll be connecting the shop to Southern, and they’ll be opening their café up to our customers. That’s where the performances and readings will take place, but we’ll also be showing local artists and their work, including an artist who is actually in this room right now.” She turned and saw Caroline wave a little. “Melinda Andrews, the owner of NOLA Guides, is here as well. She can confirm what I’ve said about her company if need be. That’s just the beginning. I know we have more to offer, and I plan to make it all happen. We will preserve the historical significance of the building and the events that occurred there, while also celebrating what New Orleans has become. I hope you can see why Chapter & Verse deserves the honor and protections of historical landmark status, as well as what it can and will continue to bring to this community. Thank you.”

Maisie’s eyes widened when she heard loud applause coming from behind her. She turned to see everyone in the audience, mostly her friends or India’s, cheering her on. She sighed in relief that at least this part was over.

“Miss Lincoln, you’ve been denied this status twice. Yet, you’re here for a third time. Why do you believe we should grant you this status now?” one of the councilors asked her.

“That’s a good question,” she said. “I understand why I was denied before.” She looked straight at Colter, but she wasn’t going to call him or any of the others out in this forum. “I believe what you were all looking for wasn’t just to give out a plaque that gets attached to a building that used to matter. There are so many of those all over this city. Some don’t exist anymore, unfortunately, because of time or storms, but my simple brick building is still here, standing strong. I’ve left it to do just that on its own for a long time, but now, it’s not just history. I’m making it relevant again. It’s about what it can do for the city.”

“Okay. Thank you,” the councilor said and looked over at the other officials.

“How much more anticipated revenue do you believe your moves will make for yourself and the city in taxes?” Colter asked.

“I have provided those numbers in the application, but I’m happy to go over them again, if needed,” Maisie replied and heard India clear her throat. She knew it was her without even turning around, so she smiled a little and added, “I’m also expanding my online system, which will bring in even more.”

“But no more jobs if it’s online,” Colter argued.

“Actually, it will.”

“But not in New Orleans, right? At some distribution facility in–”

“In New Orleans, sir,” she said. “Not right away, but I expect to need at least three new people within the next month or two in order to handle the increase in traffic in the store and online. After that, I have some projections that my consultant worked up for me. She’s here if you need her to answer any questions, but we plan to use part of the Southern Roastery approved project to provide extra space for Chapter & Verse without damaging the building itself.”

“That project is a parking garage,” Mr. Jameson said.

“Yes, but it also has a day care and a gym inside it, and it’ll have additional space for my shop as well. I’ll be paying rent to Southern Roastery in exchange for that space, as well as a few parking spots. That’s also in my application.”

Colter looked over Maisie’s shoulder. Maisie turned to see India lifting an eyebrow at him, as if to say, ‘I dare you to question me.’ Colter then cleared his throat similarly to how India had just done moments earlier.

“We have other items on the agenda tonight. I think we can vote on this,” the only female councilor said. “Agreed?”

There were a few nods, and a couple of them said yes. Maisie hadn’t expected that. The previous two times she had been here, there had been more questions for her, and they’d needed to deliberate.

“On the issue of granting historical landmark status to Chapter & Verse, what say you? Yay or nay?”

“Yay,” one councilor said.

“Yay,” another one said.

“Nay,” the third councilor offered.

Maisie swallowed.

“Yay,” another one said.

She only needed one more vote to go for her, so while there were still three councilors left to vote, Maisie liked her chances. It was Colter’s turn to voice his vote next, though, and she never knew what this man would do.

“Yay,” he said.

“Motion carries. Chapter & Verse will receive historical landmark status at a date in time worked out at a later date. Next item on the agenda is the rezoning of…”

Maisie didn’t hear the rest of whatever the woman was saying because that applause erupted again. She stood there motionless, trying to determine whether this was real or not.

“You did it, babe,” India said, wrapping her up in her arms. “You did it!”

Maisie hugged her back, still a little zoned out and overwhelmed to be able to process it all.

“Finally!” Lainey said from somewhere around.

“Congrats!” Maisie wasn’t sure who had said that.

“Order,” the councilor said loudly. “We’ll have order. We have a meeting to finish.”

“Sorry,” Maisie said and felt something warm and wet trickle down her cheeks. “We should go,” she added to India.

“Just take a second,” India said with a wide smile and wiped at the tears. “Just a second to enjoy this. You did this.”

“Are you sure it wasn’t that eyebrow you lifted at your brother in anger?”

India laughed and said, “Hey, I resisted jumping up and threatening to reveal that he wet his bed until he was ten, so I think I should get a prize.”

“I’m sure Maisie will give you a prize later. Can I hug my best friend, please?” Lainey said.

“Outside,” Maisie replied. “Let’s go before they change their minds.”

“Drinks on me at the bar!” Candace yelled when they were on the steps outside.

“Hell, yeah!” Caroline said.

“Only thing is you have to try one of the three drinks I’ve narrowed down for my wedding.”

“All your drinks are good, so not a problem,” Jill said, taking Willa’s hand. “Babe?”

“I’m in,” Willa replied.

“Congrats, Maisie. That’s great news,” Finley said as she wrapped her arm around Molly’s shoulders.

“Yeah, congrats,” Molly said. “This is huge.”

Maisie turned to India, who was standing there, looking proud in Maisie’s direction.

“Yes, it is,” she said, knowing that India understood her meaning.


CHAPTER 34

“So, what do you think?” Candace asked eagerly.

“It’s good,” Maisie replied.

“If it’s an autumn wedding?”

“Still good.”

“But does it fit the season?”

“You finally set a date?” Rory asked Candace as she approached. “You guys didn’t tell me that.”

“Not yet. We keep going back and forth on the whole thing because of Keith’s family. We throw out a date. Some can make it and others can’t, so we try another one.”

“But it’s in the autumn?”

“I don’t know, Rory. Probably. Maybe. It might be,” Candace said. “Not next year, though. Well, it might still be next year.”

Rory laughed and replied, “I am the maid of honor, you know? Probably important for me to know this information sooner rather than later, Candace.”

“I’ll tell you right after I tell my wedding planner,” Candace said, nodding over at Linden, who was standing next to her girlfriend, Asher, talking to Logan and Gwen. “When do you think Linden’s going to ask her?”

“Why do you assume Linden will be the one to ask?”

“Oh, come on,” Candace replied.

“They haven’t been together all that long,” Rory said. “Since what? April? Right before Logan and I got together.”

“Yes, exactly.”

“Exactly what?” Rory asked her. “Logan and I already moved in together quickly. Are you suggesting we should be getting married soon?”

“Uh… I heard my name,” Logan said, walking over and glaring at Candace. “What are we talking about? Candace’s wedding?”

“No, ours,” Rory said.

“What? Our what?” Logan asked.

“Candace here thinks you and I should be getting married soon, even though we just started dating six months ago.”

“She does, does she?” Logan asked, extending that glare to Candace again.

“Crazy, huh?” Rory said with a laugh and wrapped her arms around Logan. “Don’t get me wrong – I love you. I’d marry you yesterday. But we’ll get there when we get there.”

“Yeah, we will,” Logan replied as she wrapped an arm around Rory’s shoulders and smiled.

Then, she glared at Candace for a third time.

“I think I’m going to find Keith,” Candace said.

“Good idea,” Logan agreed before asking Rory, “Want to go in the back and maybe grab some of that pie we just got in to celebrate?”

“Sure,” Rory replied with a smile.

“You’re not grabbing pie, are you?” India teased.

“We’re not only grabbing pie,” Logan said.

“Logan!” Rory laughed, but she pulled Logan along until they were behind the swinging door.

“What’s going on?” Maisie asked India.

“Not sure, but if I had to guess, I’d say Candace knows something. Maybe Logan is a little further along in her proposal thinking than Rory is expecting.” India was standing behind the stool Maisie was sitting on, and she wrapped her arms around her, lowering her lips to Maisie’s cheek. “I’m really proud of you, you know?”

“I know. Thank you. I just still can’t believe I did it. In a way, it feels like it was so easy, which is weird.”

“Easy? Babe, it took you years, a city council run, arguing with my pain-in-the-ass brother, calling a sitting city councilor to get yourself back on the agenda, filling out another application, and giving another presentation. You call all that easy?”

“I meant that they just accepted it,” Maisie replied with a little laugh, holding on to India’s arms. “I guess I expected them to take some time or something.” Maisie paused for a second. “And speaking of your pain-in-the-ass brother…”

“What?” India asked and looked up, seeing Colter was walking into the bar.

“What is he doing here?”

“I invited him,” Maisie said. “Well, I texted him, anyway, suggesting he stop by to talk to his sister.”

“Maisie, this is your night.”

“And I’d like my girlfriend and her brother to maybe try to make amends. I think I’ve caused some unnecessary drama between you two.”

“No, he caused it,” India replied as Colter approached them.

“And he’s here to fess up,” Colter said as he undid his jacket button. “Hi, Maisie.”

“Hey, Colter.”

“India, care to introduce me?”

“You just said her name, Colter. You know–”

“I meant introduce me to who she is to you,” he said.

“Oh,” India replied. “Maisie is my girlfriend. We’re together.”

“Why didn’t you say anything, to begin with?”

“Because in the beginning, we weren’t together yet. And even if we were–”

“I wouldn’t have wanted any special treatment,” Maisie added. “Independent woman.” She pointed to herself.

India laughed at her.

“Well, it passed, so your shop is good to go now. I hope we can maybe put all this behind us,” Colter said.

“Some of it,” Maisie replied.

“I’m with her on that,” India added.

“That’s fair,” he said. “I have ideas. I think a lot of them are good, and I believe in them, but that doesn’t mean all of them are. My offer still stands to join my staff, disagree with me, and get paid for it.”

“Thank you, but I think I have to pass. The shop is about to get really busy.”

Colter smiled and said, “I suppose it is. It’s going to be listed on all the landmark sites, along with whatever it is you plan on doing to bring in more business.” He sighed. “Well, with you and India being together, I suspect we’ll be seeing each other around at some point, huh?”

“Probably, yeah,” Maisie replied, grasping India’s arms more tightly with her hands.

“Not too often, though,” India added.

Colter laughed and replied, “I’m making a run for mayor next cycle, like I told you, Maisie. Let’s keep in touch, okay? If you’re thinking about running for city council again, I could endorse you should the time come.”

“Endorse your sister’s girlfriend? I’m not sure how that would look,” Maisie said.

“Based on my sister’s smile right now, I don’t know that you’ll be just her girlfriend then.” Colter laughed. “Hell, you might even be family.”

Maisie looked up and behind her to see India’s face.

“Colter, want a drink?” India asked. “Literally anything to get you to shut up.”

Colter chuckled and replied, “No, I’ve got a car waiting. But have a good night, you two. And congratulations, Maisie.”

“Thanks?” Maisie asked more than said.

They watched Colter leave the bar before Maisie stood and turned around in India’s arms.

“Was he right?”

“Maybe,” India said. “First time for everything, I suppose.”

“Family, huh?”

“It’s been a few weeks. We’ll see.”

Maisie smiled and asked her, “So, what would you think about having a fiancée or a wife who was a city councilor?”

India wrapped her arms around Maisie’s waist and said, “Well, if that was what she wanted, I would be supportive. I would wear all the buttons.”

Maisie laughed, kissed her, and said, “You’d look cute wearing my buttons. But are you sure you’d want to mess up those fancy clothes of yours with holes?”

“Well, I can always wear the buttons on my non-fancy clothes.”

“What non-fancy clothes?” Maisie laughed harder. “The ones you keep stealing from me?”

“I don’t steal them. I borrow them.”

“So, the two shirts you already have at your place, I’m going to get those back one day?”

“Yeah,” India told her and kissed her nose. “Probably when you move in.”

Maisie’s eyebrows lifted.

“In the future,” India added.

“You know what I want?” Maisie asked, turning in her arms and looking out at the crowd of women and a solo man.

“What?” India whispered into her ear.

“Nights with you where we share that wine you like and you play the piano for me.”

“Mm…”

“Nights where you massage my feet while we watch the sports I like.”

“Mm…” India let out again while kissing her neck.

“Nights where we make love and mornings where we read in bed.”

“Mm…” India repeated and held Maisie tightly.

“And nights where you go watch the state championship soccer match my two best friends are coaching because it’s the last time Lainey will be coaching high school, and I can’t miss it.” Maisie gritted her teeth through a smile, looking hopeful.

India laughed and said, “I’ll be there with your sweater on.”

Maisie held on to India’s arms and added, “And nights after a day of you teaching me how to ski, where we sit by a fire and drink hot chocolate.”

“Can I still have wine, and you have the hot chocolate? The place we’re going has this really amazing 1932–”

“Yes, babe. Hold on. Did you say 1932?” Maisie turned around. “How expensive is that bottle?”

“More than eight hundred,” India answered. “Which is why I’d only order it for this very special occasion.”

“What special occasion? Watching me fall on my ass all day?” Maisie chuckled.

“Our first trip together,” India said.

“Hey, you two,” Finley said, walking up with a beer in her hand.

“Hey, Fin,” India replied.

“Hey. We haven’t met yet,” Bridgette said, walking up to them and holding out her hand for Maisie to take. “I’m Bridgette. This is my fiancée, Monica.” Bridgette motioned to Monica, who walked up beside her.

“Nice to meet you, Maisie,” Monica said. “And nice to see you again, India.”

“You too,” India replied.

“Anyway, we own a little family-owned-and-operated greeting card company in the city, and I was thinking that in your presentation, you mentioned working with Mel. She’s my best friend. I know you’re working with Southern Roastery, too, and I was wondering if you’d be interested in working with us. We could have some cards there for you to sell. All locally crafted.”

“She’s always thinking about the company, even when we’re supposed to be celebrating tonight,” Monica added as she wrapped her arm around Bridgette’s waist.

“Really? Yeah, that would be great,” Maisie said. “I was hoping to get in some new items, actually. I only have bookmarks, a couple of pens, and actual books right now, but I was thinking about adding other things, along with some new shelves under the counter.”

“Great. Let’s talk.”

“Now is fine with me.”

India let Maisie go and watched her walk off with Bridgette and Monica until they were sitting at a booth and talking business.

“You look happy,” Finley noted before taking a drink.

“I think I am,” India replied.

“You think?”

“It’s a new thing for me. I’m figuring it out,” she said. “No offense.”

“None taken.” Finley laughed a little. “We were happy once, India. It wasn’t all bad. I like to hang on to the good memories.”

“Yeah, me too,” she said. “Is this how it feels with you and Molly?”

“Depends. How does it feel?”

India watched Maisie laugh at something Bridgette said.

“Like I could tell her I love her right now, and it’s been weeks. I’m not going to yet, but I could. I could just yell it in this bar, and it would feel totally right.”

“Yeah, that sounds about right to me.”

“But that’s crazy, isn’t it?” she asked, looking over at Finley.

“Probably. But who cares? I love Molls. And I know she felt things for me before I wised up, but ever since I did, it’s like… It’s just there, and I know it like it’s in my bones. I feel so much happier now going into work knowing I sit next to her. I feel like I’ve never understood the whole falling in love at first sight thing. No offense.”

“None taken,” she said with a smile.

“Just that people talk about it, and I know it didn’t happen with me and Molly exactly, but it feels that way to me. Like, once you and I were finally over, and I saw her – like, really saw her – I was in love with her. People who haven’t experienced that might not understand, but it’s real. I know she’s right over there, but I miss her being next to me. Then, at night, it’s the same, even though she’s right next to me, but it’s because we’re falling asleep, so I can’t talk to her until we wake up. I can’t explain it, but it’s–”

“It’s better,” India said. “Because you feel like you’ve met your match.”

“Is that how it feels with Maisie?”

India nodded slowly and said, “I’m taking her skiing.”

“You are?”

“Yes,” she said. “For Christmas.”

“Then, I hope she doesn’t ruin your plans by spraining her ankle.”

“She can’t ruin them. If she did that, we would just stay home, and I’d be okay with that, too.”

“Damn. She really is the one, huh?” Finley joked.

India turned to her and said, “I’m sorry, Fin.”

“Hey, I didn’t mean it like that.”

“No, I know. I just needed to say that I’m sorry about that whole thing.”

“It’s okay. It’s in the past.”

“I was going to ask you to marry me, Finley. That’s why I was so upset that we had to cancel the trip.”

“What?” Finley had been about to put the bottle to her lips, but she lowered it.

“I had a ring and everything. I planned the perfect proposal for me, not for you.”

“I didn’t know that.”

“It’s taken me years to figure this all out, but that would have been a mistake.”

“Us getting married? Yeah, it would’ve been a mistake, for sure.” Finley turned a little to look at Molly. “I think we were both meant for other people.”

“I agree.”

“And my person is ordering food right now, so I think I’m going to go over there and eat with her. I need to make sure she doesn’t put extra ketchup on my fries. We’re okay, though, yeah?”

“Yes, we’re good, Fin.”

“Hey, what did you do with that ring?”

“Oh, burned it in effigy,” she joked.

Finley laughed and said, “Got it. Talk later?”

“Sure,” India said.

She watched Finley arrive at the table with Molly, Myra, and Elisa, and she walked over to Maisie, sitting down next to her.

“Hey, babe,” Maisie said.

India just smiled at her and waited, knowing what would happen next. Then, sure enough, Maisie’s hand went to her thigh, and India clasped it in her own.

“We’re making plans here,” Maisie told her.

“Should I leave you to it?” she asked.

“What? No. Stay,” Maisie said, squeezing India’s hand under the table. “I am hungry, though. Want to order some food?”

“Yes. I’m thinking about a beer and a burger?”

“For me?” Maisie asked.

“No, for me,” she replied. “I’m asking Candace to bring me the best beer they have in this place.”

Maisie laughed and said, “All right, then. I’ll order the fanciest food item on the menu and the most expensive drink in the place. That way, when you hate the beer, we can trade.”

India kissed her.

◆◆◆

“When I was young, my parents didn’t want me to learn any non-classical songs,” India shared as she sat at the piano with Maisie to her right. “They told me it would interfere with my learning.”

“Why am I not surprised?”

“I was also dancing, and there was classical music there, too, so I was a little burned out on it, and I started teaching myself songs that were on the radio or weren’t classics.”

“Yeah? How old were you?”

“Maybe nine or ten. They’d already split up by then, so whenever I’d get caught by my mom, I would tell her my dad said it was okay, or vice versa. They didn’t talk much, so I got away with it.”

“Smart and tricky,” Maisie replied. “I knew there was a reason I liked you.”

India laughed and said, “I have a few favorites I learned over the years. I was thinking I could impress you by playing some classical songs, but maybe something non-classical is more your speed.”

“Play whatever you want. I’ll listen,” Maisie replied.

“Okay. Well, why don’t we start with this one?” she said and began playing.

“Why do I know this?” Maisie asked, seemingly trying to figure out what the song was.

“It’s Can’t Help Falling in Love by Elvis,” she replied and turned to look at Maisie as she continued to play the slow song.

Maisie swallowed, and after a moment, she said, “Yeah, sounds about right.”
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